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Synopsis.

Culled from the pages of the Star Wars Adventure Journa one of the
most popular Star Wars magazinesin thefield today, comesthis
exciting new short-story collection. Here are storiesfrom such
award-winning and New Y ork Times bestsdlling authors as Timothy Zahn,
Michad A, Stackpole, and Kathy Tyersaswell as exciting newcomers,
including Erin Endom, Laurie Burns, and PatriciaA. Jackson. From the
desperateflight of acivilian mail courier carrying vital Rebel

intelligence through an Imperia blockade, to asuicida commando raid
on an impregnable Imperia prison, to a Cordlian smuggler mysterioudy
hired by an actor turned Jedi Knight turned Imperia assassin for one
find trandformation, these tales capture dl the high adventure,
imaginative genius, and nonstop action that are the hallmarks of the

Star Wars saga.

What's more, the centerpiece of this magnificent collectionisthe
short novel Side Trip, thefirgt-ever collaboration between Timothy

Zahn and Michad A. Stackpole, in which afreighter smuggling armsfor



the Rebelsis commandeered by an Imperial Star Destroyer led by a

mysterious helmeted figure who claimsto be the notorious bounty hunter

Jodo Kast. Itisal part of adevious plan that includes Ha and

Corran Horn, who are working undercover to nail the infamous Ceilian

warlord Zekka Thyne. But one dipup can get them dl killed.
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INTRODUCTION

A Gaaxy Filled with Stories by Peter Schweighofer Behind every book

thereisastory--one contained not in the words on the pages but in

the events that occurred as an imaginative spark grew to become a pub

lished work of fiction.



The cast of charactersinclude writers, editors, original ideas, and a
lot of work. Thisanthology isno exception, but the redl story has

much deeper origins.

Not so long ago, a blockbuster film brought a new generation back to

the slver screen. George L ucas combined
cutting-edge specid effects

with exciting characters and themes, capturing the collective mythic
consciousness of movie-goers. Once again viewers were treated to the
Saturday-matinee experience; swashbuckling chapters, edge-of-your-seat
dliffhangers, spaceship dogfights, the forces of good battling the
minionsof evil. Thefilm was Star Wars. A New Hope, and nobody had

seen anything quitelikeit before.

In homes across America, the Star Wars universe becameredl.

Children of every age returned from movie theaters with dreams of
becoming Han Solo, Luke Skywalker, or Princess Lela. They bought
action figuresthat dlowed them to invent their own stories,

continuing thewar againg the evil Empire. Kids dreamed of what they
would find in Mos Eidey and wondered what the spice mines of Kessdl
were like, or what creatures [urked in the Massass templeson Yavin

4.

They pretended to be brave Rebd pilots flying X-wing starfighters or

dashing smugglers blasting through Imperia blockadesin the Millennium



Fdcon.

The Empire Strikes Back and Return of the Jedi continued to fuel
Americasimaginaion. Novels and comic books explored events that

occurred before and between thefilms.

Intheir imaginations, kids turned their basementsinto the Deeth Star,

where they battled with lightsabers like Ben Kenobi and Darth Vader.

They built fortressesin the snow and refought the Baitle of Hoth with

showbals.

Children romped through the park with toy blasters, pretending they

were fighting scout troopers on Endor.

Nobody was sure whether Star Wars was just another fad or something
truly origind. Despitetheir popularity, the films drifted off into

the haze of American society's collective memory inthemid to late

1980s. The Kenner action figures of Luke Skywaker and Darth Vader
were stored away in closets, basements, and attics. Sound tracks,
scratched from numerous hours of play, were packed away with other old
records. Novelizations were shelved with other science-fiction

paperbacks and forgotten.

Other pursuits soon took the place of playing with action figures,

reading comic books, and visiting theimaginary Star Wars gdaxy. Fans



grew up, went off to college, and entered the "real world" of career
and family. Thekidsinsde them were till there, but they were

hidden in the deep closets, basements, and attics of the spirit. Sure,
fanswere glued to their television setswhen the Star Warsfilmswere
broadcast on cable or the networks; for the most part, though, the
wonder and excitement that had been Star Wars passed into little more

than afond recollection.

Then something amazing began.

New Star Wars stories appeared.

Timothy Zahn led the charge with Heir to the Empire. He enthraled

fansin atae packed with powerful villains, new worlds, mysterious

aliens, massive starship battles, and, of course, everyone's favorite

heroesfrom the movies.

He brought back the magic that was Star Wars.

Timothy Zahn's popular books were followed by Dark Horse Comics series

and more novels. Suddenly Star Wars was again on everyone'slips.

Fans stormed book and comic stores looking for the latest rel eases.

There were rumors of new action figures. Star Warstrading cards



returned with vivid origina artwork. People redlized there was even a
role-playing game that would alow them to return to the days when they

pretended to be Rebdl s battling stormtroopers and bounty hunters.

Thisnew vision of Star Wars attracted new fans and reawakened that old
Star Wars spirit--that kid who played with the action figuresand

wanted to become a Jedi Knight reemerged. Suddenly dl the memorabilia
was pulled out of storage, resurrecting the fond memories and dreams of
agaaxy far, far away. Adults gazed longingly at the Magic Marker
sketches of the Desth Star battle they had drawn when they were

children. They proudly displayed their collection of action figures.

People reminisced about the first time they saw Star Wars and
gpeculated about the fascinating territory anew trilogy would

explore.

For twenty years, the fans kept the dream divein their
hearts--without anew trilogy or numerous reruns of television
episodes. Star Warsislarger than the movies, greater than the

fans.

Star Warsis proof that spirited individuals can make a difference

againgt seemingly insurmountable odds.

Weareadl part of this phenomenon.



The example of West End Gamesillustrates the nature of the Star Wars
phenomenon. During thelull in Star Warsinterest, thissmal game
company decided that the ultimate space fantasy offered the perfect
subject for arole-playing game. At the time West End Games---then
based in New Y ork City--had produced afair share of war games and
role-playing games. The company had only tested the waters of licensed
propertieswith Star Trek: The Adventure Game and a Ghostbusters
role-playing game. West End contacted Lucasfilm Ltd. and alicenang

agreement was arranged.

Trying to create a successful game based on aten-year-old filmwasa
major risk. But the West End design team went to work, and soon
produced arule book and sourcebook packed with information on
characters, star-ships, weagpons, diens, and droids. The Star Wars

Role-playing Game was born.

At firgt, West End produced severa game products, which the Star Wars
role-playing market gobbled UP There were plenty of obstaclesto
overcome. Deadlines were missed and production scheduleswere
lengthened by authors who ddlivered projectslate and editors who were
forced to rewrite manuscripts. Working with the Lucasfilm gpprovas

gaff, West End quickly learned what subjects were off-limits: for

instance, the Old Republic, Clone Wars, and how the Emperor and Vader

rose to power.



Since then, West End has hel ped expand the Star Wars galaxy and
maintain continuity through the release of more than seventy-five
sourcebooks, adventures, and supplements, including twelve Gaaxy
Guides, fourteen Star Wars Adventure Journals, and ten sourcebooks

based on best-selling novels and comics.

The company's hard work and perseverance has paid off. Thanksto Star
Wars, West End established itself as aleader in the role-playing-game
industry, acquiring other popular medialicenses; it has since produced
role-playing games based on the Indiana Jones films, Tank Girl, Taes
from the Crypt, and Men in Black. Today it continuesto be the most

successtul licensing role-playing company in the world.

But West End'swork with Star Wars hasn't been confined to the
role-playing-gamefidd. The company has coordinated its efforts with
Lucasfilm and other Star Wars licensees to guarantee the continuity and
retain the spirit of Star Warsin its products. West End editors have
offered assistance to authors, answering questions, providing game

booksfor reference, and even reading over rough drafts of novels.

Game sourcebooks have provided technical data used in creating toys and
other products based on starships and vehicles. West End Saffers

hel ped guide the creation of Decipher's Star Wars Customizable Card
Game and Parker Brothers Star Wars Monopoly. When theinformation
contained in different products dl fitstogether seamlesdly, the Star

Wars universe seems much moreredl.



Severd West End designers have even moved into the greater Star Wars
publishing universe. Bill Savicsek updated Raymond Velasco's Guide to
the Star Wars Universe, incorporating many new additions that maintain
continuity with Timothy Zahn's noves, the new comic books, and West
End Games sourcebooks. Bill Smith wrote the Essentid Guideto
Vehiclesand Vessas. Other West End editors have contributed articles

to Toppss Star Wars Galaxy Magazine and other periodicals.

Likethe movie heroes,
these dedicated fans rose from humble

beginnings to help shape the Star Wars galaxy.

Although the role-playing game might not be as popular or well-known as
other Star Warslicensed products, adedicated team of writers till

works diligently to guide the role-playing adventures of fans asthey
explorethe gdaxy. - Some of you might be wondering exactly what a
role-playing gameis, and why Star Warsis so wdll suited toits

PUrPOSES.

Simply, arole-playing gameisjust amore sophigticated version of the
children'sgame "L et's Pretend.” Most fans remember when they used to
cregte their own Star Wars adventures, using action figures, afew
vehides, and theliving-room furniture. Role-playing games are based

on those same creative and imaginative processes.



Role-playing gamesinvolveinteractive sorytdling. A group of
friends assumesthe variousroles of charactersin the story, and their

choices and actions affect the tal€'s outcome.

One of these players, the "gamemadter,” tdlsthe otherswhat their
characters see and hear, and portrays any "supporting cast members' the
heroes encounter. Sometimes maps, game pieces, props, and miniature
vehicles are used, but most of the action takes placein the

participants imaginations. The outcomes of blaster fights, speeder

chases, and other conflicts are decided by smple rulesinvolving the
rolling of dice: the better the player rolls, the more successtully his
character completes a particular task. Whether a character succeeds or
falsat these chdlenges can dramaticaly change the story's

outcome.

Since the participants are creating their own Star Wars stories, they

don't play the actua charactersfrom the films--instead, they create
someone like them. Players might choose to be smugglers and Wookiees
like Han Solo and Chewbacca. They can be starfighter pilotslike Biggs
or Dutch, or they can pretend to be dienslike Admira Ackbar and Bib

Fortuna. Sincethey're not using the
movie characters, players may

vidit places and do things"offscreen.” The Star Wars Roleplaying Game
dlowsfansto explore fascinating areas only hinted a in thefilms:
those other back adleysin Mos Eidey, the white corridors of Cloud

City, the Forest Moon of Endor. It lets people create their own Star



Wars adventures, complete with heroes and villains, planets, sarships,

and diens.

Theam of the Star Wars Adventure Journd isthe same: to explorethe
offscreen characters, planets, conflicts, and storiesthat fill the

Star Wars universe.

When West End started publishing the Journd in 1994, the goa wasto
create a periodical to support the role-playing game with exciting new
stories, game adventures, and Star Wars source material. Under the
careful supervison of Lucy Wilson, Sue Rostoni, and Allan Kausch in
Lucasfilm'slicensing department, the Journal quickly grew into aforum
for both established and up-and-coming authors to continue visiting the

fascinating Star Wars universe.

Before the Journal, Star Wars publishing was very exclusive.

Only established authors were invited to contribute to a Bantam novel

or anthology. Most had solid contactsin the publishing industry.

Writers who had never published a science-fiction novel or two were not

considered.

Novelsfocused on the mgor heroes, though the anthol ogies devel oped

some of the background characters from the films more fully.



Everyone wanted stories about Luke, Han, and Leia, but the concept of
basing anove on new characters without the main Star Wars heroesin

the spotlight was risky. Would readers buy it?

Authorswere permitted to introduce origina charactersto interact
with the mgor heroes, but once their works were published, the events

they narrated became a part of Star Wars continuity.

Writers who created new characters had no other opportunitiesto
develop them unlessthey were specificadly assgned to write future
novels. Some authors longed to return to play in the fascinating Star

Warsuniverse.

The Star Wars Adventure Journal began to change al that.

Over time, the Journa became a place where quaified writersfrom all
backgrounds could publish origind Star Warsfiction. Every author's
bibliography and fiction samples were scrutinized by West End and
Lucasfilm--only those whose work was approved received invitations to
contribute. Not every submission was accepted. Every article had to
live up to West End'sand Lucasfilm's high quality standards. The
Journd was never afanzine, dthough some of its authors had
experience writing for such publications. It was a showcase for the

best new Star Wars material available.



At first the Journd didn't emphasize short stories---they shared the

288 pages with game adventures and source material. Such regular
features as"GaaXywide News-Nets,” "Smuggler'sLog,” and "Wanted by
Cracken" introduced new characters, starships, planets, aliens, and
conflictsin the Star Wars universe, and offered waysto usethemin

the role-playing game. At thetime of their publicationin the

Journd, all fiction pieces contained game information and Sdebars
offering tipsfor integrating e ements from short soriesinto the

game.

Subsequent issues unveiled the works of more polished authorsand a
risng level of excelence. At Lucasfilm's encouragement--and dueto
theincreasein the quaity of short-story submissions--the number of

fiction articlesgrew.

The Journa became a source for Star Wars short stories inhabited by
characters other than those familiar to fans of the movies. It was one

of the few places where authors without anovel under their belt could
officidly write new Star Warsfiction. A generation of new writers
created their own heroes: CorSec agents, cynical smugglers, rogue Dark
Jedi, Rebel commando teams. Established authors returned to their

favorite characters and created new
ones. Everyone had achanceto

roam around the universe they knew and loved.

The Journa created awhole series of Star Wars stories that set off



into unexplored territory. It gave authors aspecia opportunity to
write for their favorite film setting and expand the scope of the Star

Warsgdaxy.

| spent my childhood playing with Star Wars action figures, listening
to the sound tracks, collecting trading cards, and reading novels and
comic books. These kept the characters and myths of the movie divein

my imagination at atime when household VCRswere il rare.

The Star Wars records--which appealed to my love for music--sparked
images of thefilm inmy mind. The trading cards brought movie scenes
and characters back to life. Comic books developed plots and
characters beyond the end of the film. The action figures helped me

tell my own gtories. My interest in Star Wars survived through the

long years of waiting for The Empire Strikes Back and Return of the

Jedi.

Asl| grew older, though, | soon found other pursuits to occupy my

time

One of those was a strange new hobby cdled "role-playing games.”

Severd kidsin my neighborhood started playing something called

Dungeons and Dragons. | watched them play once and it didn't seem too

hard. Instead of wondering where | could buy acopy, | created my own



fantasy role-playing game for my friends.

It wasn't particularly ingenious, nor did it capture the complexities

that were to appear in current role-playing games--but it was fun.

Eventudly | bought Dungeons and Dragons, the first of many
role-playing gamesin practicaly every genre: fantasy, science
fiction, higtoricad. These provided an outlet for my crestivity. |

enjoyed running games for friends and creating my own adventures.

The Star Warsfilmsfostered an interest in science fiction and fantasy
literature that followed meinto high school. All my spare money was

used to purchase science
fiction novelsin theloca booksore. | read

Moorcock's Ebic series, Tolkien's Lord of the Rings, and anything by
Larry Niven. All thisreading ingpired meto dream up my own
characters, worlds, and technologies, which eventually appeared in my

own (admittedly mediocre) sci-fi Sories.

| combined my role-playing-game and science-fiction hobbies by creating
my own smple science-fiction board games, complete with intricate

maps, counters, and cards.

My friendsand | played them often, though we didn't think they'd
amount to much in the long term. How often does having fun develop

into alucrative career?



When | reached college age, | was determined to hone my writing skills

and put them to use penning science-fiction epics of my own.

Throughout my years a Hamilton College, | dabbled in science
fiction--reading alot of it and writing some of my own (better by
now). | broadened my writing and publishing experience by reporting
and typesetting for the college newspaper. My creetive-writing
professors encouraged me to explore other areas, such as poetry and
higtoricd fiction (which eventudly became another hobby of mine). |
even tested my organizationd skills by coordinating the Hamilton

College Writers Society.

During one summer vacation, | discovered treasure buried in the
science-fiction shelves of the local bookstore: the Star Wars
Role-playing Game. Two of my favorite hobbies-Star Wars and

role-playing--had been merged. | bought the book on the spot.

Over the next few years, my friends and | occasondly explored the
Star Warsrole-playing universe during game sessions. We created our
own legendary characters--he-roes like the outlaw Dirk Harkness, and
villainslike the mysterious bounty hunter Beylyssa. Through our
imaginations, we explored strange planets, escaped carefully laid

Imperial traps, and blasted stormtroopers at every turn.

For afew nights between semesters, Star Warslived again in the minds



of our gaming crew.

The Star Wars Role-playing Game was just that: agame, a pleasant
pastimeto fill college breaks, a hobby left over from childhood. Most
childhood diversions, however, eventudly crumble under the
intimidating weight of the "red world," and with graduation from

college, | was prepared to succumb to the inevitable nine-to-five
drudgery of the workplace. No matter how much | loved Star Warsand
role-playing, they could never provide mewith aviable career. Not

that | didn't try, mind you. | sent afew resumes out to game

companies, including West End, but, asis often the case, most
companiesrequired afew years experiencein theindustry. | had to

dart at one of the lower rungs on the publishing ladder.

Asarecently graduated creative-writing major, | waswdll suited for a
jobin journdism: reporting for my hometown weekly newspaper wasthe
only publishing job I could find. | spent two years reporting on town

mesetings, school events, and interesting people in the community.

Whilethis doesn't sound glamorous, | absorbed things every writer and
editor should know. | learned how to meet deadlines, how to revise my
writing to make it clear and exciting, and how to choose words and

organize paragraphsto express my ideas clearly.

After two years, | was promoted to editor in chief when the previous



editor stepped down. Thisnew job quickly taught me how to beateam
leader. Now | was critiquing reporters stories, working with them to
produce great articles. | got acrash coursein public relationsas|

was forced to ded with the innumerable publicity seekerswho plague
small newspapers with their persona agendas, politica crusades, and

town-government conspiracy theories.

Although | wasliving a home, | was closeto my Star Wars gaming
friends. We continued our fantastic adventures through the Outer Rim
Territories, freeing diensfrom despotic davers, infiltrating secret
Imperia research bases, and escorting undercover Rebd agentson

luxurious garliners.

We soon discovered we were not alone in our passion for Star Wars. A
new novel caled Heir to the Empire seemed to herald the dawn of anew
Star Wars age. New comic books aso began to appear. Assoon aswe
heard that another Timothy Zahn Star Wars novel had been published, we
ran to the bookstore. Our gaming crew scanned the new comic-book

releases for Star Wars materidl.

We were not aone in the universe---Star Wars fans everywhere were

emerging from their dumber.

Changewasintheair, and | began to think that if | could find the
right job in the gaming industry, I'd be able to realize my dream of

combining Star Wars, writing, and role-playing games.



With ayear'sworth of editing experience under my belt, | decided to

try bresking into the gaming industry again. My first choice was West
End for two reasons: the company was only three hours from my homein
Connecticut, and it possessed the license for my favorite film-rel ated

role-playing game.

After | mailed my resume and made afew phone calls, | wasinvited to
meet West End's senior staffers and managersin their nondescript brown
warehouse/officein rurd northeastern Pennsylvania. | walked into the
interview carrying afolder with my resume and afew samples of my
newspaper work. 1 dso brought along a positive attitude and my love
for Star Wars.. . . and when | |eft the office, | was editor of the

Star Wars Adventure Journdl.

Sincethat day four years ago, |'ve worked with many authors.

Some proved to be up-and-coming writers, others were New Y ork Times
best-sdlling Star Wars authors. Most suffered through my long,
meticulous critique | etters and rambling phone conversations. | hope

some have learned to become better writers through our work.

Many of the new authors could have been viewed asrisks. A beginning
writer'swork often needs more polishing than a story by an experienced

author, but the end
result is often well worth the effort.



The Journd is proof that these risks have paid off. Those who madeit
through the months of writing, waiting, and revison have added their

namesto the growing list of published Star Wars authors.

In this anthology, you'll meet some of them.

My first mission in establishing the Journal wasto find aNew Y ork

Times best-sdlling author to create astory for the premiereissue.

West End had developed agood rapport with Timothy Zahn, whose novels
were dready the inspiration for two game sourcebooks. | contacted

Tim, who turned out to be extremely friendly and willing to help.

At the time, he was not scheduled to write any more Star Wars
novels--this story assignment would be a chance for himto return to

some of hisfavorite characters.

Though he wanted to develop hisarchvillain, Grand Admird Thrawn, Tim
decided to write a background story for Talon Karrde. (Timwould
investigate bits of Thrawn's past in subsequent Journd stories-"Mist
Encounter” in Journa 7 and "Command Decison” in Journd 11.) "First
Contact" revealed some of Talon Karrde's activities before the time
covered by Heir to the Empire, confirming the smuggler's penchant for

cleverly naming his sarshipsaong theway. The gory isabrilliant



display of Tim'sability to lead readers through a complex and devious

tale packed with surprises.

After "First Contact,” Tim contributed to other West End Games Star
Wars products, including the DarkStryder campaign. Although hed never
worked on role-playing games before, Tim participated in severa

charity games where he has portrayed Tdon Karrde and Grand Admira
Thrawn. He proved to be just as devious and scheming in role-playing

gamesasheisin hisfiction.

Convincing Timothy Zahn to write for the Journd wasthe first
chdlenge. The next wasto encourage other mainstream authorsto
contribute. Kathy Tyerswas an obvious choice. After The Truce a
Bakura, she had stayed active in Star Wars publishing through the

various
anthologies, just finishing ashort story for the

then-unpublished Star Wars: Tdes of the Bounty Hunters anthol ogy.

She wanted to do more with a character she created for that story:

Tinian 'att.

While"Tinian on Trid" was characteristic Star Warsfare, withits

aliens and stormtroopers, Kathy's fiction treated many deeper emotional
themesinvolving sacrifice, love, and freedom. Readers were aso
treated to a sneak peek at the story to come in Tales of the Bounty

Hunters, which wasn't published until al three Tinian stories appeared



in the Journd.

Michad A. Stackpole dso offered the Journd a preview of hisupcoming
Star Warsfiction--' 'Missed Chance" appeared six months before Rogue

Squadron went on sale.

Mike's X-Wing books showed that characters other than the main heroes
could support an entire nove. Mike has been combining game worlds and
fiction for many yearsworking in the role-playing-game industry since

it began in the 1970s. Besides writing numerous game adventures, he's
authored severa novels based in role-playing settings for the Dark
Congpiracy and BattleTech games. He's agood example of an author with

promise making it in the mgor leagues of publishing.

While working with mainstream science-fiction writers was exciting,
discovering taented new authors wastruly rewarding. They were
struggling to balance career and writing, hammering out short stories

intheir sparetime.

These people were the Star Wars fans who could be the notable

science-fiction writers of the future.

| first met one of these, PatriciaA. Jackson, at Sci-Con, a
science-fiction convention in Virginia Beach, where she was rather
outspoken during apane discussion on fredlance writing, and she later

turned up when | ran a Star Wars role-playing-game adventure. Two



weeks later, a manuscript turned up on my desk: a Star Wars story
patched together from the characters and events of our game. | quickly

learned that role-playing-game adven
tures--though they're fun while

you're playing them--do not automeatically make good short stories.

But Patty would not be discouraged. Her next story had asolid first

draft, and was revised until it wasfit for publication.

It wasthefirst of many fiction submissons. Shewas particularly
proud of "The Find Exit," astory whose foreboding atmosphere closely

matches the personadlity of Dark Jedi Addric Brandi.

Patty has become one of the Journd's regular contributors. Wedlill
see each other a gaming and science-fiction conventions, and the two

of usrun asmall writers workshop every year at Sci-Con.

Charlene Newcomb had contributed to every Journa when"A Certain Point
of View" gppeared. Up to then, al her stories had focused on a
character she created caled Alex Winger, the daughter of an Imperia

Governor who was secretly working to free her planet from the Empire.

Before"Point of View," Charlenefinished the latest Alex Winger sory

and was wondering where to go from there.

To helpinspire her, | sent her acopy of apainting that had once



adorned an old Star Wars game adventure. It showed aship's officer

and severd diensplaying ahologame.

| told Charlene to write astory involving thisscene so | could

feature the color artwork in the Journal. She went to work and
submitted "A Certain Point of View," in the plot of which she managed
to highlight severa dements of the painting. Framed by alarge
viewport, the picture reveals agreenish nebulaswirling in the

distance: a hazardous section of space called the Maglstrom. One of
the aliensrepresented in it holds alarge gobl et--the helmet of an
gpproaching stormtrooper isreflected inits glassy surface. In her
story, Charlene even integrated source materia about the Maelstrom and
the starliner that origindly appeared in the game adventure. The

story provides anice bridge between short fiction and previoudy

published game materid.

Most Journd authors concentrate on one area: source materia, game

adventures, or short stories. Tony Russo
covered al the bases.

His source articles have taken readers to Sevarcos, aworld of Imperia
prisons and swash-buckling spice lords, introduced them to an elite
mercenary commando team, and explored the tyrannical holdings of the
Pentastar Alignment. In his adventure, playershad to try to freea
frontier colony from theiron grasp of acrimelord. Hisstory "Blaze

of Glory" successfully combined the excitement and character



interaction of a game adventure with source materia about a commando

team, al in theform of ashort story.

Erin Endom, who practices and teaches pediatric emergency medicine,
merged her medical knowledge and the drama of her job in aJournd
sory. "Do No Harm" isagood example of how new fiction can focus on
and explore facets of the Star Wars universe otherwise glimpsed just
offscreen. While many stories focus on Rebel commandos making
desperate raids against Imperid forces, few contemplate the emotions

of normally peaceful people who injure and kill othersin battle. By
demondtrating the conflict within acombat medic charged with saving
lives, Erin brought adifferent perspective to the war between the

Empire and the Rebd Alliance.

Angela Phillips aso provided anew perspective on the Star Wars
universe with her sory "Slaying Dragons.” Her young heroine, Shannon,
has ambitions similar to charactersin the Star Warsfilms-torise

from humble beginnings and make adifferencein the gdaxy. Her story
isnotable for its merging of the medieva theme of dragon daying and

the movie mystique of the noble Jedi Knights.

Laurie Burns started by using her experience as a newspaper reporter in

her Journd story "Kela Rand Reporting.”

By the time she submitted "Retreat from Coruscant,” she had moved on to



integrating her charactersinto the more significant eventsin the Star

Wars chronology.

She choseto involve her independent courier in the New Republic's
flight from Coruscant that occurred just before eventsin Dark Horse

Comics Dark Empire series,

Inwriting, Laurie did her homework--whilefitting
her fictioninto

existing continuity, she included appearancesby Garm Bel Iblis, Mara
Jade, and Colonel Jak Bremen, characters Timothy Zahn created in his

Star Warstrilogy.

That is perhaps one of the most exciting parts of working on the

Journal: expanding the breadth of the Star Wars universe. Sinceit'sa
licensed publication, dl the material becomesan officia part of the
continuity. Where else could akid with awild imagination and dreams

of writing science fiction create stories based on the most popular
filmsof dl time? Storiesthat unfold in agaaxy where two bantering
droids ddliver plansfor an Imperid super-wegpon, where a scoundrel
smuggler becomes a sdfless hero, and where asmple moisture farmer is

transformed into the last Jedi Knight.

Thisanthology isthe culmination of four years of adventure.

Like the throne-room scene at the end of Star Wars, it is certainly not



the end of the saga, only amomentary triumph before we return to

work.

As Journal editor, | do not stand aone; |'ve been blessed to work with
some very talented individuas from across the Star Warslicensing
universe. Like any epic adventure, we meet important people along the
way who help us achieve our gods. The Journa owesalot to those
heroes working behind the scenes. West End's Richard Hawran, Jeff
Kent, and Daniel Scott Palter have provided support and much-needed
encouragement as the Journa grew from anideato an illustrated,
288-page quarterly magazine. None of thiswould have been possible

without the imaginative vison and perseverance of George Lucas.

Lucadfilm's Sue Rostoni hel ped guide the Journd'sinitia format and
content, while Allan Kausch continued his meticulous patrol over

continuity and qudity. Timothy Zahn, Kathy Tyers, and Michad A.

Stackpole have delighted readers (and editors) with storiesin which

they return to the characters and gaaxy they love.

Up-and-coming authors have contributed stories that expand the Star
Wars galaxy's scope and il live up to Lucasfilm's standards of

excdlence.

The Journa has been a place where writers can redlize their Star Wars

dreams. These authors have risen from their humble beginnings to make



adifference--however smal in the grand scope of the Star Wars
universein the gdaxy far, far avay they love so much. They dl have
doriesto tell, taesthat began as playful musings and imaginative

romps through George Lucass Star Wars playground.

Y ou're about to read some.

Firg Contact by Timothy Zahn With alast Szzle of jittering
repulsorlifts, the space yacht Uwana Buyer settled down into the

landing field that had been hacked out of the Varonat jungle.

"What afine, civilized-looking placethisis," Quelev Tapper
commented, peering out the cockpit canopy. "Y ou surewe didn't

overshoot and land in someone's weed dump?”

Taon Karrde looked out at the pale yelow trees encircling the field

and thethirty or so dilgpidated buildings
nestled in beneath them.

"No, thisisit," he assured hislieutenant. "The Great Jungle of
Varonat. Home of ahandful of third-rate trading depots and afew
thousand colonists who haven't the brainsto pick up and go

dsawhere"

"And an ugly Krish named Gamgaon,” Tapper said. "1 don't know,

Karrde. | il think we should have brought in the Wild Karrde and



Starry Ice and had some decent firepower behind us. Werekind of like

stting mynocks here.”

"We're here to observe, not make trouble,” Karrde reminded him, popping

his restraints and standing up.

"Gamga on wouldn't be bothering with these private Morodin-hunting

safarisif therewasn't some big profit involved. | just want to know

what he's up to, and whether we can carve apiece of it off for

oursdves."

"All the more reason to have backup along,” Tapper grumbled, checking

the draw of his blaster as he followed Karrde to the hatchway aft.

"But you're the boss."

"How very true. Y ou ready?'

Tapper took adeep breath, exhaed it noisily. "Let'sdoit.”

Karrde punched the control and the hatchway did up into the hull.

Sniffing at the exotic aromas, he and Tapper waked down the ramp and

headed across the field toward a building with afaded Port Fecilities

sgnhangingonit.



They were no more than hafway there when two men lounging beside
another of the buildings peded themsdves away from their wall and
moved casudly to intercept the newcomers. "Howdy," one of them said
asthey got within earshot. "Welcome to Tropis-on-Varonat. Herefor
thesghts?'

"That'svery amusing,”" Karrde complimented him.

"No, were herefor the hyperdrive mechanic we very much hope you

have

"Ah," the other said, glancing back a the UwanaBuyer.

"Y eah, I'm not surprised. Theflashier the hull, the more crumbish

theinnards."

"Savethe colorful language for the tourists,”" Tapper growled.

"Y ou have a hyperdrive mechanic here or don't you?"

The other eyed him a moment, then turned back to Karrde. ™Y our

friend'salittle short on manners,”" he said.

"Hemakesup for it in ability," Karrde said, pulling ahandful of

high-denomination coins from his pocket and sorting ostentatioudy



through them. "And in the understanding of schedules. We have some

highly important businesswaiting for uson Svivren."

"Sure, | understand,” the other said. "No offense, ah--7"

"Syndic Pandis Hart of the Sif-Uwana Council,” Karrde identified

himsdf. "Thisismy pilot, Captain Seoul.” He chose one of the

coins, held it up. "And wererather inahurry.”

"Hey, no problem,” the man grinned, jerking a thumb toward the port

facilities building as he deftly took the coin from Karrde's hand.

"Buzzy, go tdl 'em they've got acustomer. Rushjob."

His companion nodded silently and loped off toward the building.

"Name's FHeck, Syndic," the man continued.

"Offhand, I'd say you're going to be stuck herefor afew days.

Got any plans?'

Karrde glanced pointedly around. "Would there be any plansworth

having?



"Maitter of fact, therewould,” Fleck said. "Fellow hererunsa pretty
nest safari out into the jungle--got atrip heading out first thing

tomorrow morning, in fact. Ever hear of Morodins?'

"l don't think so," Karrde said. "Big game?'

"Thebiggest," Heck assured him. "Giant lizard-dug things, tento

twenty meterslong. Make great wall or halway trophies.” Hislip

twitched sardonicaly. "They're not too fast or mean, either. Good

way for abeginner to sart.”

"That's comforting to hear." Karrde looked at Tapper.

"What do you think, Seoul 7'

"Doesn't sound too dangerous, sir,” Tapper said with just theright

note of concern. "I trust you wouldn't be going alone?

"Naw, thereésfour other hunters signed up,” Fleck said. "And the boss

awaystakes a couple of escortsaong asguards. Safeasina

Suggy.”

"I'd «till recommend | accompany you, Sir," Tapper perasted. "l used

to be pretty good with aBlasTech A280."

"Let'sfind out first how much it coststo be as safe asin asnuggy,”



Kardesad dryly.

"Hardly anything,” Heck sniffed. "Not to agentleman of your means.

Only twelve thousand each.”

Karrde smiled. "A man of means doesn't stay there by throwing money

away. Fifteen thousand for the both of US."

Fleck grinned. "Hard bargainer, huh? Makeit twenty."

"Experienced businessman,” Karrde corrected. "Make it seventeen.”

The other's forehead wrinkled, then cleared. "All right.

Seventeenitis”

"Very good," Karrde said. "When do we leave?"

"Five-hdf tomorrow morning,” Fleck said. "Just be here|'ll tell the

boss you're coming. Don't forget to bring the seventeen." He pointed

acrossthefield. "Y ou can get outfitted over at that building over

there, and get aroom for the night in the hotel next door. It's, uh,

nicer inddethan it looks."



"One would hope s0," Karrde agreed. "I trust no onewill be offended
If we pass on the accommodations. The outfitterswill know what

equipment well need?!

"Sure," Fleck nodded. "Likel said, the bossrunsthese sefaris dl

thetime"

"Very good," Karrde said. "Come, Seoul, let's go see what they haveto

offer.”

Varonat's sun was beginning to settle down behind the jungle by the
time Karrde and Tapper finaly made it back to the Uwana Buyer with
their purchases. "I hope we gave them enough time,” Tapper commented

asthey climbed up the ramp.

"I'msurewedid,” Karrde said. "It doesn't take long for a

professona to search aship thissize. And I'm not expecting

Gamgalon to be employing amateurs.”

Abruptly, Tapper touched Karrde'sarm. "Maybe heis," hesaid,

dropping hisvoice.

Karrde frowned. Then he heard it: amuffled clank from the aft section

of the ship. "Should we take alook?!

Tapper murmured.



"It would look suspiciousif we didn't,” Karrde said, grimacing.

If thiswhole thing fell gpart through the incompetence of Gamgaon's

own people. .. "Niceand easy."

Moving quietly, they headed down the centrd corridor to the engine
room, hearing another clank asthey reached the door. Karrde caught

Tapper's eye, nodded.

The other nodded back, lowering his bundles to the deck and getting a
grip on hisblaster. Karrde touched the release, and the door did
open-The woman sitting on the floor beside the open access pand was
young and attractive, with a cascade of red-gold hair tied back out of
the way behind her head. Her face was calm and controlled as she
looked up at their abrupt entrance; beneath her jJumpsuit, her figure

was dim and athletic and nicely formed.

And in her hands were a hydrospanner and one of the power flux

connectors from the Uwana Buyer's hyper-drive.

"Can | hdpyou?' she asked coally.

"| think you aready are," Karrde said, the brief moment of surprise

passing into relief. Gamgaon's searchers had not, in fact, fouled



up.

"| take it you're the hyper-drive mechanic."

"Cleverly deduced,” shesad. "CdinaMarniss. Y ou have any

problems?’

"Only with the hyperdrive" Karrde said. "Why, were you expecting me

to?

Celinashrugged, returning her attention to the power flux connector.

"I've known some men in my day who didn't think awoman could be

decorative and competent at the sametime.”

"Personally, that's my favorite combination,” Karrdetold her.

Shefavored him with alook that was dightly amused, dightly

srained-patient. "So you're Syndic Hart. Buzzy was most impressed

with you."

"I'm ever s0 pleased,” Karrde said. "l won't ask which way hewas

impressed.” He nodded at the access opening.

"Any ideayet what'swrong?"



"Wadll, for starters, your flux connectors are al about four degrees
out of sync,” Cdinasaid, hefting the onein her hand. "They haveto

have been ignored for along time to drift thet far off."

"l see" Karrde said, hisfavorablefirst impression of thiswoman
moving up another notch. Chin had assured him that the flux connector
gimmicking would take an average hyperdrive mechanic a least aday to

find. "I'll have to speak to my maintenance man.”

"Persondly, I'd firehim," Cdinasaid. "I'll get these readjusted,

then we can seewhat e'seiswrong.”

"Good," Karrde said. "As Buzzy may have mentioned, werein something

of ahurry."

"Funny way to go about it," she said, nodding toward the packagesin

the corridor behind them. "Gamgaon's safaris usudly take upwards of

four days."

"It's been my experience that afailed hyperdrive normaly takes at

least Sx to ten daystofix," Karrde sad.

"Possibly another reason to fire your mechanic,” Celinagrunted.

"I'mguessing | cando it intwo or three."



"What makes you think we're going on asafari?" Tapper asked

uspicioudy.

"The packages, for agart,” Cdinatold him. "Besdes, you're
obvioudy wedll-off, and you talked to Fleck. He's Gamgdon's chief
come-up flector-does hisjob pretty well." She shrugged, turning her
attention back to the flux connector. "Besdes, what eseisthereto

do around here?"

"Cleverly deduced,” Karrde said. "Y ou're wrong about my persond

weslth, though. I'm merely chief purchasing agent for the Sif-Uwana

Coundl."

"I'd cdll that amargind distinction," Celinacommented.

"Certainly given the casud way Sif-Uwanis gpproach management and

"Redly," Karrde said, his estimation moving up yet another notch.

He would have bet heavily that there wouldn't be asingle person on

Varonat who'd ever even heard of Sif-Uwana, let alone know anything

about it.

"Have you ever been there?"



"Once" Cdinasad. "It was afew years ago.

"Busnessor pleasure?’

"Budness.

"What sort?"'

Shelifted an eyebrow at him. "I don't recal an invitation to play

Questions Three with you, Syndic.”

"No offenseintended,” Karrde said. "I merely find your presence here
intriguing. Y ou seem too skilled and well-travel ed to be stuck out
here in the backwater of the Ison Corridor. Not to mention your other

obvious attributes."

He'd hoped to spark some reaction, to shake up that calm facade of hers

abit. But sherefused to turn to thelure. "Maybe | just like the

peace and quiet,” she countered.

"Maybe I'm trying to raise astake to get out.” Shelocked eyeswith

him. Green eyes, Karrde noted distantly.

A very griking green, a that. "Or maybe I'm hiding from



something.”

Karrde forced himsdlf to meet that gaze. There was asmoldering,
amogt hitter fire behind those eyes, driven by aturbulent swirl of

emotion. HEd been right: shewasno
smple backwater hyperdrive

mechanic. "Y ou certainly ingtill mewith confidence," he managed.

The corner of her lip twitched upward in asardonic smile; and abruptly

thefire vanished asif it had never been there. Or had been nothing

but an act. "Good," she said briskly. "Maybe next time you'll stay

out of your hyperdrive mechanic'sway and leave well enough aone.”

"| take your point,” Karrde said, bowing dightly.

"WEell bein theforward living areasif you need to know where

anythingis. Good evening.”

He gestured to Tapper, and together they backed out of the engine room,

gathering up their packages again as the door did closed. "What do

you think?' Karrde asked as they headed forward.

"Youreright, she doesn't fit here," the other agreed.

"One of Gamgaon's people?'



"Probably," Karrde said. "Backup for Fleck, perhaps, or lsejust a
genera snoop. Mechanics and other service-people tend to be

invighle"

"Maybe." Tapper glanced down the corridor behind them. "If you ask
me, though, someone of her talents would be wasted in straight

aurvellance"

"Agreed,"” Karrde said, pursing hislips. "Could be she doubles as

saboteur."

"Or asship thief," Tapper said grimly. "Gamgaon's covering up

something with these sefaris.”

They'd reached the yacht's lounge now. "Well, he can't sted thisone
without considerable effort,” Karrde reminded him as he dumped his
packages on the lounge couch. "Asto sabotage; well, we should be able
to ungimmick the hyperdrive in twenty minutesif we haveto. And the

Wild Karrde can be herein four hoursif we need it."

"| takeit that meansyou're dill planning to bring acomm-relay

adong?'

"Very definitely,” Karrde assured him. "But I'm not expecting well
haveto useit. My guessisthat were going to find the ssfarisare

just Gamgaon'sway of setting up clandestine smuggler mesetings, and



that Fleck and com
pany are hereto screen out any Imperid officids

who might object to the proceedings. Come on, let's get this gear

organized. Five-hdf isgoing to come early enough asit is."

The rest of the safari was aready assembled by the time Karrde and
Tapper emerged from the Uwana Buyer just before five-half the next
morning. "Eclectic bunch,” Tapper commented asthey walked toward the
group and the three Aratech Arrow-17 airspeeders waiting on thefield

besde them.

"Agreed," Karrde said, looking them over. A Thennqora, a Saffa, and
two Duros, al resplendent in outfits and equipment as obvioudy fresh
out of the box asthe gear he and Tapper were wearing. Sightly off to
one sde, dressed in outfitsthat had just as obvioudy seen
considerably more use, were aKrish, aRodian, and Buzzy the laconic

Human. "The group matchesthe escort,” he added.

Tapper nodded toward the Krish. "That's not Gam-gdon, isit?'

Karrde shook his head. "One of hislieutenants, | think. | doubt

Gamgaon himsdf will be coming aong.”

"Ah," the Krish caled, beaming about as cheerfully asit was
physically possible for aKrish to manage as he beckoned toward Karrde

and Tapper. "Wedcome. Y ou must be Syndic Hart. | am Famd; | will



lead your expedition.”

"Pleased to meet you," Karrde nodded. "I trust we're not late?"

"Not a al," FAmd said. "Therest were merdly early.

May | present your fellow hunters: Tarnish--" he gestured to the

Thenngora"mHav and Jivis-" the Duros "mand Cob-caree” the Saffa.

"Gentlebeings. Syndic Hart and Captain Seoul of Sif-Uwana."

"Pleased to meet you," Karrde said, eyeing each of the others.

None of the nameswere familiar, but of course
that didn't mean

anything. He and Tapper weren't using their correct names, either.

"Wewadgtetime," Tarnish growled. "Get on with the hunt, Falmd.."

"Certainly," FAmd sad. "If you will dl find seats aboard?"

Karrde and Tapper chose one of the airspeeders and strapped in. A few

minutes later FAmal climbed in besdetherr Krish pilot, and they were

off.

"Y ou run these sefaris often?' Karrde asked asthey flew low above the



rippling yelow jungle.

"Only afew times per season.” Famd threw him aspeculative look.

"Y ou were fortunate indeed to have arrived when you did."

Karrde gestured toward the rack of BlasTech riflesin the back of the
airspeeder. "I'll consder it fortunate only if we catch something,”
he said. "I'm spending far too much money herefor just around-trip

tour through ajungle.”

"Y ou will be successful,” Falma promised. "All are.

Rest assured of that."

They flew for an hour before putting down in ahilltop clearing.

A smdll, semi-permanent looking camp had been built there, four

buildings grouped around aburned-off landing area. "Y ou must usethis

placealot," Karrde commented asthey settled to the ground.

"Itisthe base camp for dl safaris,” FaAmd said. "Herethe pilots

and airspeeders will wait while we continue on foot. Take your packs

and weapons, please. Wewill move out immediatdly.”



Ten minutes later they were dl tromping along abarely discernible
path through yellow trees, yellow-green bushes, and apaeviolet

ground cover that looked disturbingly like masses of fat worms.

Fadma wasin thelead, with Tarnish, Karrde, and Tapper behind him.

Buzzy was next, followed by Have and Jivis and Cob-caree, with the

Rodian bringing up the rear.

They traveled for nearly an hour before Falmal called a
break ina

small clearing that opened off beside the path.

"Bit out of shape for thiskind of exercise," Karrde puffed as he got
out of his pack and dropped it to the ground. "How far are we going

today, Falmd?'

"Wearied s0 soon?' Falmal asked, throwing a sharp-toothed smile at
him. "Not to worry, Syndic Hart. Three hours more, perhapsfour, and

wewill be a the main hunting area.”

"Morodins have been here," Tarnish grunted from behind him.

Karrde turned to look. The Thenngorawas crouched down at the edge of

the clearing, prodding with alofife a a patch of dark discoloration

cutting across the ground cover. "Morodin dimewas here" he said.



"Severd weeksold."

"Well observed," Famd said gpprovingly. "It was two months ago that

one of our safaris hunted Morodins through this region.

Unfortunately, their migration pattern has since taken them further

away."

"Wonder why we didn't land closer to begin with, then,” Tapper

muttered.

"Perhaps airspeeders spook our intended prey,” Karrde suggested,

frowning. A meter behind Tarnish, dong one edge of the dime mark, a

neat row of short pinkish shoots was coming up from beneath agroup of

ydllow-green bushes.

And in the shadows behind them was aglint of metal.

Stepping around behind Tapper, he started over for a closer look--"Time

to go," Famd caled, dapping hishands briskly.

"Packson, al. Wemust continueif we are to reach our destination

with enough time to begin a hunt.”

Karrde consdered checking out the meta thing anyway, decided against



it, and returned to where held left his pack. "Y ou are abotani<,

Syndic Hart?' Falma asked.

"No," Karrde said as Tapper helped him into his pack.

“Why?

"l saw you looking at the Y agaran deudrupe plants
there," he said,

pointing along finger &t the pink shoots.

"Y ou will see many such non-native plantsinthejungle, I'm

afraid--leavings of previousvisitorsto the Y aronat jungle who were

lessthan careful with their provisons.”

"Provisons?' Tapper asked as he got his own pack on.

"Aleudrupe berries are consdered a ddicacy on many worlds" Famal

sad. "Some of thosewho join our safarisingst on bringing their own

provisons. A few carelesdy dropped seeds’ He gestured elaborately.

"We can only trugt that thejungleitself will dedl with such

intrusons.

Come, we must depart.”



They didn't spot any more dime remnants before they reached Falmd's
chosen camping spot, at least none that Karrde could identify as

such.

There were no more deudrupe plants, either. Perhaps after that first

time the cardess visitors had been warned.

"S0," Tapper said, bringing two cups of steaming liquid over to where

Karrde had propped himsdf tiredly againgt atree beside their tents.

"What do you think of our fellow travelers?’

Karrde looked over at the others, still struggling with the escorts
help to pitch their own shdlters. "From theleve of complaining
during thislast hour, I'd say they're exactly what they seem: bored,
wesdlthy beingslooking for excitement and somewhat annoyed they're

having to work for it."

"Hardly your typical smuggler, in other words."

Karrde shrugged. "Maybe these are semi-legit busnessmen Gamgaon

wants to make dedswith."

"Thereareamillion placesin the galaxy he could set up private

meetings without this much trouble,” Tapper pointed out, Spping a his



cup.

"True. Incidentdly, did you notice that piece of metd stuck inthe

ground behind those aleudrupe plants at our first rest stop?"

"Yes," Tapper nodded. "Looked to melikeatrans
pond marker.

Probably there either to mark the path or else to Keep track of the

Morodin migrations.”

"Perhaps,” Karrde said. "I can't hp thinking, though, that Falmal

reacted rather strongly when | started toward it."

"Y ou think it's something lessinnocuous?’

"Could be," Karrde said. "Possibly part of asensor array to" He broke
off. Through the trees, from somewhere nearby, came a deep, rumbling
growl. Acrossthe encampment, Falmal straightened up as Buzzy and the
Rodian undung their blagter rifles. "This could beit,” Karrde

murmured, snagging his own weapon and levering himsdlf to hisfest.

"Fdmd?'

"Shh!" the Krish hissed. "Youwill frightenit. Wewill bregk into

the same groups of three asin the air-speeders.”



He hurried over to Karrde and Tapper as the others collected into their

own groups and headed into the jungle.

"Come. Quickly and quietly."

They headed out, blaster rifles at the ready. "How can the Morodins

get through these trees?' Tapper asked. "I thought they werebig.”

"Morodins are long but dender,” Falmal said, peering carefully through

thetrees. "They can move easly about thejungle. Ah--look!"

Karrde swung hisblaster rifle around; but Falma was only pointing at

the ground. "Fresh dimetrail,” the Krish said. "Y ou see?’

"Yes," Karrde said, eyeing the wide silvery line cutting acrossthe

ground cover and disgppearing off into thetrees. A remarkably

straight line, too, veering only to get around an occasional tree.

"A large one, too," Falmd said. "Come. Wewill follow it."

"Doesn't seem very sporting,” Tapper grunted as FaAmal led the way

through the trees.

"Thetrall will not last long,” Falmd said over his shoulder.



"It appears and disappears.”

Karrde frowned off to his right. It was hard to tell through dl the

bushes, but--"Isthat another dimetrail over there?' he asked

Famd. "Pardlding ours about three meters away ?*

"Yes, they usudly movein pairs” the Krish said.

"Quiet now. See, thetrall isturning.”

Aheed, the dimetrail had turned sharply to the lft.

Karrde craned his neck; sure enough, the other trail wasturning to

remain pardld. "That'sapretty sharp angle,” Tapper muttered.

"Y ou suppose something scared them?”

"Quigt," FAma said again.

In slence they continued on dong thetrall. It changed direction

twice morein the next few minutes, turns as sharp and precise asthe

first had been. And then, to Karrde's surprise, it split into two

different directions.

"How did it do that?' he asked.



"A third Morodin hasjoined,” Falma said. "Quiet. It could be just

ahead."

"Maybe athird, fourth, and fifth," Tapper said, nodding to the

right.

The pardleling dimetrail there had split into three lines, two of

them angling off three metersfarther dong the ground ahead of it.

Swallowing, Karrde lifted his blaster rifle and took another step-And
suddenly, thereit was: fifteen meterslong, rearing the front of its
rounded body three meters up off the ground, a mottled yellow creature

with spoonhbill snout, stubby legs, and wide teeth.

A Morodin.

"Shoot it!" Falmal yelped. "Quickly!"

Kardesriflewas dready againgt his shoulder, the barrdl tracking

the huge creature in front of them. The Morodin reared another meter

off the ground, giving out the same deep growl they'd heard back at the

camp.

Karrde squinted down the barrdl . . . "Wait aminute," hetold

Tapper.



"Hold your fire. It'sjust standing there.”

"ItisMorodin," FAma snarled. "Shoot beforeit'stoo late.”

But it was dready too late. From their right came a sudden sputtering
volley of blaster fire, catching the Morodin solidly acrossits

flank.

Tarnish and Cob-caree, with the Rodian behind them, had arrived along
oneof thelines of the other dimetrail. The Morodin growled once

more, then toppled to the ground with a thunderous crash.

"Well shat,” Fama dl but crowed. "Wewill summon the airspeeders,

and the pilots will prepare your trophy.

Let usreturn to camp now; the noise will have driven off the

others"

He looked speculatively at Karrde. " Perhaps tomorrow, Syndic Hart,

will beyour day for akill."

"Perhaps,” Karrde said, looking at the downed Morodin. So that was
that. The big, dangerous Morodin safari . . . and it had turned out

to be no more chdlenging than shooting abrudlki inanet. "'l can



hardly wait."

The pilots arrived within an hour, and for nearly two hours afterward

the encampment was busy as they shuttled dabs of Morodin meat in from
thekill and held interminable conversations with Tarnish and Colycaree
asto which would get which part of the head and their preferencesin
trophy mount and framing. Karrde stayed out of the activity,

retreating back to his seat by the tree with a portable melodium and
leaving Tapper to handletheir share of the work. He overheard one or
two rather finely honed comments about poor sportsmanship directed his
way, but he ignored them. Leaning back againgt the tree, eyes half

shut, he let the music from the melodium envelop him.

And, surreptitioudy, fiddled with the settings of the comm-relay

concealed insde the device.

The sun was dipping low over the forest by the time the pilotsfinished

their work and the airspeeders took off back toward base camp.

"| trust you've been enjoying
yoursdlf," Tepper commented, Stting

down beside Karrde and wiping hisface with the deeve of hisno longer
deek hunter's outfit. " Some of the others think you've been

auking”

"I can't help what they think," Karrde said. "Don't get comfortable;



we're going for awak.”

"Wonderful," Tapper groaned, hauling himself back to hisfeet.

"What'sthe drill?"

"I've been playing alittle with the comm-relay,” Karrde said, standing

up and dinging the melodium'’s strap over his shoulder. "If FAmd and

company have been planting trangpond markersin the vicinity, we should

be able to pick them up with it. Nice and easy; let's not attract any

dtention.”

They dipped out of camp and headed into the jungle.

Karrde's hunch wasright: dmost immediately the rigged comm-relay

found asigna, coming from the direction of the Morodin kill.

Following the dimetrail again, they soon reached what was eft of the

carcass, aready busy with scavengers.

"Thereitis," Tapper said, pointing to agroup of bushesafew meters

away. "lt'satranspond marker, al right. And right by one of the

dimetralsagan.”

"Yes," Karrde said, knegling down for a closer look.



The ground at the edge of the dime had been freshly turned, he saw.

Almogt asif something had been planted there. . .

Helooked up sharply, catching Tapper's eye. The other nodded: held

heard the faint crunching noise, too.

"Coming from the camp,” he murmured.

The sound came again. "Let'stake the long way," Karrde murmured back,
pointing to the section of dimetrail Tarnish and Cob-caree had
arived dong earlier. Explaining to FAma or his cohortswhy he was

carrying amelodium on awalk through the jungle could get awkward.

Especidly if they found the gimmicked comm-relay inddeit.

They heard the crunching sound once more asthey |eft
the site, but

after that it seemed to fade behind them.

Which wasjust aswell. No more than fifteen metersinto the jungle,
thedimetrail broke off; and when it regppeared three metersfarther
away, it had suddenly sprouted three more branches. "Uh-oh," Tapper

muttered.

"Whichway?"



"I'm not sure," Karrde said, glancing behind them.

The thought of awhole herd of Morodins prowling around was not an

especialy pleasant one. "Let'stry thisone," he said, pointing to

the rightmost of thetwo trails.

"Well mark one of these treesfirst so we can backtrack if we have

to.

Tapper was staring off into thejungle. "Let'stry going alittle

farther infire," he suggested dowly. "We can dways come back."

Karrde frowned a him. "Something?'

"A hunch,” Tapper said. "Just ahunch.”

Karrde pursed hislips. "How far in do you want to go?'

"About three hundred meters,” Tapper said. "I remember aridgein that

direction on the map that overlooks a sort of wide depressonin the

ground.”

Karrde grimaced. Three hundred metersinto an unfamiliar jungle was

nothing to be taken lightly. But on the other hand, Tapper's



infrequent hunches were nearly awaysworth following up. "All right,”
he said. "But no farther than theridge. And we head back sooner if

our trail ends."

"Agreed. Let'sgo."

Thedimetrall split again afew meters along, and twice more made one
of those short, three-meter breaks with new branches going off in
different directionswhen it resumed. For awhile Karrde tried to keep
track of the number of lines, hoping to figure out how many animals

they were dedling with here. But he soon gave up the effort.

If the Morodins decided to get nasty, the difference between six and

sixty of them would be largely academic.

"Therestheridge," Tapper said, pointing ahead a a
last line of

trees that seemed to open onto blue sky. "Let'stake alook.”

They stepped forward and between the trees. There, stretched out
perhaps 100 meters below them, was the wide valley-like depression

Tapper had described.

And gathered together a one side of it were upwards of fifty

Morodins.



"Wevefound the crowd, al right,” Karrde muttered uneasily. The
dope down from their ridge into the valley was mildly steep, but he
doubted it would bother something with the size and musculature of a
Morodin. Infact he knew it wouldn't; the dimetrail they were

following rounded the ridge and continued down without a break.

"Don't look at the Morodins," Tapper said. "Look at thedime

trals"

"What about them?"

"L ook at them,” Tapper urged. "Tdl meyou seeit, tOO."

Karrde frowned, wondering what he was getting at. The whole depression

wasfull of thelines, that wasfor sure, clearly visible between the

trees and over the trampled bushes. Lots of lines, showing the same

bends and branches as the ones they'd encountered up here. .

And then, abruptly, hegot it. "I don't believeit,” he breathed.

"l didn't either,” Tapper said. "Look--one of them'strying it."

One of the Morodins had detached himself from the group and into the

three-meter channel between two of thetrails. Waddling quickly on



those short legs, it moved to thefirst bend and turned to the I ft.

Into the firgt section of the eaborately constructed maze.

"Let'sget back," Karrde said, shaking hishead in disbdlief.

"l have afedling we don't want Gamga on's people finding us here.”

"Too late," asoft voice said.

Carefully, Karrde looked over his shoulder. Two meters
behind him

stood Faima and two of the Krish pilots, al three with blaster rifles
at theready. Behind them stood afourth Krish, gazing thoughtfully at
him. "Indeed,” Karrde said, lowering the muzzle of hisown rifleand
turning around to face them. "Wdl. At least we shouldn't have any

trouble finding the way back to camp.”

"Whether we return to camp directly has yet to be decided,” the fourth

Krish said in that same soft voice. "Put your weapons down, please.

And tell mewhat you are doing here."

"We were looking for Morodins," Karrde said as he and Tapper lowered

their blagter riflesto the ground. "In the process we ssumbled on the

fact that they're more than just Smpleanimas." He cocked an



eyebrow.

"They'refully sentient beings, aren't they, Gamgalon?'

TheKrishamiled. "Very good," he said. "On both counts. Y ou know my

name, what isyours?'

Under the circumstances, there didn't seem to be much point in

continuing the masquerade. "Taon Karrde," Karrde identified

himsdf.

"Thisismy associate, Quelev Tapper.”

Famd hissed. "Wasit not as| said, my liege?' he snarled.

"Smugglers. And spies”

"So it would appear,” Gamgalon said. "Why areyou here, Taon

Karrde?"'

"Curiogty," Karrde sad. "I've heard stories about these safaris of

yours. | wanted to find out what was going on.”

"And haveyou?'



"Y ou're hunting sentient beings,” Karrde said. "Inviolation of
Imperid law. Eveninthesedays, | imaginewhat'sleft of the Empire

would dedl rather harshly with you if they knew that."

Gamgdon smiled again. "Y ouimaginewrongly. Asit happens, the
Imperia governor in charge of Varonat isfully aware of whet is
happening here. His portion of the earnings are quite adequate to

insure that there are no such questions about the hunts.”

Karrde frowned. "Surdly you're not bribing an Imperia governor with

scraps from safari tickets™

"Indeed not,” Gamgaon said. "But asthe safaris provideided cover

for our planting and harvesting operations, it isin hisbest interests

to dlow them to continue."

"Y ou're not bribing him with adeudrupe berries, either,” Tapper put

in.

"Y ou can buy those things on the open market for thirty or forty a

packload.”

"Ah-but not these deudrupe berries,” Gamgaon said smugly. "This

particular crop isgrown in soil saturated with Morodindime. . .

and during their' growth, these berries undergo an extremely



interesting chemica change."

"Such as?'

Famad hissed again. "My liege--?"

"Do not worry," Gamgalon soothed him. "Consider, Talon Karrde, a
merchant ship carrying three cargoesto apolitically tense world:
rethan-K, promhassic triaxli, and deudrupe berries. All harmless dl
legal, none worth so much as araised voice from ether Imperid
customs or officials of the New Republic. The shipissent onitsway
to the surface, whereiit is greeted enthusiagticdly by its

customers.

"Who, ascant hour later, will be launching an attack on their

politica or military enemies. With wegpons utilizing ablaster

formulation fully as powerful as spin-seded Tibannagas.”

Karrde stared at him, ahard lump forming in his ssomach.

"Theberriesare acatayst?"

"Excdlent,” Gamgadon said gpprovingly. "Fama wasright--you are

indeed clever enough to be dangerous. To be precise, it isthe pits of

the berriesthat create this new gas from the rethan and promhassic.



Thefruit itsdlf is perfectly normd, and can stand up to any chemica

tegt.”

"And the safaris mask both the planting and the harvesting,” Karrde
nodded. "With the transpond markers there to help you find the crops

agan after you've
planted them. All the profits of wegpons

smuggling, with none of therisks."

"Y ou undergtand,” Gamgal on beamed. "And thus you must aso understand

why we can't dlow any hint of thisto lesk out.”

He gestured, and one of the Krish pilots stepped forward, bending
awkwardly down to pick up the blaster rifles Karrde and Tapper had
dropped. "Certainly | understand,” Karrde said. " Perhapswe could

discuss an arrangement?

My organization--" "Therewill be no discussion,” Gamgaon said.

"And my arrangements are my own. Thisway, please.” Thepilot
sraightened up, gestured to the sde with Karrde's rifle-And suddenly
Tapper's hands snapped out, plucking the rifle from the pilot's hands
and jabbing the muzzle hard into the Krish'storso. Divingintothe
cover of the nearest tree, he swung the' rifle back toward Falma and

Gamgaon-And dropped spinning to the ground as apair of blaster bolts



dashed through him from down theridge to hisright. A Sngle

shuddering gasp, and he lay till.

"| trugt, Tdlon Karrde," Gamgalon said into the brittle silence, "that

you will not be so foolish asto smilarly resst.”

Karrde lifted his eyes from Tapper's crumpled figure, to see the third
Krish pilot step out of concealment along the ridge, hisrifle steady
on Karrde's chest. "Why shouldn't I?* he demanded, his voice sounding

ugly inhisears. "Y ou're going to kill me anyway, aren't you?"

"Do you chooseto die here?' Gamga on countered.

"Thisway, please"

Karrde took a deep breath. Tapper dead; Karrde himself unarmed and
adone. Completely alone--even the Morodins down below had vanished,

apparently scattering at the sound of the blaster fire.

But, no, he didn't wish to die here. Not when there was any chance at

al that he could livelong enough to avenge
Tapper's death.

"All right,” hesighed. Two of the pilots stepped forward and took his

arms, and together they all set off.



Karrde hadn't expected them to take him back to the encampment, and
they didn't. From the direction Falmal was leading them, it looked

like they were heading toward one of the other clearings they'd passed
just before setting up camp. Undoubtedly where Gamgalon's airgpeeder
waswaiting. "What sort of distribution setup do you have?' he

asked.

"I have no need of assistance," Gamgalon said, looking back over his

shoulder. "As| have said dready.”

"My organization could still be useful to you," Karrde pointed ouit.

"We have contact people dl over the--" "Y ou will beslent," Gamgaon

cut him off.

"Gamgdon, ligen--" And from behind him came adeep, rumbling growl.

A growl that was echoed an instant later from both sides.

The group cameto asudden hdt. "Fdmd?' Gam-galon snapped.

"What isthis? Why are there Morodins here?'

"I do not know," Falma said, an uneasinessin hisvoice. "Thisisnot

a dl likethem."



The growls came again, from what seemed to be the same postions.

"Maybethey'vefindly gotten tired of being the prey,” Karrde said,
looking around. "Maybe they've decided to hold a safari of their

own."

"Nonsense," Fama bit out. But he was|ooking around, too. And he

was garting to tremble. "My liege, | suggest we move on.

Quickly."

Theroars came again. "Famd, take the prisoner," Gamgalon ordered,
hisvoice suddenly grim as he pulled a blaster from beneath his

tunic.

"Y ou others: to the Sdes and rear. Shoot anything you see.”

Warily, the three pilots spread out into the jungle, blagter rifles
held high. Falmal stepped to Karrde's side, closed a tense hand around

hisarm. "Quickly," he hissed.

Gamgalon stepped to Karrde's other side, and together the three of
them hurried forward. Ahead, through the trees, Karrde could see the
glinting of sunlight from an arspeeder. Another chorus of Morodin

roars came, dl from behind them thistime. They reached thelast line



of trees, sepping into the clearing-And with agasping sigh Falmal
suddenly released Karrde's arm and stumbled to sprawl on the ground, a
knife hilt protruding from hissde. Gamgaon snarled and spun around,

his blaster searching for atarget.

He never madeit. Even asKarrdereflexively ducked to the side, the
Krish'stunic erupted in abrief burst of flame asaquiet blaster shot
caught him nestly in the center of historso. He fell backward to the

ground and lay 'dill.

Karrde turned; but it was not one of hisfellow hunters whom he saw
emerging from the cover of thetree they'd just passed. "Don't just
gand there," CelinaMarniss growled, lowering thetiny blaster in her
hand as she passed him and headed toward the airspeeder. "My
ar-speeder'stoo far away--well take theirs. Unlessyou want to be

here when those other Krish catch up.”

"Nicely done," Karrde commented as the Uwana Buyer cut through

Varonat's upper atmosphere toward deep space. "Nicely doneindeed.

Though I must confess a certain disappointment that it wasn't actualy

the Morodinsfinaly taking their vengeance.”

Beside him, Celina snorted under her breath. "Congdering thet they
probably can't tell aHuman from aKrish, let lone one Human from

another, you should count yoursef lucky it wasn't them. They'd have



ground you into the dirt dong with Gamgaon and his crew.”

"Most likely," Karrde conceded. "Where did you get the recordings of

Morodin growls?'

"Gamga on took me adong on one of his safaris once,”
Cdinasad.

"Back when he gill thought he might have a chance of recruiting me

into hisorganization.”

"So you weren't working for' him. We'd wondered about that.”

"l don't like Krish," she said flatly. "Even honest ones can't be
trusted very far, and Gamgaon hardly qudifies as honest. Besides,
al he wanted meto do was play space-port spy for him. Not much

futureinthat."

"Not anymore,”" Karrde agreed. "So aslong asyou were out in the

jungle anyway, you went ahead and recorded some Morodin growls?"

She shrugged. "1 thought it might be handy to have something like that
onfile Turnsout | wasright." Shethrew him alook. ™Y ou oweme

for those three recorders, by the way. Thosethings don't come

chesp."



"I oweyou for consderably more than that," Karrde reminded her

soberly. "Why did you follow us out there, anyway?"

"Oh, come now," she scoffed. "Hart and Seoul ? Not to mention aship

caled the UwanaBuyer?. It wasdl just alittle too cute; and |

remembered hearing about asmuggler chief who had afondness for cute

wordplay. So | took a chance.”

"And it pad off,” Karrde said. "Y ou've earned a consderable

reward.

Just nameit.”

Sheturned to look at him with those green eyes of hers.

"l want ajob,” shesaid.

Karrde frowned. 1t hadn't been the response he'd expected.

"What kind of job?’

"Any kind," shesaid. "I can pilat, fight, play come-up flector--"

"Hyperdrive mechanic?'

"That, too," Cdinasaid. "Anything you'vegat, | canlearnit.”



Shetook adeep breath, let it out. "I just want to get back into

maindream society again.”

Karrde cocked an eyebrow. ™Y ou have agtrange view of smuggling if you

consder it maingdream society.”

"Trust me" shesaid grimly. "Compared with some of what I've done,

itis"

"l don't doubt it," Karrde said, studying her face. A very sriking

face, with agtriking body to go with it. Decorative and competent

both; hisfavorite combination. "All right,” he sad.

"Y ou've got yourself aded. Welcome aboard.”

"Thank you," shesaid. "Y ouwont regret hiring me."

"I'm surei won't." He amiled dightly. "And since we're now

officidly working together--" he held out hishand. "Y ou can cdl me

Tdon Karrde"

She amiled tightly as shetook hishand. "Pleased to meet you, Taon

Karrde," shesaid. "Y ou can cdl me MaraJade."

Tinlanon Trid



by Kathy Tyers Tinian I'att, the granddaughter and heiress of I'att
Armament's founders, wrinkled her nose and tried not to bresthe too
deeply. The factory complex's demonsiration room smelled like scorched
meat and chemicas. She could identify five... no, seven formulas by

their odors, a potentialy catastrophic witch's brew.

Occasiondly, the demonstration explosives detonated harder, faster, or
earlier than anyone anticipated, and even quadrupl e transparisted

didn't providefull protection.

Standing beside Grandfather Strephan, Daye Azur-Jamin rested his hand

on awast-high blast barricade.

Daye's I'ait's Armament gray tunic accentuated hisair of authority.

So did the management comlink he wore on hisbelt. A prematurely gray

streak marked the center of Day€e's | eft eyebrow.

"There's nothing patently wrong with stormtrooper armor, your
excdlency,” hesaid, and Tinian admired his sdf-control. She knew

how Dayefdt about Grandfather's Imperid connections. "But agood
marksman--or an idiot with a high-powered blaster--can pick out weak

spots. Our fidd makesit invulnerable”



Imperid Moff Eisen Kerioth dapped a polished ebony swagger stick into
onepam. Tal and lean, Moff Kerioth held his head thrust forward

over an astonishing array of red and blue rank squares.

Tinian, Daye, and her grandparents had expected tech advisorsfor this
demondtration, and maybe afew army troopers, but never a Sector
Moffwith stormtrooper escort. Kerioth limped, favoring a stiff left

leg and occasionally leaning on the swagger stick.

"Sounds wonderful, boy. So why did your demonstration employee turn

coward?"

Grandfather Strephan's old black Imperid service uniform set off his
thick white hair. Grandmother Augustafiddled with aside hem of her
long green robe. Sheld recently devel oped arare degenerative
syndrome, and Druckenwe l's top bioimmuna specidist gave her only
monthsto live unless she sought treatment. 1t wasn't available here
inll Avdi, or a any other city on Drucken-well . . . and it was
expensve. Behind Grandmother Augusta, the I'att family's Wookiee

bodyguard Wrrlevge-bev lounged againgt apebbly gray duracrete wall.

Wrrl rumbled aquick comment under his bresth that only Tinian--who'd

studied hislanguage--could trandate.

Shedidn't, but she shared Wirrl's disdain for cowardly employees.



She fiddled with a collection of pargphernaiain herjumpsuit pocket:
nekanut shells, droid adjustment tools, and her secret good-luck

piece.

Shewould need dl her good luck today. If I'att Arma
ment sold its

new armor-protective field, then her grandparents could retire, and she

and Daye would take over the factory.

Kerioth straightened his shoulders and neck, then poked Grandfather

with hisswagger stick. "Wdll, I'att?

Who's going to get into that armor? We came along way to seethis.”

Evidently Grandfather had known the Moff years ago. Each man had
chosen his own way to serve the New Order: Grandfather by protecting
Imperiad might, Kerioth by widldingit. Kerioth crooked afinger at

Wrrl.

"Y ou. Wookiee. Come down here."

Wrrl curled back hislipsfrom huge teeth and let out a punctuated

howl. Kerioth had demanded that the I'atts disarm their Wookiee during
hisvigtation, and Wrrl was aready irritated. A red-blond stripe

crossed Wirrl'sface, fur dmost the same shade as Tinian's

shoulder-length hair. It was odd coloration for a\Wookiee.



"What did he say, Tinian?" Grandfather's business acumen showed in the
way he measured and accommodated the Moff. By comparison, Kerioth

seemed. ..

Tinian tried to emulate her observant grandfather. Ker-ioth seemed

blunt. And condescending.

She glanced at the shell pieces on the arming table.

Eighteen white unitslay beside the limp halves of atwo-piece black
body glove. Wrrl wouldn't fit insde the body glove, et donethe

fidd. "Your excdlency, hestoo big," shetrandated. "Thefidd

nodes maximize a one point eight sx meters of height and one meter of

width."

Moff Kerioth lifted anarrow black eyebrow. "l'at, tell me again why

your grandchild attends classified demondtrations.”

Tinian bristled. She might be smal and thin, but she was no child.

Hadn't Kerioth noticed her company jump-suit?

Grandfather laid awarm hand on her arm. "Y our excdllency, Tinianis

an invaluable team member. She hasamazing ingtinctsfor



explosves.”

One stormtrooper stood at the center of the second
Sesting row up.

"Sr," he said through hishelmet filter, "if the Wookiegstoo tall,

what about her?"

Tinian blanched. Her . . . demonstrate? Stand in the wave trap and

get shot at?

"From one extreme to the other,” quipped Kerioth.

"Invauable team member, isshe?'

Grandfather backed toward a code panel. From thiswall, he could lower

two quadruple-transparisted blast walls between the wave trap and the

four broad rows of retractable shielded seeting. "Ah. ..

yes, but Tinian isnot our demongtration volunteer.”

Kerioth shifted hisweight. "Shewould fit. Areyou totaly confident

that your armor isimperviousto blaster fire?"

"Totdly," murmured Grandfather.



"Then proveit.”

"But. ..no. | shdl cdl for alinedroid.”

"| perceive acertain lack of confidence." Moff Kerioth directed the

taunt at his stormtroopers, but Tinian took it in the gut.

Grandfather and Grandmother must reach that offworld hedlth care
fadlity. Love focused Tinian's courage, and so did her hopes. The

fiddd worked. She'd seen it tested.

"Grandfather?' Sheraised ahand. "I'll voluntear.”

Grandfather, Grandmother, and Daye stepped forward, speaking
smultaneoudy: "Wait--" "Tinian--" "No--" Wrrl blinked huge blue eyes
and suggested under his breeth that Daye was built morelike a

stormtrooper than she was.

Tinian fixed Moff Kerioth with her sare. She was betting he'd act

like aBlasTech Company bureaucrat she'd once met at a party--once he'd

suggested something, no other ideawould suit him.

Kerioth's smile spread dowly from histhin lipsto cold, dark eyes.

"Very good, ah, Tinian. A truetrid of I'att Armament's

excdlence™



Before Tinian could change her mind, she dragged Wirl to the arming

table. "Help me" she ordered him.

Her jJumpsuit would easily fit insde the black body glove. Shedso
selected the upper-body corselet, the carapace and the breastpl ate,

which armorers dubbed the Body Bucket when worn together.

She shoved them at Wrrl. Rear-mounted on the carapace, in place of the
usual instrument pack, I'att Armament droids had ingtalled aheat
disspator and thefield transmitter. A single new control stood out

on the breastplate.

She dipped off her shoes and did oneleg into the body glove.

Sheld never heard so much silence. "Grandfather,” she suggested,

"explan how the body glove enhancesthefidd.”

"Tinian," Grandfather pleaded.

The glove'sleggings sagged on her with wrinklesal down ther

length.

She yanked her narrow jumpsuit belt out of itsloops and secured the

heavy black fabric. "I've memorized the speech,” sheingsted.



"Should | ddliver it?'

Moff Kerioth rested his swagger stick on one shoulder.

"Please do," he purred.

Suddenly shedidiked him. Daye had alwaysinssted that hed rather
diein anoble cause than earn hisliving from an ignoble one, and she
hoped thiswas only her nerves, whining out from the spot where she was
stuffing them (to keep Daye from trying to stop her), that made Kerioth

look suddenly sinigter.

Daye was sengtive to an energy field he called the Force. Hecdamed
that Force-senditive was not a healthy way to bein Emperor Palpating's
New Order, and held cautioned Tinian and her grandparents that the

Empire had stooped to violent repression in other parts of the galaxy

.. but Tinian didn't believeit. I'att Armament had supplied the New

Order for years, profiting handsomely.

She shrugged into the body glove'stop. As she smoothed loose black

fabric over the floppy mess at her waist, she drew a deep breath.

"The protective field produces anti-energy burstsjust out of phase



with blaster
fire"" shebegan. "Zersum flecks that we've bonded into

the advanced body glove--" Tinian pushed up one dack deeve and ran
the back of her hand over the other forearm "mamplify thefield. We
seethat as akey dement of thisnew system--" "The entire system has

too often proved vulnerable.”

Kerioth'svoicerose. "Eight years ago, | had a storm-trooper escort

shot to pieces around me. I've dragged thisever since.” He whacked

hisleft leg with the swagger stick. "Areyou comfortablein there,

child?'

I'm not achild. "I'mfine" She squared her shoulders.

"I'm sorry about your leg. May | finish?"'

He swung the swagger stick. "By dl means™

"We have thus diminated weak spots," she said, "'long known to

insurrectionist dements. I'm ready, Wrrl."

Her Wookiee lifted the breastplate and carapace.

Grandmother Augusta folded trembling handsin front of her long green

robe. Daye took up apaosition behind Tinian. If she hesitated or even

flinched, she guessed he'd demand to wear the armor.



She hefted the carapace. "Thereisinsulation and a hesat disspator
built into this piece," she explained, raising the back protector so
Moff Kerioth and his escorts could seeinsideit. A black deeve
flopped down to cover her other pam. She pushed it up, bunching
fabric back toward her elbow. "For the microsecond it takes for the
field to reach full efficiency, the armor itsalf handles hest

absorption. Insulation, plusthis disspator, dmost diminate thermal

discomfort.”

"Allegedly.” Kerioth sounded sarcastic.

Tinian decided that she'd never please him except by demongtrating the

product. Then hed be impressed.

Then heldd grant I'att Armament the most lucrative contract it'd ever

earned. Thousands of stormtroopers would need this coverage.

"Hep me, Wrrl."

Wrrl fitted the corsdlet to Tinian's back and front, clamping it
together a her shoulders. Tinian trusted Wrrl completely. Fiveyears

ago, she'd spotted him being
beaten by adave deder. Bloody bunches

of fur had littered the ground around the huge dien. Tinian--bardy

twelve--had dashed forward, disregarding Grandmother Augustas protests



(she could dways move faster than either grandparent). She'd saved
the creatureslife. Little had she known that in rescuing Wrrl, shed

bought loyalty-to-the-death.

The shdll pieces hung out over her shoulders. Tinianwriggled until

they balanced.

Daye picked up the shoulder pauldrons, clasping them between long,
sengtive hands. "Put these on, too," he murmured..The gray stregk
arched higher than the rest of either of hiseyebrows. According to
Druckenwell's gtrict population laws, she and Daye were too young to
marry until they proved financia independence. Sender and
bookish-looking with lively brown eyes, Daye had cometo Il Avdi to

makealifefor himsdf.

Hewas now officidly Tinian's Second Undersupervisor and the very
center of her life. Shelet him attach the pauldrons over her

shoulders. They dangled to cover her elbows, enclosing her upper body
with aloosg, ill-fitting box. Field conduits clacked against each

other when she turned toward Daye. If only she could reassure him-"|

know why you're doing this"" He leaned close and stared down at her.

"I don't likeit, but I understand. No one ever calsyou acoward and
getsaway withit." He squeezed her forearm. "Force be with you,

love"



As he backed away, Tinian rotated a control on the breastplate.

Thefirst time she'd seen thisfidld demondtrated, she'd worried at

thispoint. Thefield didn't hum, buzz, sparkle, or even glimmer.

"Grandfather?'

Asif awakening from the dead, heraised asmal luma.

Tinian held out her arm to one sde. He switched on theluma. No

bright spot appeared on her deeve.

"Asenergy encountersthe anti-energy field,” Grandfather said,
regaining hisvoice, "the field responds and cancesit. We're now

certain thefield is operating.”

"Ready, Tinian?' the Moff asked. Hisvoicewasasbland asif he
wereinviting her to St down for lunch instead of ordering her outin

front of afiring squad.

Tinian staked to the wave trap, feding ridiculousinsde the enormous

bucket, pauldrons, and body glove.

Built like apocket a one end of the spacious demonstration room, the

wave trap's baffled duracrete walls and floor angled together to absorb



unthinkable burgts of energy.

Tiny shadowed pitsin itswalls gave evidence of past demongtrations.

At least she couldn't smell the room anymore. Even without ahemet,

the odor had stopped registering several minutes ago.

Daye stood close to the barricade, frowning. She drew up tal--for her

height--and barely smiled across at him.

Wrrl edged toward the code panel.

Kerioth swept his swagger stick toward three storm-troopers.

"Youthree. Rifles"" he snapped. They marched forward. Daye hdd

both hands down at hissides. Usudly, he kept one or both casualy

tucked in a pocket.

Tinian stared at the blast rifles. Those weren't the shiny new factory

items she generdly dedlt with.

Daye glared at the nearest stormtrooper.

"Ready," snapped the Moff. Threerifleslifted. "Aim for weak

spots.



Kerioth turned to eye Tinian. Hislip curled. Evidently he enjoyed

watching the I'att contingent sweat.

She knew that the armor worked. But staring down threerifle shafts,

she momentarily lost control of her panic.

Instantly, Daye's face reflected her fear. He spun toward the trooper

and tentatively reached for hisrifle,

"Now," Kerioth ordered.

Three vermilion energy beamswhizzed at Tinian's chest. Sheflinched,

but she couldn't dodge quickly enough. Hest flashed over her back and

shoulders despite the bucket's extrainsulation. Daye froze and

stared, stricken.

"Ceasefire Kerioth twirled his swagger stick.

Tinian straightened back up, let out her breath, then smiled weekly at

Daye. The sale was as good as made.

She'd doneit, though she wished she hadn't tried to duck.

Daye thrust ahand into his pocket and frowned. Her momentary panic

had probably jabbed him deeper than it'd frightened her.



Kerioth dipped acomlink out of hisbelt sheath.

"Squadsthree, four, and five: sed entrances. No traffic or

communication off grounds.

"Excuseme?’ Grandfather stepped forward, obvioudy as confused as

Tinian aruptly fdt. "Sir, what isthe meaning of this?'

Moff Kerioth tapped Grandfather's shoulder with his swagger stick.

"Congratulations, I'att. 1 am buying your product.”

"Y ou sealed our entrances.”

Kerioth clasped hishands a the small of hisback. "It would be

unfortunaeif insurrectionist e ementslearned that wed found away

to make stormtrooper armor invincible, would it not?

Wefound away? Tinian slently protested.

Grandmother Augusta glided forward, rustling her robes. "Our security

has dways been unparaleled, Moff Kerioth. Y ou need have no fear

concerning our--" "Naturally, then," continued Moff Kerioth, "you

understand that everyone who has worked above certain levelson this



project must return with me to the Doldur system. Thisitem must be
manufactured under srictly regulated conditions. The New Order
controls Doldur right down to food prices. It isthe safest world for

advanced military manufacturing.”

It'syour turf, Tinian redized. Y ou want this manufactured where you

can watch.

Grandfather's eyes narrowed. "l am sorry, but thisfamily cannot

travel. Augustaneeds medicd care.”

Tinian fingered the black body glove's deeve selvage.

"After dl these years of hard work, they deserve peaceful

retirement,” she protested. "Daye and | are prepared to run the

plart.

WEIl . .." Shehestated, then plunged on. It wasthe only way.

"WEell go to Doldur with you. But Grandfather and Grandmother are

retiring to Geridard.”

"No," sad Kerioth. "Y ou will return to Doldur with me. All of

you."

"Sir," Augustaspoke up, "1 apologize for making things difficult, but



our gpplication for the Geridard Convaescent Center has aready been

processed. We've advanced them 90,000 credits for life care.”

Kerioth turned away. Hetilted hischin asif rereading the I'atts

requests off the ceiling. When he pivoted back around, his

condescending smile had returned. ™Y ou will not travel to Doldur? |

cannot convince you?'

"Unfortunately, gir, it'simpossible” Strephan folded hisarms over

his black uniform's decorated breast.

"Perhaps not so unfortunate. That enables me to dispose of your

retirement and hedlth worries smultaneoudy.”

Kerioth swung his swagger stick at the nearest ssormtrooper.

"Takethem both."

Before Tinian understood, the stormtrooper whipped up hisblast rifle

and fired twice. Grandfather Strephan tumbled to the duracrete.

Augusta gasped before she collapsed over Strephan.

They didn't move again. Too shocked to protest, Tinian covered her

mouth with both hands. Daye bent his knees, ready to lunge. "Why did



you do that?' he whispered.

Kerioth angled his swagger stick like aweapon at Daye's chest.

"I'll let you youngstersin on asecret,” he announced.

"I have been sponsoring research into thistype of anti-blaster energy

field on Doldur. Emperor Palpatine will be most grateful when |

present thisinvention asmy own . . . with al the uncooperatives out

of theway.

"Y ou do wish to cooperate?' he asked blandly. Grandfather!

Grandmother! Stunned by her grief and horror, Tinian had to survive

.. to avenge them. She nodded. Say yes she mentaly begged Daye.

He straightened dowly, but he didn't speak.

Kerioth shrugged. "Bindersfor the boy," he ordered another trooper.

"How long and how comfortably you live, boy, will depend on how well

you cooperate.”" He stressed the word again.

Daye adjusted his stance, turning both feet out dightly.



One trooper reached into a utility-belt compartment.

Tinian glanced from the trooper to Daye. Daye eyed the trooper.

Daye had learned some self-defense from Wrrl.

He could move faster than anyone expected.

She must create adistraction.

"Wrrl!" shecried. "Hdp!" She spun around and dashed for the

door.

Wrrl'sroar frightened even Tinian. He dammed the code pand with one

gigantic paw. A trangparisted blast wall plunged out of the ceiling,

trapping Kerioth and two stormtroopers on theinside.

But four troopersremained. Wirl rushed the pair blocking the exit,

lifted each by a shoulder, and bashed their helmets together.

Tinian sprang through.

"Goleft!" Daye shouted behind her. "Wirl, stay with Tinian!"



Tinian whirled left and tried to run. One of her loose leggings

tripped her. Blagter fire whizzed over her head.

Wil tried to scoop her up with long shaggy arms. Fur shriveled where

he touched her.

"Dont!" shecried. Thefied unpredictably damaged living flesh that
touched it. Tinian scrambled to her feet. Wrrl sprinted past a

bewildered-looking service droid. She caught a whiff of burned fur.

"Daye?' shecried. "Wrrl, wherés--" Wrrl shrieked something about

separating the storm-troopers.

They reached thelift tube. Tinian jJumped onto itsfloor grid.

It didn't activate to carry her upward. "They've shut it oft" she

cried.

Wil stepped in front of her, clearly inviting her to climb onto his

back: There was no other way out of this bottleneck. Tinian switched
off the armor field, vaulted up, and clenched her handsin front of
Wrrl'sthroat, hoping nobody shot at them. Singed, matted fur brushed

her face. The stormtrooper-sized breastplate dug into her ssomach.

Wrrl legped up the shaft wall, catching enormous claws-she hadn't even

known that he had claws!--in its duracrete sides. Powerful muscles



rippled under Tinian'shold. She clenched her kneesaround hissides,

trying to keep her weight from choking him.

He dragged hisweight and hers up to themain floor. A security droid

rolled toward them, four claw-mounted blasters and scanners installed

atop a perfectly balanced sphere. It endlesdy repeated, "Halt! Drop

al weapons!

Halt--" Tinian gulped a deep breath. "Recognition,” she shouted over

Wrrl's shoulder. Her voice ought to shut it off...

"Confirmed." Thedroid spunin place. It retreated, till

broadcasting.

Daylight shone through the southeastern service door.

Another pair of stormtroopers crouched beside it, obvioudy derted

over Kerioth'scomlink. "Freeze" ordered one.

Tinian did off Wrrl's back and dapped the field control back on.

Then she dashed at them, too full of adrendineto cower or even flinch

thistime.

Whilethe troopersfired a Tindan, Wrrl sped past her on long, shaggy



limbs. He reached them before she did and bodily flung them aside.

Sheld never seen aWookiegs full strength before. Heterrified her.

Outside the service door, two energy-fenced conveyors connected the
entry with I'att Armament's main receiving area. Wirrl howled

encouragement at her.

Tinian legped onto one conveyor and dashed toward
the open spaces and

freedom. Fabric flapped around her feet, dangling but giving her feet
some protection. She grabbed afistful of loose fabric above each knee
and pulled up. That helped alittle, but she couldn't bend her elbows

far enough to do any redl good.

She jumped off the conveyor onto gray duracrete. A three-meter wall
surrounded the complex, surmounted by a catwalk with heavy gun
emplacements. When Tinian glanced up, her heart sank. Five
stormtroopers dashed along the top of the wall, three from the north
and two from the west, converging on the corner ahead of her and

Wirl.

Then she remembered her good-luck piece. "Wait!" she cried. Shedug
down through layers of clothing and extricated asmall hunk of

chepatite impact explosive.



Sheld picked it up thefirst day Grandfather (her mind spasmed in pure,

illogical grief: Grandfather!) had let her work afull shift. A silly

souvenir and dangerous, maybe, but she couldn't fling it hard enough to

st it off.

Wrrl could. "Takethis" sheexdamed. "Throw it--there"

She pointed at the big corner gun. Two troopers digned its sightson

her and the Wookiee. "Then duck.”

Wirl bared histeeth, seized the explosive, and hurled it. Sweet

trickled down Tinian's chest. She wasroasting-Dugt, grit, and

duracrete boulders blasted in dl directions.

A gap appeared beneath where the gun had been.

Tinian printed toward it. Her shoulders and back flashed hot again.

More troopers must have rushed in behind her.

The rubble pile was dmost two meters high. Wrrl urged her to hurry.

Tinian yanked the bunched fabric and scrabbled upward. "How

bad--are--you hurt?' she gasped.

He growled defiance.



"Wrrl--you need--a medic--" He tossed his head and kept running.

Tinian scrambled over thetop. A laser blast whizzed off
her right

pauldron. That blast came from outside thewal! Sheflung hersdlf

backward into Wrrl'sarms.

Wrrl yipped surprise. Had she snged him again?

He shoved her aside, grabbed a duracrete boulder, and heaved it down at

the outside trooper. Then hewoofed gently & Tinian, urging her

OUL.

A blagt from behind struck him. He howled.

"Areyoudl right?" Tinian cried.

He gurgled and pointed outsde the wall.

"Not without you!™

Disregarding the armor field, he cuffed her with ahuge paw.

Tinian jumped down the rubble pile, spun around, and glanced up.



Wrrl stood framed by the gap. Another bolt caught himinhissde. He
screamed and turned full around, then lurched toward the stormtroopers

ingde the enormous guard wall.

Grief-gtricken and stumbling with every other step, Tinian dashed
across aweedy field that surrounded I'att Armament. Thiswas asecure
area, maintained in case of internal disagter . . . and to enable

guard wall gaff to watch incoming treffic.

Why werent they chasing her? Had Wirrl stopped al of them?

Wearing hest dissipation armor, sheld shinelikeabeaconto IR

sensors. It would be easy to tag her with heavy wegponry. Moff

Kerioth was probably caling over to IL Avali Spaceport right now.

How could she have been so wrong about the Empire?

When had it changed?

At the weed fidd's edge, dilapidated duracrete buildings formed a

toothy perimeter. Tinian dapped off the field projector and ssumbled

toward an abandoned warehouse.

Its door hung askew. Two maybe-Human derdlicts scrambled deeper into

shadowsinsde.



Tinian tried to imagine what they'd seen: the top half of an armless,
unhelmeted stormtrooper? She pushed away from that warehouse and ran

two moreturns
around bendsin the dleys, but didn't find any better

cover.

She shoved the flapping armor pieces up over her head, then shed the

black glovelike an old reptile skin.

She was about to abandon it when athought bigger than fear struck her:

Moff Kerioth wanted this protection field badly enough to kill for

it.

She must useit to hurt Eisen Kerioth.

Shedug her utility vibro-knife out of another jumpsuit pocket.

Paingtakingly she diced vital components off the breastplatemthree

electronic c-boards, controls, conduits--then the carapace--insulation,

plusthe projector itsdlf.

Overhead movement snagged her periphera vision. A dlent

repulsorcraft sped over the warehouse row.

Tinian shrank into the nearest building's shadow. She stuffed



everything smdl into her pocket aong with her vibro-knife. Then she
bundled the rest of the vita partstogether. Dashing barefoot around
the next corner, she stepped on something sharp and amost fell into a

rubbish heap ready for droid pickup.

That gave her another idea. Limping, she hurried back to the debris
sheld left. She scooped shdll fragmentsinto the body glove and flung
them behind the rubbish, safer from detection. Then she limped deeper

into IL Avai'sbad quarter.

Happy's Landing must be nearby. She and Daye had visited the de house
severd times, thinly disguised in working-class coverails, looking for

good music and flamingly spicy food. Luck and adrendine got her there
after only onewrong turn. She paused in the doorway, then plunged

into its dark interior without giving her eyestimeto adjudt. It

sounded nearly vacant. Late afternoon had never been Happy's busy

hour.

Shetripped over abench. Nobody protested, so it must be vacant.

She sank down, exhausted and ashamed. She had to get off Druckenwell,

the only world she'd ever known.

But how? And. . . done? Daye would meet her here, if he could.

She swallowed on a parched throat. Mustn't use her credit account.



She dug into athird jumpsuit pocket and found afew credit tokens

worth acold glass of Elbawater.

She dropped them onto the table.

Then she pillowed her sweaty forehead on her arms and tried to think.

She couldn't've gotten thisfar unless Kerioth had sent most of his

troopers chasing Daye.

Therefore, Daye must be a prisoner. (Her mind writhed again: Daye!

Wrrl, oh, Wrrl!) On second thought, she/d worn the invaluable armor.

They'dvedl chased her.

No, hed co-devel oped the anti-energy field. They needed Daye dive.

Kerioth was undoubtedly tracking them both-Daye Azur-Jamin flattened on

thefloor of anarrow service tunnd, scarcely breathing.

During hisfirst moments of flight, he'd been clipped by blaster fire

hafway down hisleft thigh. It'd stopped throbbing severa minutes

ago.



Now it smply felt dead.

Three pairs of white boots scurried past, outside the shaft's access

pand.

They'd find him sooner or |ater.

Daye dragged himself past the pandl, deeper toward the center of I'att

Armament.

Using histiny comlink, hed monitored Eisen Kerioth's command
frequency. Poor Wrrl had paid off hislife debt in full, and enabled
Tinian to elude pursuit, but Keri-oth--who'd escaped his transparisteel
cage by talking atrooper through code permutations--had ordered

repulsorcraft.

They'd catch Tinian quickly unless he could divert them.

Daye's comlink also let him follow stormtrooper teams as they hunted

him. Kerioth had ordered al personnel
off factory grounds---he meant

to use IR scanning, and fewer warm footprints insde the factory would

help.

It would be arace, then. I'att Armament's power grid lay under a



force shield, open to the sky; the plant was built around it like a

vast open square. In half an hour, Daye could crawl to the main power
gation. In two minutes more, he could backfeed the force shield into
the power grid. That would take out the whole factory. Daye had
hesitated to endanger innocent bystanders, but Keri-' oth was clearing

bystanders away.

He probably wouldn't escape. But at least Eisen Kerioth wouldn't stedl

I'att Armament's anti-energy field--Daye and Strephan’'s own

brainchild--and get away withit.

No one would ever know what Daye had done, either, except Tinian.

She knew him too well.

Thethought made him amile. He crawled on.

"Why, hdlo, Princess Tinian."

Momentarily terrified, Tinian flung hersdf upright.

She breathed again when she saw two familiar people standing over

her.

Happy's Landing's current torch singer, Twilit Hearth, wore a

scanda ous, shimmering sap-phire-blue gown. Twilits mate, Sprig



Cheever, sported a short, neat goatee and nondescript clothing. He set

aglassof Elbawater infront of her.

Tinian dashed tears away from her eyesand guzzled it.

Twilit touched her shoulder. "Hey. Hey, what's wrong?!

"I" Tinian gulped. She needed dlies, and Daye--deft reader of

srangers intentions had liked these two.

(Wherewas he?) "I've got to hide. I'minbig trouble.”

"Hey, it couldn't be that ba--" " Stormtroopers. They've shut down the

factory."

"No," whispered Twilit. "Wheré's. . . you know, your prince?"

"l don't know," Tinian groaned.

Twilit seized Tinian'sdbow. "Comewith me. Therésnotimeto

lox2"

Twilit pulled her through adark, cluttered halway behind the kitchen,
then up oneflight of stairsto acramped little dressing-degping

room.



"Twilit, thanks," Tinian objected, "but they'll search up here.”

Shelaid her valuables under an old boot rack, then startled. Sheld

diced three c-boards off the control panel. Now she had only two.

"WEell hideyouin plangght.” Twilit grabbed ashimmering red

gown.

"But we've got to move fast. Put thison.”

She'd dropped one c-board! Concentrate, Tinian. First you've got to
aurvive. Tinian eyed Twilit's curves, then glanced down her Sze-one
jumpsuit. "Twilit, it won't--" "Y ou've only got minutes," said the
snger. "Areyou going to wak into their gunsights wearing that

uniform?"'

Tinian skinned out of her jJumpsuit and yanked up the extravagant

gown.

To her shock, padding did into position over dl the right places.

The singer was no more voluptuous than Tinian, not in the flesh. She

glanced into the room's only mirror. Her face and someone el se's body

|looked out.



"Not bad," said the singer, "but we can do better."

She spun apair of shoes across the floor toward Tinian and rummaged in

atattered duffd. "I assumeyou cansng.”

"Not likeyou." Tinian gratefully pulled on one shoe.

Too big, but it would protect her throbbing foot.

"Most Imperidswouldn't know asong sparrow from acloud crupa.

Y ou know al my songs, I've watched your lips move.” Twilit opened a
jar and smeared something onto Tinian'sface. Tinian submitted to
severd layers of paint and arapid, hair-pulling fluff job before

Twilit announced, "Bresk's over, Princess. Get down there and show

your Suff."

Tinian eyed the mirror again. Only the stranger looked
out &t her

now. "Why areyou doing this?' she asked. The stranger'slips moved

when she spoke.

Twilit's face appeared beside the stranger's. Fire blazed in Twilit's
blue eyes---the same shade as her own, Tinian redized. "The Empire

and | had adisagreement four or five systems ago,” Twilit answered.



"Now get down there."

"But you--" "I'm deathly ill. Couldn't Sing another note for at least

an hour. Go. Cheeveand Y ccakicll hep.”

Tinian tottered down the steps. Now that her eyes had adjusted, she

could make out the de house'sinterior.

Two Human customers sat at one table, alone Devaronian at the bar. On
aclear, triangular stage raised above table level, Sprig Cheever

crouched cracking his knuckles over the black, white, and green keys of
aKeyBed that dmost enclosed him. The other sentient band member, a
Bith named Y ccakic, plucked his Bottom Viol'sfive stringsas he
adjusted buttons dong itstall upright neck. Redd Meta flake, the

group's self-contained droid sound system, sat behind them audibly

tweeking hiscircuitry.

“I'm... anging?" Tinian croaked. "Twilit fedspoorly.”

Cheever grinned down through the stage &t her.

"That'll work."

Tinian climbed up to stand beside him. He played two chords she

recognized, and shelaunched into "All | Can Ever Do" with dl the guts



she could muster. Now that sheld dowed down, she could only think of
Daye. How could shesing, with Dayein terribledanger . . . if he

wasdive?

Without warning, two stormtroopers sprang through Happy's front door.

Tinian gulped. She covered the beat she/d missed by ad-libbing a

lyric. Onetrooper glanced at her. Immediately he swiveled away.

Shefdtrdieved. ..

and hurt, too. Was shethat unattractivein red life?

Thetroopers bustled from table to table. Just asthey
vanished intO

the kitchens, asaiamic rumble rocked the de house. Patronsdid
under tables. Tinian flailed, trying to grab something, and connected

with Yccakic'sarm.

"Off the stage!™ Cheever commanded. Y ccakic laid down hisViol and
towed her down clear, narrow stairs, then out into the dusk-darkening

Street.

Three gargantuan firebaslit the northern sky, rising under low

clouds precisaly where I'att Armament had stood.



Both stormtroopers dashed out of Happy's Landing.

Passing without a backward glance, they sprinted up the street. A
customer who'd followed Y ccakic outdoors saluted the firebals with a

rased fist. "Downtherich!" he hooted. "Down the Empire! Up

anarchy!”

"Hey," burbled Y ccakic. "Y ou okay, kid?"

Tinian'sears sang. Her vison blacked out from the edges inward.

She collapsed in aheap.

A beefy stranger sumbled into Happy's Landing near dawn. Tinian,

till masguerading as Twilit, drooped on abench close to Cheever. The
stranger demanded a TrooperBreath, downed the chartreuse glassful, then
looked around for company. Spotting Tinian and Chee-ver, he wobbled
over. "That oughtahdp. I've been hunting and lifting dl night,” he

declared.

"What'sup?' Cheever set ahand casudly on Tinian's shoulder.

"l just spent four hours daving for the Empire. The head trooper

rounded up dl the muscle he could find out on the Streets.”

"Whet for?"



"He had us searching I'att Armament... or the crater that used tabe

|'att Armament . . . for survivors."

The de house spun around Tinian.

"FHndany?' Cheever squeezed her shoulder.

The bulky newcomer shook hishead. "TheBig Moff's
Speeder wasthe

amallest wreckage we could identify.

Other than that, nothing. Totdity. Looked like aninsidejob to

me"

He burped, then grinned toothily. "Some brave, suicidd lunatic musta

wanted to take it away from the Empire pretty badly.” Heraised a

glassin wordlesstribute,

Tinian stared. Daye, gone? All that promise. . . broken?

Not only Daye, but Grandfather, Grandmother, and Wirrl.

All her life.

Shelost track of time after that. Some hours later, the band held



council upstairs over the kitchens. "Timeto leave Druckenwell."

Cheever draped hislong legs over apacking crate. "Thisplaceistoo

hot for me."

"Me, too," put in Twilit.

"WEell never get away," lamented ametallic monotone.

Cheever had lugged Redd Meta flake upstairs and set the boxy sound

droid on astretch of floor. "Everyone pickson musicians.”

Twilit folded her arms. "Weéll go," shesad firmly.

"Thelast timeweignored Cheever, we nearly lost our instrumentsin an

gpartment fire. Is somebody onto us, Cheeve?"

"Not yet."

Tinian bardly lisened. She wasin shock. Nothing will ever touch me

agan. Nothing. No one. Ever.

Y ccakic flicked a series of folds around histiny mouth.

"Has anyone looked up outsde? Weve got ablanket of repul sorcraft



stting over IL Avali. Security will be double; at customs, triple.

And we promised Tinian--" "Well makeit," Cheever predicted.

Twilit cleared her throat. "Fix my ID for her. I'll lielow herefor

afew days."

Cheever raised an eyebrow.

Twilit shrugged. "If Comus can make my ID cover Tinian, he can run me

adupe, easy. I'll be okay."

Cheever stroked his short beard. "That'll work. But
Princess, about

thet . . . luggage of yours. | don't think we can risk taking it out

through Imperid Customs.”

That cracked Tinian'sintrogpection. Even with ac-board missing,

those pieces might help someone recreate the anti-energy field.

"Wait," she begged. "The customs people will have no ideawhat your

Instruments are supposed to look like. . . right?’

Twilit shrugged. "They'remusical morons,” she agreed. "What are you

drivinga?'



"It'sdready in pieces,” Tinian answered. "Attach them to your

instruments.”

Cheever stroked his goatee. "Yeses," hedrawled. "I can fit mogt of

it tolook likeit's part of the KeyBed'sinsdes."

"I'm good for a c-board or two," proclaimed Redd. A touch of reverb

added confidenceto hisvoice.

Tinian wondered if she were going crazy. Shedidn't careif shelived

or died, but she must get that field transmitter out through customs.

"Couldn't you get it off Druckenwel| safer without me? If they catch

me trying to pass Twilit's 1D, it's the spice minesfor al of us”

Affectionatdy, Twilit mussed Tinian's hair. "We know good people

offworld," she said. "People who can use that Stuff againgt the

Empire. They'll want to talk to the I'att Princess. Guaranteed.”

A door dammed. "Shewasthere, dl right,”" declared Woyiq.

Daye shuddered. The huge, beefy man's voice jabbed daggers through his

injured head.

The other Human--or was he a Gotal ? Day€e's eyes wouldn't

focus---turned to shush Woyiq. "Hey, keep it down!"



"Sorry." Woyiqg dunk toward Day€e's bedside. "Sorry.”

The huge Human had dragged Daye out from between jagged duracrete

dabs, laboring in near-tota darkness at the bottom of IL Avdi's deep

new crater. "Redly, I'm sorry-
Daye squeezed his attendant's hand.

"Did you--" "Wait," said the. . . yes, with hornslike thoseit had

to beaGotal. "Get over here, you big battlewagon.”

Woyig shuffled even closer.

"You found her?' Daye whispered. "She'sdl right?'

The beefy man laid ahand on Day€e's synthflesh-bandaged shoulder.

Both of hislegs had been crushed, too, and onehand . . . and they

didn't dare carry him out to amedic. "She was a Happy's Landing,

hanging out with the band. Y ou guessed it right.”

Daye swalowed. Eventhat smal movement hurt. "Did you" "I told her

wefound no survivors, She--" "Thanks. Thanks, both of you."

Daye shut hiseyes. He couldn't bear to hear how Tinian had taken the

news of hisaleged desth, not yet. He haf wished he could dissolve



his body into nothingness and turn Woyig'sfata pronouncement into

fact.

But evidently the universe had spared him . .. most of him . .

.for awhile. He couldn't drag Tinian into the furtive existence he
meant to lead now. Woyiq and his Gotal accomplice promised to sponsor
him straight to the Rebellion as soon as || Avali camed down. The

Rebdlion needed histalents. They might be ableto fix him up, too

.. somewhat.

In the meantime, he had decided it had to be kinder to et Tinian think
him dead. She'd leave Druckenwel. Witty and capable, she'd make a

new life.

Hewould never love anyone s, though. "Good-bye, Tinian," he

murmured toward thewall. "May the Force be with you."

Customs bustled, quadruple anything Tinian had ever seen--but they
passed, just as Cheever predicted. Tinian followed him up agae
passageway into the transport's fourth-class hold. They found seats

closeto Yccakic's.



Redd rode in the cargo hold, guarding the doctored instruments.

Tinian dumped down, glad this hold had no viewport.

No last glimpse of Druckenwell would linger in her memory.

Alonein the galaxy except for two virtud strangers and an armload of
illicit electronics, shed find some way to help bring down the New
Order. Every time she hurt Ppatines Empirejust alittle bit, shed
dedicate that smdl victory to the memory of Daye Azur-Jamin and the

lifethey could have had.

Force be with you, love. Leaning back, Tinian squeezed tears out of

her eyes and braced for takeoff.

TheFind Exit

by PatriciaA. Jackson A Planet of interminable extremes, Ngjiba
existed in agate of perpetud spring, deineating seasonsin terms of

electricd disruptions and torrentid rainstorms.

Ross stared into the maturing squall, intrigued by the erratic veins of

lightning which arced across the obscure, night skies.

Sheltered beneath his Y1-1300 light freighter, the Kierra, the

Cordlian searched the turbulent atmosphere above the open flight pad,



following severa amorphous shapes that loomed above the heavy cloud

cover.

Clipped with military precision, soft spikes of blond hair glistened

with the rain as miniature drops accumulated in the longer length above
hisears. Yawning, the smuggler leaned against one of the support

gruts. His deepy, blue eyes stared from the shadows, regarding

severa natives who were huddled benesth the storm eaves of Reuther's

Wetdock.

"1947" Pressing the comlink againgt his cheek, Ross responded, "194."

Alluring, afeminine voicereplied, "What'sthe dedl, Ross? We've been

gtting herefor over an hour.”

"Areyou bored, darling?' heteased, grinning handsomely inthedim

light.

"Do you want an honest answer or just my opinion?

Comeon, flyboy," she pleaded, "let's get moving.”

"Don't get your circuitsin abunch." Affectionately he brushed ahand

over the lower turret, wondering in what section of the onboard systems

shewas hiding. Fondly named after his ship, thefeisty droid



intelligence had a tendency to focus on the optica sensors, possessed

by an unusudly feminine curiosity.

"Ol'vd, Ross," avoice greeted from nearby.

Despite the familiarity of the Old Corellian didect, Ross tensed,
casudly thumbing the restraint from his blaster. Propping the heavy
pistol against the holster, he stared into the closest shadows and

focused on the stooped silhouette. "Reuther?”

The aging Ngjib bartender stepped into the rain, humbled beneath the
ondaught of cold drops. Sheltered below the Kierra, he straightened,

garing into the young Cordlian'sface.

Vivacious with old-world charm, his eyes were discerning and

perceptive, contemplating Ross from head to toe.

Meeting the smuggler's mischievous eyes, a proud smile played across
hislips. "1 see where you made the billboardsin Mos Eidey last

week. The Imperids are offering 5,000 credits for your head."

"Isthat dl?'

"Indeed," the old man chuckled. "Not nearly enough for arogue with

your credentias.™ Billowed red deeves ballooned from Reuther'sfrail

shoulders and arms, clashing with an oversized native tunic.



Dampened by therain, thinning gray hair wastightly braided against

hisfreckled scalp. "It'sgood to see you, boy," Reuther whispered.

Uncorking an intricately carved bottle, he poured a generous portion

into acrysta goblet and handed it to the smuggler.

"Cordlian whisky?' Ross questioned, sniffing the bitter aroma

"What's the occason?"

"Growing old," Reuther croaked, nervoudy glancing over his shoulder,

"and to having the strength to face tomorrow."

Suspicious, Ross followed the bartender's anxious eyes.

"Quiet night, Reuther?' he asked, cautioudy moving ahand to his

blagter.

Sadly, the old man shook hishead. "Thisis adesolate place when the

Children of Ngibacome home."

Familiar with the Children of Ngjiba, Ross scanned the night skies,
well acquainted with the peculiar asteroid belt that had mysterioudy

clamed an orbit around the smal planet. Asominous asthe shattered



rock moving above their heads, Ross discerned the somber tone of

Reuther'svoice. "Y our message said it was urgent.”

Muffled by the warm bodies crowded at the narrow blast door, a
strangled scream suddenly erupted from the bar. The despondent cry
fluctuated, a cacophony of sobs, which peaked above the violence of the

sorm.

"Just watch, my boy," Reuther cautioned. "I brought you herefor a

reason.”

The crowd broke ranks, scattering away from the bulkhead frame. A
Nagjib man, wearing the clumsy beige uniform of a port control steward,
staggered from the bar, collapsing in the street. Cradled in hisarms,

he carried the dender, motionless body of a Twi'lek woman. Her pae,

blue skin glistened with rain, faultless and smooth
despitethe

crudty of the shadows. With the ddlicate poise of adancer, eegant
arms swayed above her head, exaggerating the gentle arch of her neck
and shoulders. Scantily clad in afaded tunic, her frail form

convulsed in the seward's arms.

"That's Lathaam," Reuther began, "our port officid, and that,” he

hesitated, "that used to be his woman, runa."

Ross shrugged the tension from his chest and shoulders, massaging a



pinched nervein hisneck. "What happened?'

"Addric Brandl happened,” hereplied evenly. "He blew in about 10
hours ago, demanding a ship with apilot who could shoot aswell as
fly." Sighing, he added, "Wdll, you know therule, Ross. Whenthe
Children of Ngjibaare home, no traffic on or off the planet. Lathaam,
being the choob-head heis, made the mistake of informing Brand! of
that fact." The anxious Ngjib rubbed the narrow ridge between his

eyes. "Lathaam awaysdid lack diplomacy skills."

"So Brandl killed the girl?

"l ant sayingwhat hedid." From the safety of the shadows, Reuther

watched the lurid scene. Dubious, he averted his eyes, throwing his

hands up with exasperation.

"Truth is, Ross, Brandl never touched her. Never laid ahand on her,"

he puffed, "yet there she lies, dead. And there ain't nobody on the

planet, not even you, who can tell me Brandl didn't do it."

"Y ou've been living with the nativestoo long."

"I know what you're thinking, boy," Reuther scoffed.

"Remember, | was once a bounty hunter, too. Brandl never pulled a

blaster. Doesn't even have one" The bartender cleared histhroat



noisly, spitting into thewind.

"Hiskind don't need blagtersto kill." Shuddering visbly, he

mumbled, "Hesa10-96 if | ever saw one."

"A 10-967" Ross whispered.

"If you don't know, you better look it up,” Reuther snorted.

"Your lifemay depend oniit.”

Ignoring the patriarcha cynicism, Ross crossed hisarms over his

chest. "Wheredol | fit into dl of this?"

"Brandl wants apilot who can handle himsdif. | told him | knew a
dozen or more suicide jocks who would come through the asteroids just

to make an easy 1,000 credits. . . then| told him about you."

"Come on, Reuther," Ross snorted musicdly. "One man comesadong and
has the whole town running scared? Whatever happened to your

militig?'

"Isthat what it's called?’ Reuther scoffed. Staring at the backs of
the prying mob, he spat, "Farmers! All of them! Eager to bite every

stranger, but afraid of stepping on their own tails. Look at them!™



He stared into the small assembly gathered around the body.

"It's easy to look into another man's misery and do nothing.”

Grumbling among themselves, the crowd abruptly retrested into the
street as a shadow moved from the back of the bar. Edipsng thedim
light radiating from the bulkhead, the stranger fdtered in the

doorway. "That'll be him," Reuther whispered. "I'll pay you 2,000
credits on top of whatever he offersyou. Just get him off the

planet!" Stepping back into the rain, he hesitated.

"There's abad noise about this one, Ross. Watch yoursdf.”

Captivated by the peculiar events surrounding this outsider, Ross
cautioudy observed the reaction of the locals as Brandl swept past
them, drawing the shadowsin hiswake. Struck by the unusua beauty of
the stranger'sface, the smuggler found it difficult to believe that

such aman was capable of violence. Handsome, dmost cavdier by
appearance, Brandl's nose and chin were chisded with stony nobility,

polished by aquiet arrogance that aroused the smuggler's suspicions.

Faded laugh linesframed a narrow mouth and thin lips.

Thick, dark waves of hair glistened with rain, interspersed with

gtrands of white, which ran from his templesto the nape of his neck.



Asforeboding asthe shadows of Brandl'sface, the robe draped from his

shoulders seemed
to absorb the darkness about them, concedling any

weapons and his hands from view. "Captain Thaddeus Ross?'

Wincing with mention of hisfirst name, Ross brushed hisduster aside,

revealing his blaster and his hand poised over the hed!.

"Addric Brandl?' hereplied curtly.

Cordid, agented smile played across Brandl's paelips, drawing a

sharp angle over his prominent cheekbones.

"I'll be brief, Captain. | need transport to the Truldis system.”

"Truldis? Y ou could catch theloca skipper for haf of what I'm

likely to charge. Private transports don't come cheap.”

"Integrity comes without price, Captain Ross. The bar owner assured me

that you were aman of integrity.”

Squaring his shoulders, Brandl probed the smuggler's caculating

eyes.

"I'm offering 5,000 credits for transport to Trulalis, where you will



accompany meto the Kovit Settlement.”

"l don't leave port for less than 6,000," Ross countered, narrowing his

eyes. "If you want company, it'll cost you extra: 1,500 credits.”

"Agreed,” Brandl whispered. Graceful, hislong fingersretrieved a
sedled credit chit. "Three thousand now and the rest on completion of

Eyeing the seded chit, Ross gushed, "Right thisway."

The smuggler extended hisarm toward the freighter's lowered ramp.

"Kierra, prepareto raise ship.”

"Well it'sabout time!" she hissed. "I thought my docking strutswere

going to take root here.”

Ross cast afind glanceto the bar, saluting Reuther and the others

who were watching from the sanctuary of the shadows.

Confidently pocketing the credit chit, he flashed areassuring smile
and jogged up the ramp. Initidizing the hatch sed, he moved aong
the familiar corridor toward the flight compartment. The Corellian

grinned impishly, ligening to Kierras vindictive voice, asshe



engaged their peculiar passenger.

"Who the hell areyou?' she demanded. "Never mind wherel am.

I'm where | belong, but you--" "Kierra," Ross whispered, "meet our new

dient."

Seething with the brunt of Brandl'sinitid arrogance, Kierra
vehemently blustered, "Halle metes chun, petchuM™ "Koccic sulng!” Ross

scolded, shocked by the scathing Old Cordlian insult.

Pleasantly, Brandl returned histhanksfor the rude statement and

offered achalenge. "Onnafulleguth.”

Before the droid intelligence could recoup for the invitation, Ross
glared into one of her optical lenses. "That'senough!” hefired at
her. "Open the power coupling and charge the main booster,” he

ordered. "Now, Kiera"

Discharge static hissed over theinternd comm, sSimilar to the

indignant gnashing of teeth. "Affirmative, boss" shereplied.

Crossing hisarms over his chest, Ross|eaned againgt the interior hull
wall, listening for theignition of theion engines. Focused on
Brandl'sinsdious eyes, he whispered, "There aren't too many people

who remember the Old Cordlian didect.”



"In the course of my career, I've had to speak many languages.”

Cautioudly, Brandl added, "l was. . .

am. ..anactor."

"l don't usualy trangport passengers,” Ross confessed.

Stepping through the low bulkhead, he activated the interior corridor

lamps. "Y ou're welcome to use my quarters.”

Brandl's gaze swept the length of the modest passenger cabin.

Hesitant to enter, he paused in the bulkhead frame. "How long until we

reach Truldis?'

"Anhour?' Ross shrugged dubioudy. "I'll notify you whenwe

arive"

"Thank you, Captain, your hospitality is appreciated.”

"Yeah, | betitis,”" the Cordlian mumbled under his breath. Asthe

hatch automatically sealed behind him, he retraced his stepsto the

flight compartment. "Kierra, set the astrogation system for



Trudis"

"Check."

Sitting down in the acceleration chair, Ross quickly glanced over the
flight console. "Okay, darling, bring up the emergency auto-pilot

program we ingdled thismorning.”

"Not today, Ross," Kierra pouted. "I have aheadache.”

Observing hisreaction from severd optical lenses, she dampened his
fury, whining, "Y ou forgot to cut the restraint servos, flyboy. So

don't blame mefor the glitch.”

A hushed snicker trandated across the internal comm.

"By the way, where'd you dig up the spook? He gives methe chills,

Thadd."

"| told you not to cal methat!" Ross hissed. Glaring into an optic
sensor, he roughly booted the throttle, causing the freighter to

shudder and dide on the pad.

"Gently, gently," Kierracooed. Vexed by hisdark mood, she added, "I
hate it when you get thisway. Y our manners-—-" "Never mind my

mannerd” Curbing histemper, heflipped aseries of flight



switches.

Thefreighter shifted beneath him, ressting the planet's gravity asit

rose from the externa dock. "Y ou just think about minding your

manners,” he scolded. Checking the data readouts for the latest

agteroid activity, the Corellian grumbled, "Brandl's paying 8,000 creds

for thistrip, that'salmost half aload of spice. You could at least

try to humor him."

"Whatever you say, boss."

"And while | have your attention, run a code check on a10-96."

"That'seasy. It'slisted by Imperid enforcement protocol asa

mentally imba anced person.”

"No, there's got to be something moretoit," he contemplated.

"There must be something e se. Research the dead fileson dl 10-codes

with that designation.”

"That could take sometime."

"Good!" he snapped. "1 want every description for a10-96, everything

from Imperia databases to Old Republic records.”



Resgantly, Kierrareplied, "Affirmative, boss™

Accompanied by alow hum, the hyperdrive cue flashed intermittently,

recal culating the jump to hyperspace.

Checking the onboard systems, Ross observed hyperactiv-ity in the

library programs, where Kierrawas researching the peculiar 10-code.

"Stand by, hyperdrive engaging,” he announced, piping into the
ship-wide intercom. Bracing himsdf againgt the accdleration chair,
Ross activated the motivator, propelling himsdf, his passenger, and

his ship into the multicolored explosion of hyperspace.

Inthe lower cradle of the ship, Ross st in the swivel gunner's chair,
swinging sideto sSde, absently strumming hisfingers againgt the

turret firing controls. He closed his eyes and massaged a muscle spasm
in his shoulder, wincing as the clenched tendon tightened then

rel eased.

Obliviousto the spectacular display of light and color beyond the
narrow viewscreen, he relaxed against the cool lesther brace, drifting

into the serenity of deep.

"You know," Kierrawhispered, "you make the cutest faceswhen you're

adeep.”



"l wasn't adeep,” helied, suppressng ayawn.

"Wl heads up, flyboy! | have someintriguing datafor yOU."

Ross sat up, rubbing the circulation back into hisears.

"Let'shearit."

"Well, it seemsthat your mysterious 10-96 dates back long before the

10-code setup even existed. Now, according to the description, and |

must admit I'm perplexed, the 10-96 came from an Old Corellian word,

ke'dem."

Staring into the hyperspace vortex, Ross mentally mouthed the word.

"Goon."

"Goon?' Kierrasnorted. "That'sit! Since before the Empire, a

10-96 has had two definitions, an imbalanced person and ake'dem.”

Hesitant, she whispered, "Now without over-inflating your ego . . .

what's akedem?"



"It'savariation of Old Cordlian that means condemned or falen."

"Well that would explain the modern terminology.”

"Yeah," hewhispered, "it would a so explain what happened down there
ontheplanet." The smuggler cupped his hands together, supporting his
head and neck.

"Kierra, darling, Addric Brandl isaJedi Knight."

"A Jedi? That would explain alot of things" Momentarily, her optic

sensor dimmed. " Stand by. Hyperdrive about to disengage. Three.

two. ..one"

Leaning againgt the gunner's panic bar, Rossfelt the vibration of the
ion drives, set to ignite once the trangition was complete. "Easy on
thedrive cails, Kierra"

"Aren't you coming to the bridge?"' she asked.

"Onmy way," hereplied, "but first | have to collect our unusua



gues.”

Blanketed by a protective cloud layer, the planet Truldiswasrichly
embellished with a spectacular landscape of verdant green. A mosaic of
rolling grasdands, sprawling forests, and spacious oceans stood as an

invitation to paradise for the space-weary traveler.

Crisscrossed and separated at irregular intervals by fera wilderness,
Truldis offered innumerableflat fieldsfor smal trangportsto

dock.

Ross made a mental note to mark this planet as a potential checkpoint
on hissmuggling runs. A brief sensor scan pinpointed the closest

suitablelanding fied.

Compensating for the subtle shifts on the ground surface, he set down

near asmdl hamlet.

On the surface, Ross shouldered his travel tote and secured an extra
power pack to hisholster. From the top of the ramp, he hesitated in

the corridor, glimpsing Brandl from the corner of hiseye.

The eccentric Jedi was waiting for him outside on the trail, shadowed
by the towering visage of the black trees. A seemingly invincble

datue, the strange man stood with solemn conviction, staring into the



hazy slhouette of the late afternoon sun.

"Kierra, I'm still not sure what Brandl's up to. Keep your eyes

open.”

"Keep your comlink open,” shereplied. "Y ou know how | worry."

"That'smy girl," the Cordlian chuckled.

Testing the soft earth beneath his boots, Ross strolled up to the

familiar Slhouette of his passenger. For thefirgt time sinceleaving
Najiba, he noted that both of Brandl's hands were visible, one of them
swathed haphazardly in ablack bandage. Through gapsin the makeshift
dressing, he saw the tender pink of raw flesh and yellow seepage

draining into the thick fabric.

Before Ross could question him, Brandl turned and started along the

tral. "What did the Ngjib tell you about me?”

"Hesad you killed aTwi'lek girl," Ross blurted. After amoment he

pressed, "Did you?'

The Jedi's reply was abrupt and forthright. "Yes" Brandl hesitated

asthe Coredlian snorted reprovingly.

"Please Captain, your contempt issmall reward for arepentant



pilgrim.”

"Y ou cal murder apenance?’ Ross spat.

"When it has become the least of one's crimes," the Jedi paused

dramaticdly, "yes."

Brandl's apathy toward the woman's desth was chilling, sending shudders

throughout the Corellian's body.

"How? Y ou never touched her." Ross grasped Brandl's deeve and

pulled. "How did you do it!".

"| agphyxiated her."

" She suffocated? In an open room?”

"A sophigticated talent,” Brandl sneered, "'not meant for the faint of

heart.”

"Y ou sound proud of yoursdlf, Jedi!" Ross spat with contempt.

"Makesyou fed good to kill an innocent woman?'

"Evil springs from weakness and wesakness from ambition; by thisgrand



order every ambitious man isundone!”

Ddiberately, the Jedi chalenged, "Tell me, Captain, you too arean

ambitious man. Which of usistruly innocent?"

"Should | gpplaud now? Ross taunted.

"If youwigh!"

"Well before | hand over your accolades, tell me something.

Wasthat ared line or just something you made up to ease your

conscience?"

Petulant with the smuggler'sindignation, Brandl turned on him.

"If it'sretribution you wish for me, Captain Ross, then | suggest you

stay close at hand." Scowling furioudy, he stared down hislong

nose.

"Y ou may yet have your satisfaction.”

Provoked by the sinister edge in Brandl's voice, Ross drew his

blagter.

The Jedi apparently heard him, and spun around to face the blaster.



Rossfired athree-round burst at the Jedi. Honed by severa seasons
as abounty hunter, he centered the bolts to explode in the square of
Brandl's broad shoulders. Before the deadly energy could land its

mark, Brandl deftly snatched acylindrica object from hisbdlt.

Momentarily, anarrow shaft of white brilliance ignited from the base,

feinting and parrying with the precise motions of the Jedi'swrists.

Deflected by the lightsaber, the blaster bolts were harmlesdy shot of f

into thefidd.

Aghast, Ross could only watch as the destructive rounds dissipated into
oblivion. Abruptly, hefdt the crushing pinch of invisblefingers

clenched againg histhroet, condricting hisairway and lungs.

Choking, the smuggler dropped to his knees as the serene landscape of
Truldisblurred before him. Gradualy, the sensation faded, leaving

the Cordlian gasping to catch his bregth.

"Thereisonerule of theater that appliesto red life, Captain Ross,"
Brandl declared. "Only heroesdie. Villainsand cowards areleft to

suffer.” Turning his back on the panting pilot, he snarled, "Now come

adong.”



Ross shook the haze from hisvision. "Isthat another line?' he

durred lethargicaly.

Brand! trembled, visibly drained as he disengaged the lightsaber with
required effort. "Not just aline, Captain, but an astute warning to

thelessthan-humble pilgrim.”

Securing the lightsaber to his belt, the Jedi momentarily scanned the
pale skies. "The settlement islessthan akilometer avay. We had

best move aong. It will be dark soon.”

Swearing off bruises, Ross bitterly wedged his pack againg his

shoulder and jammed his blaster into the holster.

Quickly brushing past Brandl, he hissed, "Can't imagine why you'd be

afraid of thedark."

Nestled within the dominant embrace of amountain range, Kovit was
wdl|-protected from the harsh weather conditions of the northern
highlands and the windswept plains of the coastd region. Staring down

the mound into the modest farming community, Ross could vaguely discern
movement in the dusty streets. Drawn by diminutive banthas, wagons
creaked through the wide avenues. Dozens of people walked the streets,
pausing to chat with aneighbor or to haggle over thelocal street
merchant'swares. From aside dley, three boys grunted and sweated

behind a battered landspeeder, coaxing the vehicles enginesto briefly



ignite. Nearby, above the sporadic choke of the repulsorcraft,
laughter betrayed atrio of children playing with an obsolete astromech

droid.

Brandl hestated at the crest of the mound, staring down into the

settlement, asif reconsidering his options.

Wilted, the Jedi's shoulders exposed arel uctance to continue.

"Where are you from, Captain Ross?"

Startled by the abrupt question, Ross slammered, "Corellia

origindly.”

"Do you find returning there difficult?'

"Homecomings are dways hard." The Cordllian shrugged, purang his

lipsdoubtfully. "At least for some of US."

Without further reply, Brandl continued down thetrail, deliberately
dowing hisgtride. Vacillating, he stepped through the settlement

gates, asif expecting someinvisble forcefield to bar his path.

Nogtagicaly passing through the prudent rows of farm cottages, the

Jedi admired the mastery of native architecture, as sculpted from
the



indigenouslumber. Herb gardens and prized flower beds adorned the
private lawns, each tenderly manicured and maintained with fastidious
care. Asthey approached the dry, dusty oval of the settlement common,
Brandl covered his eyes, protecting them from the fading sun, ashe
gared into therich, agricultural outback of the settlement, which
extended far beyond the limits of the community to the base of the

mounta nsthemsdves.

From the near center of Kovit, a macabre specter of architecture loomed
above the rustic rooftops. Hyaway buttresses supported the main
congtruction of the thester, unfurling like stony wingsfrom the

base.

Packed with chak-white limestone, the obdlisk was unequivocaly
draight, seeming to e ongate into the obscuring skies. Established
intentionally in the heart of the settlement, the theater captured the
waning rays of the sun, momentarily steding the glory from the
picturesgque village. There was asomber sense of belonging that drew
Brandl toward the Structure, ignoring the startled glares of the

ttlement denizens.

Asthey passed through the outskirts of the community, Ross nervoudy
observed amakeshift hangar and the crude snout of aZ-95 jutting from

the narrow bay doors.



The sarfighter gppeared operationa, though crowded by itsdiminutive
shelter, and eager for askirmish. Distracted by the presence of
srangers, severd men gathered just beyond the shadows of the small

livery, watching intently.

Thumbing the restraint from his blaster, Ross cautiousy whispered,

"Y our adoring fans?'

"Neighbors, patrons, old friends.” Brandl abruptly paused in the

dreet, asif awakening from anilluson.

"But that was ancther lifetime."

"Where do they dand inthislifetime?' the smuggler growled.

"Strangers.”

Weaving through the haze of the fragrant gardens surrounding the
theater courtyard, awoman and ayoung boy moved dong the grainy,

stone paths. The echo of
their voices Chimed with laughter asa

private joke was shared between them. Brandl watched intently asthey

walked through the haze and into the dusty streets.

Fiery, auburn spirals cascaded from the woman's head, crowning her oval

face. Unusudly pae skin flushed in the faded brilliance, betraying



an 'averson to excessive sunlight.

Tal but gangly, the boy was no older than 11 or 12 years. Broad
shoulders framed his upper torso, seemingly too heavy for hisdender
form. Coordinated and rhythmic, hislong legs showed nothing less than

the promise of sharp, steady growth.

Startled by the dark apparition of Brandl, the woman hesitated and

stood motionlessin the street, meeting the Jedi's friendless eyes.

The smile parting her full lipswas quickly forgotten. Puzzled by her
peculiar behavior, the child swept his gaze from her stony faceto
Brandl. Regigtering nothing more than astranger, the boy leaned over

his mother's arm and whispered something in her ear.

Obvioudy distraught, she pulled the child snugly against her and
hurriedly continued their trek across the common. Brandl Sghed
remorsefully, then without explanation, resumed hiswalk toward the old
theater. Beyond the archaic gate a decade or more of wild flowers had
claimed the inner recesses of the theater yard, staggering the once
straight path to the massive bulkhead doors. Residing over the

darkened antechamber, bronze statues and scul pted metalwork lined the

interior corridor.

Adaric Brandl moved gracefully into these familiar shadows,

intuitively stalking the darkened corridors and spacious halways



beyond. The hollow shdl of hismemoriestraced the outlinesand
silhouettes of each molded tapestry, adisplay case of tarnished prop
swords and shields, and finally the grand hall, where past audiences

had come to experience the stage productions.

Ignoring the Cordllian behind him, Brandl quickened his steps, moving
into theimmense auditorium. Desfening, the familiar resonating of
applause and encouragement thundered and echoed inside his ears; but

this
illuson was short-lived. There was no audience to applaud, no

actorsto bow, no stage settings, nor props as he remembered them. The

yawning mouth of the stage was disgracefully bare.

"Who isthere?' avoice whispered from the darkness. Brand| faltered,

supporting himself in the eaborately carved doorway.

A thin, frall figure emerged from the darkness of theinner aide.

"Comecloser," he gently commanded.

From the shadows aong the back wall, Ross scanned the theater for

other sgns of movement. Thumbing the restraint from hisblagter, he

waited quietly in the musty wings of the chamber as Brandl continued

into the hall toward the shadowy form.

"Addric Brandl, isthat you?' the old man croaked pleasantly.



"Master Otias," Brandl whispered, knedling a his mentor'sfedt.

"| am ashamed that you care to remember me."

Otiasignited aglow rod, cagting awarm beam of light across his
scaing face. He was dressed in afaded gray tunic, stained with lamp
oil and swest. The veinsand muscles of hisarmswere pronounced and
defined, built up from alifetime of toil and lean with age. Clouded

gray eyeswere nearly imperceptible againgt a splash of dark spots and
freckles. "Since when did shame ever come between an actor and his
task director?" Brushing atrembling hand through histhinning slver
mane, Otiaswhispered, "It'sbeen 12 long years, Adaric. What brings

you back to this stage?’

"Magter O--" Brandl fell silent, cutting himsdlf short.

"Come, comelad . . . thereis nothing more obvious than an actor with

aneed to confess.”

Abruptly, Brandl cowered benegath the glow rod.

"l...llivemylife. ..inawhirlwind!"

Dignified, Otias beamed proudly, recognizing the famousline.



"Old Soveryn'sfind words of the fourth act.

How closdy youve cometorivaling hislife”" Resigned,
theaging

taskmaster sSghed, alifetime of exhaustion evident by hislabored
breathing. "Actors are granted licenseto live athousand lives,

Adalric; but you, you choseto live athousand lies. If you have come

to me as your advocate then speak from your heart, not from the void of

atragic character who has never been born."

Spittle flying from the corners of his mouth, Brandl raged, "I

cannot!"

"Every tragic figure istainted by aflaw, possessed by aneed to save
the world or himsdf from some unpardonable crime. No man can set
himsalf before humanity and judgeit, not without himself being

judged." Otias gently unwrapped the makeshift bandage swathed about

Brand!'sleft hand, wincing a the severity of the burn.

Thelightsaber's cauterizing bite was undeniable. "When we pursue

shadows, we are destined to find the darkness."

Staring into Brandl's face, Otias whispered, "And as you well know, the

dark sde hasaways had its price."



"What happened to me?' Brandl implored.

"Y ou stared into the collective pith of dl beings and judged it,

without first looking into your own heart. Frustrated, you went

looking for the tragic flaw without much success. When the Emperor
came cdling, you couldn't resst!" Otias whispered, "No one knows
darkness better than a Jedi Knight, and no one was more suited to play

such arolethan you."

"I killed awoman!™ Brandl gasped. "Suffocated her! | could fed her
heartinmy hand .. . .inmy mind! And | squeezed and squeezed--"
"Y ou'vekilled many," Otias accused. "The Emperor has no blood on his

hands; but he kegps an army of otherswho do.”

"Qtias, please, hdp mefind theway."

"Theway of the Force brings balance to the anarchy of life; but you

Adaric," he shook his head reprovingly, "you didn't want balance.

Y our pridewas so great and despite my warnings, you went in search of

the unatone
able crime, which inevitably separatesthe hero from the

indigent masses. And you found it, didn't you?"

Gasping for breath, Brandl croaked, "Yes It waswithin me, within my

black heart the wholetime."



"It lieswithin al of us," Otiaswhispered, "if we dareto see.”

Exhausted, he Sighed bitterly, again brushing a hand through his

thinning harr. "I cannot vindicate you of the evil that you have

brought upon yoursdlf, an evil that you have widlded in the name of the
Emperor for so long. I've spent the last decade watching, waiting for
your return, rehearsing what | would say to you.” Sadly, he whispered,
"What you ask, | cannot give you. There can be no redemption for your

crimes. The dead cannot forgive."

Extinguishing the lamp, Otias turned his back on the distraught Jedi

and moved away toward the stage.

Brandl dowly turned from the familiar slhouette, stung by theredlity

of Otiasswords. Pressing the damp bandage against hiswounded pam,
he stepped into the outer arena, moving into the darkened wingsin the
rear of the theater. Without comment, he retraced his steps through

the spacious corridors, past the archaic displays, and into the

courtyard beyond the doors. Steding himsdf againg the violent

images sparking through his mind, the Jedi surrendered to Truldiss

last waning sunlight, imagining that the impotent rays had the power to

burn into hisflesh.

Angrily, he fumbled beneath hisrobes, producing alarge cylindrica

object. Rossflinched momentarily, traumatized by his encounter with



the Jedi's lightsaber. With recovering confidence, he noted that this
object was much larger and was covered with minute control leversand
data screens. Asif wrenching the neck of aninvisiblefoe, Brandl
twisted the object before replacing it within hisrobes. Lightly, he

heard the smuggler's footsteps behind him, moving with guarded
discretion, asif to avoid disturbing histroubled thoughts. 1 prefer

your contempt, Captain,” he whispered, his eyesflashing with

violence.

"Your pity disgustsme." Extending hislong stride,
he stormed out of

the theater yard, unhindered by the thickened dust at hisfeet.

Framed by the dark cowl of the forest canopy, the Kierrasivory hull
gleamed, asmooth, round tooth jutting from the heeth. Guided by these
moonlight reflections, Ross ssumbled through the rutted trail, twisting

his ankles againgt unseen rocks. "Kierra, lightd"

Squinting into the brilliant array of search beacons, the smuggler
shivered, pulling the collar of hisduster across hisneck. A potent

wind was descending from the high country, bringing with it the promise
of rain. Inside the cramped corridor, Ross brushed a hand through his

hair, reassured by the warmth flooding the freighter'sinterior.

"Pump up the main boosters,” he ordered with distraction, noting that

Brandl had not followed him onto the ship.



Growing accustomed to the Jedi's erratic mood swings, Ross peered from
the protection of the ramp door. Below him, stlanding at the foot of

the ramp, Brandl stood motionless staring into the darknessas pae

mists crawled over his shoulders and benesth hisfeet. "Brand?' With

his smuggler's sense aroused, Ross ordered, "Kierra, kill the exterior

lamps.”

"Y ou can come out now," Brandl whispered, asthe austere beacons were

extinguished. "No onewill harm you."

Ross pressed himsdlf againgt the interior hull wall, propping his

blaster and steadying his arm and shoulder to draw aclear shot.

Hearing him, Brandl stared up into the darkened passage, disarming the
Cordlian with hissharp gaze. Asthelanky figure of aboy emerged
from the heath, Ross could fed the tension fade and stepped off the
ramp, recognizing the child from their brief encounter in the

settlement. Dressed in dark green clothes to match the forest at

night, the child's face was flushed and
sweated. Cautioudy, he

approached the two men and the freighter.

Awed by the sight of Brandl, enshrouded by darkness, yet haoed by the
moon, the child moved gingerly toward the ship, compelled by an

insatiable curiogity. He made no effort to shield hiswonder, noting



every measure of the figure before hiseyes, asif committing hismere
presence to memory. "It'strue," the boy whispered. "Y ou are a Jedi

Knight."

"Who areyou?' Brandl demanded, but there was no strength in his
words. Even Ross could detect the hdf lie of denid tremblingin his

voice,

Handsome, the child grinned, turning his face up to meet hisfather's

eyes. "Don't you know me?' he asked.

Staring intently at the lightsaber swinging from the Jedi's bdlt, the

boy angrily cried, "Y ou named me! Jadib, remember?'

Recovering his manners, he rubbed the toe of his shoeinto theyielding

earth. "My last nameis Brandl tOO."

Gently, Brandl caressed the boy's hair and cheeks, fedling the smooth

skin benesth hisfingertips. It was apeculiar sensation, which fired

every nerve across his body.

Despite the tenderness of that caress, Ross felt a sense of unease

crawling into hisbelly.

"Isthat ared lightsaber? I've never seen one." Chatty, the



youngster added, "I've seen propsfor the stage, but . . ." Hissoft,
tenor voice fluttered, prey to the silence as Brandl handed the wespon
tohim. Staring at it, Jaalib reached hesitantly for the lightsaber,

then dropped his hand.

"Don't be afraid,” Brandl urged.

"I'm not afraid,” Jadib said with confidence, taking hisfather's
hand, rather than the lightsaber. A thinfilm of tearsglisenedin
the corner of hiseyes. Swalowing the emotion, Jaalib whispered,

"I've cometo warn you. | heard Menges and the otherstalking.

They're angry that you came back to the settlement. Mother doesn't

think they'll do anything; but I know that Menges hasaship.”

Overhearing the boy, Ross snapped, "Kierra, check the sensorg!”

Abruptly, theinterior corridor lights went dark. "I suggest that you

al duck!"

A tremendous explosion erupted near the aft of the ship and forest
perimeter, accompanied by the afterburn blast of an outgoing star
fighter. Dodging churned up roots, debris, and stone particles, Ross

did under the ramp, diving for cover beneath the freighter's hull.

Sparks and molten debris scattered about his head and shoulders,



sngeing hisclothing and hair. Thrashing wildly, he swiped the heated

materid from hisskin.

Nearby, Brandl was helping the frightened boy to hisfeet, whispering

encouraging words to the traumatized child.

"Damage report.”

"They got us, boss," Kierrapined. "Concusson missle”

There was a brief pause as she andyzed theincoming data.

"Shieldsare out. Enginesare at 70 percent.

Thereésagood chance theion coils may seizeif we push them too

fa

"Canwelift off?"

"With you a thereins, flyboy," she chuckled, "anything's possible.”

Protectively embracing the boy againgt him, Brandl whispered, "Aslong

aswe don't make ourselves known, he will pass.”

"Look," Ross barked, "thisisal very touching, but that last passwas



just to get an gpproximate location. Next time--" he snorted
anxioudy, "forget it, I'm not waiting around for next time. Let's

scratch gravel, now!™

Agitated by the sudden turn of events, Brandl cupped the boy'sfacein

hishands. "Does your mother know you're here?

“No."

"Then. .." Brandl ssammered, "how did you know?"

Payfully holding hisfather's hands, Jadib smiled, "Otiastold methe

truth along time ago. He let me watch the holos of your stage work.

Mother didn't likeit at first,
but she came with me and she cried the

wholetime"

Sadly, the boy glanced away, avoiding Brandl's eyes.

"When we saw you in the settlement common, as soon as we got home she

started to cry. So | knew it wasyou.”

Staring at Ross, the boy frowned, knowing the inevitable parting was

soon a hand. "Will you ever come home?'



Brandl cradled Jaalib's smooth cheeks and gently kissed the child's

forehead. "I can make no promises.”

Jadlib forced agmile. "l understand. Otias said that you had other
important rolesto play, partsthat asmal world like Truldis could
never offer.” Clinging to hisfather's presence, the boy whispered,
"When I'm old enough, I'm going to act offworld too. Otias said that

hewould hdp."

He hesitated. "'l want to be as great asyou are, Father."

Thethin film of tearsreturned, threatening to spill over his

cheeks.

"I won't ever forget you." Using the thick canopy of theforest asa
shidld, Jadib sprinted down thetrail and vanished into the night

shadows.

"They never told him the truth,” Brandl swallowed desperatdy, fighting

back his emotions.

"Why didn't you tdl him?" Ross snarled, sealing the outer hatch.

"Y ou give me credit for courage? A man of courageisaman of

conviction, Captain Ross." Brushing past the Cordllian, the Jedi

whispered, "l lost mine the moment | choseto believeinold



legends.”

Throwing himsdlf into the accel eration seet, Ross franticaly began
throwing theflight controls. His hands moved diligently acrossthe
console with consummeate skill. Roused by the threat of ahostile
garfighter swinging in on the sensor scope, heinitidized the booster
ignition, cradling the crippled ship in hishands. A low whine
engulfed theflight cabin in static echoes and vibrations astheion
drivelabored to lift the freighter. The metdlic rattle of the deck

plates reverberated through every corridor and in the spacious cargo

bay.

"Oh," Kierragroaned, "that sounds bad.”

"Never mind how it sounds, get started on bringing the
shidd

generatorson ling!" Struggling to maintain control of the freighter,
Ross brawled with the partially ionized throttle, maximizing the power

output through the damaged engine.

"The hard part will be getting through the atmaosphere,” Brandl

whispered, glancing over the readout screens.

"We may never get off the ground!" Ross grumbled.

"Kierra, whereis he?"



"One Z-95 Headhunter, headed right for us and according to my readings,

the ship exceeds the norma weight ratio for its class”

"Meaning?"

"Meaning more concussion missles. He'sfully loaded.”

"Power up the main sentry turret,” Ross mumbled, concentrating on the

hampered freighter. "When will the shield generator come on line?

"Give mefive more minutes. Hydraulic pressureisbuilding to

functiond levds.

"Wl hurry it dong. At thisrate, we won't even get into space
before he catchesus." Ross stared into the underlying blanket of the
lower atmosphere, shrouding his departurein the frenzy of night

mig.

"What can you do abouit fixing theion drive?'

"Think happy thoughts," Kierrareplied. "We have no cargo. We have no
surplusmaterid. And," she added with ahint of feminine pride, "this
ship has dways been under itsweight ratio. We'relighter than a

Gamorrean brain sack."



"How long before he intercepts us?'

"Let'sjust say I'm putting up the shields now."

Abruptly, the modified light freighter shook with the impact concussion
of another direct hit. Bucking benesth the. powerful blow, the Kierra
drifted beneath the cloud cover as the destructive energy ricocheted

over the aft shields, dissipating harmlesdy againgt the hull.

"Damage?' Ross panted.

"The shiddstook it," Kierrareplied wearily, till accessing the
information from her multiple systems. "But the hydraulicleve is

aready dropping. Wewon't survive much more of that."

Angling across the stratosphere, the Headhunter aggressively continued
its pursuit. Hampered by the thickened atmosphere of Truldis, it

swayed from sde to Sde, gpproaching for another strafing run.

Arming the lower turret, Kierrainterfaced with the sentry gun, timing

asporadic burst across the forefront of the attacking ship.

Not expecting retdiation from the crippled freighter, the fighter
stuttered through the atmosphere, its left wing section erupting into

flames.



Avoiding theturret's deadly accuracy, the Z-95 dropped back,
barrdling out of range. " That should keep his head down for a

while"

"Not long enough,” Rossargued. Eluding Brandl's cautious eye, he
grumbled, "If there's something in your Jedi surviva book, now'sthe

timetospring it."

Brandl nodded, his face notably drained and haggard.

Reaching insdethefold of hisrobe, he again produced the peculiar
capsule. The cylindrical-shaped device was cleverly fitted for
concealment as a hydrospanner or mechanic'stool. Staring at the

object, Rossrecognized it from their brief excursion at the theater.

As he watched, fascinated, the control head flashed intermittently from

ahidden power cdll.

"What'sthat?' Kierra crooned. Intrigued by the odd unit, her optica

orb brightened, extending the focus on the transmitter.

"It'satrangponder,” Brandl replied. "And it's been transmitting for
nearly an hour." The Jedi Sghed with effort, leaning againg the

broad back of the acceleration chair. Inthe harsh light of the flight



cabin, hisarrogance could not hide the gaunt cheeks and stresslines
that had begun eroding the handsome visage of a.once proud man. The
morbid signs of resgnation and surrender were easily read in hisnoble

face.

Without warning, the Headhunter broke off the chase, banking sharply
toward the planet. Itsaft engines betrayed haste, glowing with the
throttle thrown full open asthe fighter vanished into the dense cloud
cover above the planet. Suspicious, Rossglared at Brandl, feding the

condtriction of fear in histhroat. "What's the catch?"

"Y ou had better prepare yoursdlf," Brandl whispered.

The proximity aarms blared, sending adeafening echo into the
freighter's corridor and accessways. Exploding with tactical dataand
imminent warnings of ship-to-ship collison, the sensors closed on the

gigantic structure of the massive Imperia Star Destroyer, newly

emerged from hyperspace.

Asthe Star Destroyer moved across the viewscreen only a scant 100
meters from him, Ross dumped against the back of his chair, defeated

before one shot could be fired.

Sowly, scores of turbolaser batteries turned on them, targeting his
freighter. Still hampered by afaulty ion drive, the Kierrabucked and

lurched toward the Star Destroyer.



"Havethey got us?' Ross moaned, massaging his eyes and forehead.

Kierrasnickered nervoudy. "Does Boba Fett enjoy hisjob?"

"Could we outrun them?"

"We couldn't even out-think them at this point, flyboy.

They've got uslocked intight.”

Resting his head and arms againgt the flight console, Ross sighed,

accepting theinevitable. "Y ou've managed to sgn my death warrant!™

"On the contrary, I've guaranteed your reprieve.” The Jedi's mouth

hinted a ady grin.

"I have aprice on my head! Anlmperid bounty!"

"Y ou are about to discover that the Emperor is quite generous,

especidly when one of his citizens seesfit to return his property.”

"You're one of the Emperor'sfreaks?' Ross argued.

"What were you doing on Ngiba. .. You wererun
ning!" Staring &



the Imperid Star Destroyer, he gasped, ™'Y ou were running from the

Empire? Why?"'

"It no longer matters,”" Brandl whispered. "Thetime has cometo
confront the darkness and forsake it for what it is. . . just so many

shadows."

"Wedl some shadows can kill!"

Asthey passed into the outer docking field, the freighter was engulfed

in darkness. "Then let dl be perfected in degth.”

Prying the forward deck plate from the flight console, Ross quickly
unbuckled his blaster, stashing the belt insde with a hidden cache of
therma detonators and other illegal weaponry. Motivated by Imperid
pendtiesfor unauthorized equipment and arms, heretreated to a

generd utility closet in the corridor beyond the command cabin.

Retrieving asmal stash of blaster power packs, the flustered
Cordlian returned to the bridge to find Brandl peering curioudy into
the hidden compartment. "Kierra, make certain the shield housing is

intact. | don't want them finding your power cell.”

"A girl'sgot to have her privacy," she quipped. "Good thinking,

boss."



Closing the hidden panel, Ross tripped the contamination sedl. If the
Imperid sensorswent over the ship, they would bypassthis areafor

contaminated mechanic'stools.

Abruptly, the interior lights fluctuated as the power levels dropped,

shifting to auxiliary mode. "All clear,” Ross hollered.

"I've switched over my power couplingsto a subordinate cell.

Evenif they do find my main generator, they won't know what it is.

But," sheteased, "that means| can't eavesdrop over the comlink or

scan the perimeter!”

"For your own safety,” Brandl began, "' advise you not to mention

Trudis"

Remembering Brandl's wife and son back on the planet, Ross nodded

pengvdy. "Kierra, sweep al records and logs since we left Ngjiba,

input datafrom a previous job. Where doesthat put us?'

"We dropped that baby tris off on Tatooine, remember?"

"Don't remind me," Rossreplied wigtfully. "Just erase the reasons and

submit an addendum about engine trouble above Truldis."



"Right, boss"

"And Kierra? Lose yoursef. They'll probably go over every centimeter

of thisship."

"Isthat ahint of concerninyour voice, flyboy?"

"Yeah," he grumbled. Shrugging the tensgon menacing his shoulders, he

walked through the corridor to the hatch and deactivated the sedl.

Before the ramp could fully lower two Imperia storm-troopers charged
aboard the ship, leveling their wegpons at Ross, shoving him against
the hull wall. Theforce of the blow knocked the wind from his lungs
and the Corellian doubled over, coughing desperately to catch his
breath. Twenty or more stormtroopers were staggered outside the
freighter, their wegpons pointing into the ramp lift, trained on the

dark Jedi.

Undaunted by the show of Imperial might, Brandl scanned the parade of
white-on-black armor, until he met the familiar face of an Imperid
officer beyond the periphery of armed soldiers. Stepping aside, the

Jedi alowed three stormtroopers to rush past him into the ship.

"| trust you will cooperate,” the officer announced.



Pompoudly, he adjusted the brim of hisblack cap. "If not for your own

sake, then for the sake of your companion.”

Disguising ahint of defeatism with dramatic poise, the Jedi

proclaimed, "How can | cooperate?'

"Think nothing. Do nothing. Say nothing until you aretold.”

Offering ahand to the panting smuggler, Brandl grinned dyly, hisback
to the Imperid entourage. "Captain Grendahl, you'l find that | do

nothing very well."

Grendahl's face was menacing. "We're scheduled to rendezvous with the
Interrogator within the hour. Inquisitor Tremayneis eager to seeyou

again, Lord Brand! . ..

very eager.”" Pointing to Ross, Grendahl demanded, "Take him to the
isolation areafor questioning.” Changing his demeanor with obvious
fraudulence, Grendahl tipped his hat with mocking respect, "Please,

Lord Brandl, your quarters have been prepared.”

Massaging the bruises swelling on his chest and arms, Ross leaned his

head againg the antisepticaly clean wadl of the holding cell.

Severd hours had dowly passed, marked with isolated sessions of



routine questioning.

Abruptly, the door opened, admitting two stormtroopers and Captain
Grendahl, who he recognized from the hangar bay. Pleasantly, the
Imperid officer sat down acrossfrom him, setting alarge datapad on
the table between them. "Do you recognize this gentleman?' he asked,

keying up apicture on the small screen.

Rosslaughed softly, recognizing the distinguished curves of hisown

face. "Would it hdpif | sad | didn't?"

Grendahl smiled generoudy. "No." Folding his hands against the table

top, he sneered, "Interfering with an Imperid investigation isacrime

punishable with imprisonment.”

"An Imperid invedtigation?' Ross jeered. "It was afight, and not a

far one" heargued. "Two storm-troopers against a Jawa, come on!”

"Never mind the odds,” Grendahl replied evenly. "Y ou il interfered;

however . . "

"However?' the Cordlian scoffed, mocking theingpid officer.

"However, | am authorized to extend a generous amnesty if you will

cooperate and answer afew questions.”



"Amnesty?" Ross chuckled. He scratched his head, agitated.

"Imperid amnesty is about as valuable as a\Wookiee dwarf with no

har."

Grendahl frowned, covering hisdismay with shrewd professondism.

"Y ou have the Emperor's guarantee,
Captain Ross. Help uswith one

short investigation and you will be cleared of al charges.”

Staling, Ross demanded, "He owes me money!"

"I can't promiseyou will get it,” Grendahl countered, "but you are

entitled to 10,000 credits.” Grinning maevolently, he watched the

smuggler's startled reaction.

"That's 10 percent of the bounty offered for Brandl's safe return.”

Intrigued, Ross leaned over the edge of the table. ™Y ou mean to say

Brandl's worth 100,000 credits?"

Anxiousto keep the smuggler's attention, Grendahl silently
acknowledged the query. "Y ou'relucky to even be dive, Captain

Ross.



Addric Brandl ishighly unstable, capable of inconceivable

arocities.

However, hisvaue to the Emperor makes him an essential resource.

Wheredid you find him?"

"Ngjiba."

Grendahl's face darkened, perplexed. "Ngjiba has stringent ordinances

restricting traffic through the asteroid belt.”

"By thetime | got there," Ross explained, "no one cared about port

control pendties. They just wanted him off the planet.”

"Was there trouble? Was anyone harmed?”'

The Cordlian shrugged casudly. "I never left my ship,” helied, "so

| can't redly say."

"And where were you going?"

"MosEidey, but," Rosslaughed, "consdering my last vist, | only

planned to take him asfar as Anchorhead.



After that, hewas on hisown."

"Did he ever mention his connection with the Emperor?”

"Not until you had usin the tractor beam.”

"The damage to your ship?'

"We were attacked by pirates,” Rossreplied rhythmically.

"My hyperdrivefaled and we just barely managed to arrive here."

Grendahl hegitated. "Y ou keep accurate ship records,
Captain Ross.

Y our flight log and manifests substantiate your story.”

"Cdl it athrowback to my bounty hunting days," Ross offered.

"If you wanted your expenses, exact documentation was a necessity.”

Tentatively peering into the room, ajunior-grade lieutenant saluted

Grendahl, ignoring the prisoner with him.

"Captain Grendahl, sr, Admira Etnam requests your presence on the

bridgeimmediately, Sr. Lord Brandl has been given the task of



escorting the civilianto hisship.”

"What!"

Ross concedled ady grin behind the collar of his dugter.

Feigning surprise, he rose from the chair and leaned againgt the glossy

table, pondering how Brandl managed to arrange this escort.

"Captain Grendahl," the lieutenant whispered, appaled by the

outburst.

"Admird Etnam'singtructions were quite specific. Heisanxiousto
rendezvouswith High Inquisitor Tremayne." Being Etnam's persond aide
and fearing no reprisals from Grendahl, he nodded to the nearest

stormtrooper and whispered, "Retrieve the prisoner.”

Grendahl struggled to retain his composure, chafed by Brandl's
influence, which despite his moment of dishonor to the Emperor, till

held weight, even with theintrepid character of Admira Etnam.

Nodtrilsflared, he hissed between gritted teeth, "Very well." Thento
eestablish hisego in the company of those under his command, he
graightened his hunched shoulders, erasing the sour scowl from his

face. "You'refreeto go, Captain Ross," he growled. "The Emperor's



clemency can be bountiful and far-reaching; but the next time you
medd e with an Imperid investigation,” he paused, "you may find
yoursdlf at thewrong end of Imperid justice.” Folding hishands
behind his back, Grendahl started up the corridor. "Remember that the

next time you consider beating the odds.”

Over the polished shoulders of severa stormtroopers,
Brandl watched

Grendahl's retreating back. Sneering behind the Imperid officer, the

Jedi sniffed disdainfully as he led the smuggler into the corridor.

"Areyou asupergtitious man, Captain Ross?'

Preoccupied by the armed escort behind them, Ross whispered, "My

grandfather used to say that superdtition was the foundation of aweak

mind."

"Then we are surely doomed, for the bass of our civilization laysin

the hands of high priests, shamans, and monks." Brandl laughed with

genuine good nature.

Therewas a spark of emotion betrayed by the brilliance of hiseyesand

Ross noted the degpening of the laugh lines framing his mouth.

Adaric Brandl wasin good spirit.



"Y our grandfather was awise man.”

Ross shrugged off the compliment. "Just another smuggler who found
himsdf on thewrong end of Imperid jugtice” He sniffed, recdling
Grendahl'sthreat. "That'swhy | became abounty hunter, hoping to

avoid what happened to him."

"And then?'

"And then | got bored. Guessit wasn't meant to be."

"We spend nearly the whole of our lives searching for the appropriate

rolethat will mark the end of our existence with some moment of glory,

ignoring the fact that fame and reputation are but mere perfumes of

virtue.

They never lagt.”

"Isthat another line?' Ross teased.

"Acting isaprofound education in human nature and that iswhy |

became so obsessed; but as my intellect improved, my morasfailed and

| became the very thing | most despised.”

"And what was that?'



"Humen. | was not aking, not ahero, not agod. Just aman trapped

inthe passon of the play.”

"So what happens now?' Ross probed.

"My life has been one continuous drama,” Brandl whispered, "atragic
one, I'm afraid. And | have stumbled through it, scene by scene, act

by act, like someterrified
neophyte. Tonight, Fortune cdlsfor the

find exit. | can nolonger livethelie”

"Y ou're going back to the Emperor, aren't you? After what he'sdoneto

you?'

"He did nothing but point in agenerd direction. | choseto go and do

hisbidding."

"What about your family? Y our boy? What if the Emperor ever found

out?'

"l assure you; no harmwill befdl them." Euphoricaly, he Sighed,

“They will be sefe”

Ross beieved him. There was a certainty about the Jedi that went
beyond the sinister shadows that had once kept the two men at odds with

each other. But the smuggler's conscience demanded a bit more for



security. "How can you be sure?”

"I've never been more certainin my life” Placing acredit chitin

the smuggler's hand, he closed Rosssfingers over it. Ross noticed
another object in Brandl's hand, one which the Jedi tried to concedl
when hefolded his hands together over it. "The chit isthe remainder
of what | owe you and the Emperor's compulsory fee for capturing a
dangerous renegade.”" He grinned malevolently, amused by hisown

Sarcasm.

Slipping the chit in his duster pocket, Ross noticed the spherical,

meta lic shape beneath Brandl's hands, and noted the raspy acid erase
etched into the explosive where the serid trace markers had been
removed. Eyeswild with therevelation, he sared into Brandl's

tranquil face.

"Congder dl debtspaid,” the Jedi whispered. Turning curtly on his

hedls, he retreated in the hangar corridor with the escort in tow.

Ross hurried up the ramp, rush sedling the corridor hatch.

"Kierral" he hissed, sprinting through the accesstunnd into the

flight cabin. "Kierra, wake up!”

"What do you mean wake up!" she snapped. "The engines have been on



line and waiting for the last hour. | even managed to knock one of the
ion coilsin place by popping the shield housing.” She snorted,

causnganer
ratic hiccup over the comm. "What'sthe rush? Themain

databanks were clean and according to thislittle as-tromech they had
on board--" "Never mind!" Ross shouted, strapping himsdlf into the
acceleration chair. "Brandl has one of my therma detonatorsand |
think he plansto---" A muffled explosion reverberated through the

docking corridors, blowing smoke and debrisinto the auxiliary bay.

Piercing, high-pitched darms began to blare, derting medics and
techniciansto the area. Amid the chaos of shouting voices, the
klaxons, and the sound of armored feet rushing to secure the area, the
Kierramomentarily hovered above theflight pad. Severd smdler
explosions echoed from the passage, rattling TIE fighters and shuttle

craft in the nearby racks.

Bewildered, Kierragasped, "What would ever possess him to pull such a

Sunt?'

"He had to protect hisfamily," the smuggler replied wesrily.

"But with him dead, there's no guarantee the Empire won't find them.

Then again," she mused doud, "theré's no guarantee the Empire will

even ook for them." Hustered by the infinite innuendoes, she



quipped, "I'mjust glad it'sover.”

"But it'snot,” he whispered. Banking sharply over an array of TIE
fighters and gector racks, Ross guided the Kierra out of the launch
bay, repeatedly throttling the labored engines. "Brandl might have

made hisfind exit; but the play isfar fromover . . . for us.

..or hisfamily."

The Cordlian grinned nogtagicaly. Mesmerized by the verdant face of
Truldis, hewatched the planet rotate before him, physically unmarred,
innocently unaware, momentarily unchanged. He sighed, hissmuggler's

sense oddly at peace. There were no more shadows.

Casudly resetting the astrogation system for Ngjiba, he braced himsalf
asthe Kierra stuttered across the open void and then vanished into the

tranducent brilliance of hyperspace.

Missed Chance

by Michadl A. Stackpole Corran Horn smiled broadly asthe R2 droid's
muted warble came to him from back in the darkened interior of the
temporary hangar. "Y es, Whistler, you have done agood job of
disguisng thisplace” In his absence the droid had busied himsdlf by

strewing al manner of debris ingde the abandoned vehicle shed.



Between that and the growth of the purple djorravine across the front
of the shed, no one would guessthat the structure hid the only X-wing

fighter on Garqgi.

Corran swung under the ship's deek nose and squat-waked back to
where the little green and white droid stood. Things had been moved
around since held last visited Whistler and Gorran suspected he was
only seeing the latest in along line of decorating schemes. "I'm

sorry | haven't visited sooner, but the whole city isgoing quite

insane about Rebd activity. Theway everyoneisbeing watchful, youd
think some dicers grafting New Republic dogans and graphics onto

computer screens and public data displays was the same as murder.”

The droid extended his1/O jack and plugged it into the port on asmall
datapad resting atop a can oozing an dily gray substance. The screen
flicked to life and displayed the blade assembly for an X-wing's
centrifugd debrisextractor. A chirp ran from low to high asthe

droid's head swung from theimage around to Gorran.

The pilot blushed, then shook hishead. "No, | haven't figured out how
to get the part out of the Imperial Guards possession. With the Rebdl
activity around here they've not dackened their security the way they
normaly would. Finding the spare parts and those proton torpedoes on
the Star's Delight was the biggest thing to happen to Imps on this

backwater, and it got Prefect Barrisal hot to root out the Rebels



here. | don't know who he thinksthat will impress--the Emperor is
dead and there's enough infighting on coruscant that we even get word

of it out here"

The droid's whistle scolded corran as theimage of the debris extractor

faded into the crest of the New Republic.

"No, it'snot aquestion of joining the Republic or not--and we've gone
over thisbefore. Thereisno Rebd activity here. The'Rebes they
think they have are kids---students at Gargi Ag University, They
couldn't help me get those parts away from Impsif | gave them months
of ingruction. Moreover, they'd get killed in the attempt.” corran

shook his head adamantly: "L ook, thisismy problem.

Gaptain Nootka brought those torpedoes because he thought he could sdll

them to me, or movethemto his
Rebd contacts elsewhere. They got

him caught, got his crew arrested and his ship impounded. | might owe
it to him to try to spring him, but doing that without having this ship

up and flying is not going to work."

As he spoke, Corran reached up and ran ahand aong the side of the
X-wing. It shared the green and white color scheme of the droid,
though both of them could have used afew paint touch-ups. Thefighter
had been Corran's during histime with the Corellian Security Force,

and Whistler had been his co-pilot and partner in countless missonsto



stop smugglers and other trouble-makers from disrupting lifein the

Cordlian system.

Whistler let the datapad's screen go dark, producing amournful tone as

hedid so.

"I know, Whidtler, | misstaking those night flights, too." When

Imperid entanglements made remaining in CorSec impossible, hetook off
with the ship and the droid. His purposein coming to Gargi had been
tolielow and avoid drawing Imperid attention to himself. Despite

the fact that flying the X-wing put hislifein jeopardy, he could no

more refrain from flying than he could refrain from breathing--though

he did makedl of hisflightsat night to make it more difficult to

locate him and hisship.

And dodging the loca troopswas smplicity itself. If I'd not sucked

ardava-bird into the starboard engine on that last flight, 1'd il

be flying and no onewould think Gargi was a hotbed of Rebel

activity.

He sghed. "Now I'm stuck here because rich kids who have decided they

want to shock their parents have started playing Rebdl.

Itsdl agameto them.”

Again the droid scolded him with asharp whistle.



"Youreright, Dynba Tesc probably doesn't think of it asagame, but
it'sher own fault that she got caught last night. The Imps around

here are not exactly storm-trooper caliber, but she left atrail that

even our old Cor-Sec Imperid Liaison officer could have followed.” He

reached out and patted the droid gently on the head.

"Shelll spend sometimeinthelocd jail, then get kicked
loose.

Y es, shell beinterrogated, but they'll see she knows nothing and let

her go. I'msureof it."

Whistler tooted another question.

"Yes, if shewerein danger, | would do what | couldbut not because
she'lsaRebd. I've got nothing to do with the New Republic and just

because the Empire hates the both of us doesn't mean we're dlies.”

Corran frowned heavily. "The Rebes might have killed the Emperor, and
they're saying they have thelast living Jedi on their sde, but

they're fill afar cry from having the Empire down and out.

My priority isto lay low while they attract more attention than |

do.



The Rebdlion, such asit is, has cometo Gargi, and that meansit's

timewere out of here

Heheld ahand up. "No, no more protests. In fact, | don't want to
hear any more Rebellion squawk out of you, got it? I'll be spending
al my timeworking to maintain my cover and to keep my eye onthe

extractor. I'll figure out away to get it, then we're on our way."

Corran started to turn away, but the droid caught hold of hisdeeve

with his pincer attachment. "What isit, Whitler?"

Thedroid hooted derisively a him.

"Y eah, well maybe back on the job | wouldn't have been so blase about

Dynba TesC's problem, but now were running from the law, not working

for thelaw." He pulled hisarm free, but looked back at the droid and

hung his head. "Okay, no promises, but | will seewhat | can do. |

look to take care of usfirgt, though, right?*

Whistler's head spun around as he crowed triumphantly.

"Y es, saving her and her friendswould look good in my dat&file.”

Corran nodded to the droid as he headed back out of the hangar. Unless

the Empire isthe oneto put the notation in it, but they'd haveto



catch mefirst. With that extractor, | can avoid them--and that isthe

notation in my datafile | most want to see.

Prefect Mosh Barris sat back in the overstuffed chair that he decided
was amost as deep and as black as the depression in which he found
himsdf. Hefelt old and tired, asif hewere a apoint inthe

universe from which any other direction was up. The only thing Garqi
had to recommend it as a post had been its utter isolation and
insulation from the Empire, and even that shidd had worn thinin his
year'stenure asthe military prefect under the current--and seemingly

ever-absent Imperia governor.

"Y ou see, Eamon,”" he began, "I had not expected her to make it easy for
us, but this Tesc woman's ability to resist narco-interrogetion is
incredible. She steadfastly clams she knows nothing of the Rebellion

and claims no connection with Lai Nootkaor his Star's Delight. Even

30, she seemsto have an encyclopedic understanding of the phantom
X-wing'sflightswhich she clamsis because sudying it was ahobby for
her--and full knowledge of her crime. Of this'Xeno' sheclamsisthe
ringleader of her dicer circus we have no record, and her speculation
that heisamember of the Ddlight's crew that eluded captureis one

more black mark against us.”

Eamon Y zdli nodded dightly ashe did the slver tray with the
refilled snifter of Cassandran choholl. "Regrettable, sr. Onthe

whole, one could beled to believe by dl thisthat she knows nothing



beyond what she has already reveded.”

Barristook the glass and warmed it in his hands for amoment.

"Looks can be decelving, Eamon. Looking at her | sseawoman who is

more achild than adult but that is standard among the adults here.

Thisdamned world is so fertile that the greet agri-combines need
nothing more than droids to tend the crops and accountants to tend the
profits. The people of Gargi are pampered and unredigtic, hardly

fodder for the Rebdlion."

Hedrank in just enough of the Cassandran liquor to fill the hollow of

histongue, and let it pool therefor aslong
asit took for the

fragrant, fruity vaporsto fill hissinuses.

"Of coursg, that iswhat shewants usto bdieve."

"What is, Sr?"

"That sheistoo innocent to be part of the Rebellion.”

Barrislooked up at his green-eyed aide. "1 cannot and will not be

tricked by her. A longtime ago | did nothing in aSituation that

cdled for action. | was deceived and | have paid for it since. It



wasalongtimeago. . . but | havetold you of it before, yes?'

The blond man returned to the sideboard and replaced the tray before

turning and nodding to his master.

"| do recd| having been told something of the dienincident, Sir.”

"Yes thedienincident.” Barris stared darkly into the depths of the
amber liquor. An dien--both humanoid and intelligent had run him and
his men around in circles on a planet that was--if it were

possible-even more of abackwater than Gargi. Thisaien had killed
his men, had brought down a TIE fighter and had even dain two
sormtroopers using technology he stole from the Imperidsin
combination with native plantsand animas. | advocated a planetary
bombardment to rid us of this menace, but Captain Parck invited this
murderous cresture to join the Empire. The Emperor chosethat timeto

forego his normd xenopho-bia

He advanced Parck’s career, gave this Thrawn a career, and started me

on thelong road from one humiliating post to another.

Barris had hoped the Emperor's hatred for him would die with the man,
but the Imperid inditutiona memory seemed to cherish theidea of

taking him lower and lower.



The man who had ousted Barris from hislast post had been disciplined
for having alowed the last Jedi Knight to' escape Tatooine and murder
the Emperor. That man's punishment had pushed Barris even further from

the Galactic Core to the mottled red and purple world that was Gargi.

"l swore, Eamon, | sworethat | would never |et an opportunity to act

decisvely and forcefully dip away with
out redeeming mysdif.

Uncovering and smashing the Rebels here on Gargi would alow meto do

that."

"If | may be permitted, Sr, you have an abundance of timeinwhich to

learn from Dynba Tesc what you need to accomplish thisend.

Y ou have only had her for two days.

Shewill break."

Barristossed back the choholl and gritted histeeth againgt thefiery

fedingit ignited in histhroat and gut.

"Would that what you say wastrue. | just received a priority message
viaacourier droid that indicated Kirtan Loor, an Intelligence agent,
is being sent here by Coruscant to investigate. Hewill brief me on

hisarriva asto wha hismissonis, but we both know heiscoming



hereto investigate me. He will find me deficient in someway and |
will be sent to some other world that is even more wretched than

this"

"| understand your darm, gr.”

"I think you do, Eamon, for we are dike, aren't we?"

"How so, Sir?"

"We are both unhomed. | am hounded from post to post, with no clamto
any world. Y ou, on the other hand, are an Alderaanian, and without a

world to cdl your own."

Eamon gtiffened amoment, then nodded. "Asyou say, S, neither of us

hasahome."

Barris eyes sharpened for amoment. "I have aquestion | haveto ask
you, and | intend no disrespect. I've often thought of it, but | have

said nothing because you have been so valuable to me. Had my
predecessor not |eft you behind, and had you not made my arrival here

S0 easy, | should have despaired of making any headway.

Now that | will probably be gone from here soon, | think | have little

toriskinaskingit."



llgr?l

"The Empire destroyed your world. How isit that you are content

[aboring for the servants of the Empire?

Eamon's head came up and his hands disappeared at the smal of his

back. "Sir, Alderaan was a peaceful world.

We were unarmed and our people bdieved in pacifism.

Our leaders choseto rebel. I, and | was not alone, revered order as
much as | revered peace and |&ft the planet. AsthisRebellion robbed
my people of peace, it dso robbed them of life. Evenso, | am a
peace and | ill revere order. You, my lord, represent order on this

world, therefore | am content and honored to be in your service.”

"Wdl said, Eamon. | understand your fedlings completdy.”

Barris sat forward and rested his hands on the edge of his black
lacquered desk. "Thetime has come for meto take action. To the
Empire, faillure to do something is seen asinability to do anything. |
cannot afford that, not with Loor on hisway. Though reminiscent of
what the Death Star did to your world, | find mysdlf forced to make an

example of Dynba Tesc and publicly execute her.



Oncel do that her companionswill scatter in terror. They will know |
would have only killed her if shewas of no more use to me, which means

she gave mether names.

Wewill learn who they are when they flee."

Themilitary prefect smiled coldly. "Let Coruscant deny thet is

decisveaction!"

"Indeed, g, it isdecisve, however . . ." Standing over by the

Sideboard, Eamon |ooked somewhat perplexed.

Barrisreined hissmile back in. Eamon Y zalli's perspective on Garqi
had often proven useful and, not afew times, had steered Barris away

from various faux pasthat would have made histenure more difficult.

"You havean idea?'

"l do, gir, but only because of the question you asked before. It
srikesmethat if the local Rebels do have away to defeat
narco-interrogation--as the lack of success with Miss Tesc

indicates--they may be sophisticated enough to wait out your action.

Moreimportantly, sir, | think it would be preferentia to draw her
confederates together, instead of scattering them, as making a martyr

out of her would certainly do."



"Yes, | seethat, but how, Eamon?’

"Make your declaration about her execution public,
my lord.

Scheduleit for aweek from now. Thiswill agitate the Rebels. 1 will
visit her covertly and tell her that | cannot abide seeing her die. |

will arrange for her escape.”

Barris black brows collided in the depths of hisfrown.

"Y ou work for me. Shewill not believeyou.”

"But shewill, gr, for even the most cynica Of the Rebelswould
believethat |, an Alderaanian, have had a change of heart and wish to
make amends for not acting against the Empire sooner. In addition, as
they say, gir, actionswill speak louder than words. | will arrange

for her escape and prepare the way for her and her confederatesto free
the crew of the Star's Delight. We will even return to them their

cargo of X-wing parts and munitions.

The Rebelswill dl get together in the ship and prepare to leave.

Y our four TIEswill go after them and end the Rebel threet to Gargi in

onedramatic firebdl."



The military prefect tipped his snifter up and let the last drop of the

choholl drip into histongue as he consdered the plan. "Areyou sure

my pilots can bring the ship down?'

"They will be ableto if we render the shield generator inoperable.”

The ghost of asmile drifted across Eamon's bearded face as he started

to pour more liquor into the empty glass.

"Wewill disabletheir blaster cannon, too."

"No, gr."

"No?'

"They need to be operable to provide verismilitude, Sir." Eamon

inserted the cut-crystal stopper in the decanter.

"If one of your TIEswere shot down, itsloss would prove the danger
the fleeing Rebel s represented to Gargi. Of course, the fact that the
Rebel s were running away and were destroyed will be alesson hereto

any who would seek to emulate them.”

"l see" Barrisadmired the way the light shifted and glowed within



the chohall. "Then should we not keep the X-wing munitionsto prove
the Star's Delight was smuggling thingsin thefirst place, or isthis

more veriamilitude?"

"We havetheinitid scansto show the smuggling, sir, and piecing
together debris from the destroyed freighter will givethis Loor
character agreat ded to do, occupying histimefully.” Eamon smiled
weekly. "Findly, sir, | will use ddivery of the contraband to secure
my passage aboard the ship. Thisway | will know whenitisto leave,

S0 our fighters can be prepared to sweep it from the sky."

"But you will not beon it?"

"No, sr. You will plant areport in our computer system herefor one
of their codeSlicersto ferret out. It will indicate you had me
executed for crimes againgt the Empire--unspecified, of course, but
they will takeit to mean | was found out. They will leave the moment
that message is accessed, so they will tell uswhen they are

leaving."

"And | dert our fightersto go."

"Exactly, 9r." Eamon's face darkened for amoment.

"Theonly difficulty with dl thisisthat we cannot have any trace of

what we are doing entered into our computer system here."



"Yes" Barris nodded solemnly and sipped the choholl.

"Sincethelr dicers can put stuff into our databases, we know they can
pull it out again. Werethey to find any indication of our operation,

dl would belog."

"Precisdy, gr. | shdl make the arrangements, sir, if you have no

objections.”

"Objections? No. | will want reports, however."

"Of course, my lord." Eamon amiled briefly. "For your earsonly,
until it istimeto revea what you have accomplished in serviceto the

Empire”

Dynba Tesc fdt cold and achy, or at least she thought she did.

Curled up on the stedl cot, with her back pressed against the rough
gones of the cdll wall, she knew she should fed uncomfortable. Her
body definitely was giving her dl the sensory input to tell her she

was, in fact, not feding very good at all.

The problem isthat with dl the stuff they've pumped into meto
pump

irformation out of me, I'm not certain what | know and what | don't



know, what isreal and unreal. She coiled ablond lock around her
right index finger, then sucked on the ends of the hair. A sense of
security washed over her briefly, then she angrily flicked the hair
away. | amnot achild, | can't retrest into childhood thingsto find

comfort.

But retreat she really did want to do, because she had never been more
scared in her whole entire life. There was no questionin her mind

about that-clear of drugs or dosed to the top of her cranium. The
terror of being arrested and tossed into jail had been enough to make

her tell the authorities everything she knew.

The problem was she didn't know anything.

To her the Rebellion had been adistant conflict, onefull of romance

and heroism. Thelast True Jedi fighting the monster that destroyed

his predecessors and arogue of asmuggler winning the heart of a

princess from a dead world these were the things she knew about the New
Republic. They had destroyed the Desth Stars and the Emperor, but

other than a change Of the military prefect, those events had no effect

on her or her friends a the university.

Then the Star's Ddlight had come to Gargi and had been taken for
smuggling suppliesto Rebels. She and others she met on the computer

comnetsin temporary areas they diced open and let close after the



conversations were done had mentioned suspicions that the New Republic
had agents on Gargi. Dynba had found that prospect thrilling and not a
little scary. People speculated about al sorts of things concerning

the Ddlight, and anatura linkage was made between it and the phantom

X-wing that had been reported flying at night al over Garq.

Then she met Xeno. He diced hisway into one of the covert
conversations—-marking him as being better at codedicing than anyone
inthe Imperid Security outfit on Gargi. Though he never sad it,

from his name and the fact that he only showed up after the Ddlight's

capture,
Dynba concluded he was one of the Ddlight's crew that the

local authorities had failed to pick up.

Xeno organized her and her byte-friends, keeping them al anonymous.

She never knew what she'd find on her datapad once she linked into the

planetary network, but it was dways an adventure.

Xeno showed her and the others how to graft dogans and graphicsinto
the system, so datapad screens everywhere in the cornnet would get New

Republic messages a random intervas.

The shock and the outrage, as voiced by her parents and their friends,
waswonderful. Dynba had struggled numeroustimesto maintain a

straight face when some atrocity was being described to her by her



apoplectic father, al the while knowing shed composed the dogan and
amed it to hit hiscomputer first. Doing thingslike that marked the
highest point in her persond rebellion againgt his authority, and she

found planning and executing new code assaults rather cathartic.

Dynba had long held the opinion that Xeno was grooming her and the
othersfor something bigger--possibly the liberation of the Delight
even--but she wanted to do something more. Abandoning the virtua
realm of computers, she went out and bought a can of paint. Inbig,
doppy red letters she wrote " The degth of a Tyrant isthe triumph of
Judticel” on the sde of the Imperid Court building in the heart of

the capital, Pesktda.

It had not occurred to her until later--about the time the local
congtabulary was putting her in binders-that having the ssoremix up a
precise shade of red and charging the purchase to her persona account
was not exactly the way to maintain her anonymity. The congtabulary
seemed to think her boldness meant she was dangerous and the
interrogation to which she was subjected had been ruthlessand
effident. Her lack of substantive answers angered her questioners and

she knew shewasin very serioustrouble.

The door to her call hissed open and the lights came up dowly. A

small man with blond hair and beard entered
and descended the

meta-lattice stepsto the floor. He turned back and gestured toward



an unseen guard. The door clanked down, leaving her donewith this
man wearing the uniform of the prefect's persond staff. Shethought

she recognized him, but she could attach no name to hisface.

Dynbadrew her legs up and tried to wedge hersalf more deeply into the

corner of thecdl. "I don't know any more."

The man nodded. "I know, child." He sank down in asquat, bringing
hiseyelevel downto hers. "It ismy sad duty to tell you that

Prefect Barris has decided to have you executed for your crime.”

"What?' Dynbagulped ar. "He can't."

"Oh, but he can." The man's green-eyed gaze flicked down toward the

floor, giving her amoment to recover hersdlf, then he looked back

up.

"I, on the other hand, cannot stand by and let this happen.”

"What are you saying?" She thought she heard sincerity in hisvoice,
andread it in hiseyeS, but the clothes he wore and the fact that a
guard had followed his direction argued againgt any compassion on his
part. Thefact that he was there and talking to her at al made her

wary of atrick. "Youwork for him. Y ouwon't help me."

The man broke off his stare and color rose to his cheeks.



"Please, thisisdifficult for measitis"

"Were | not herel might be more considerate. 'Y ou work for a

monger.”

"l know." Hishandsbdled into fists. "I am his persond ade.”

"Youl YouaeEamonYzdli!"

"Thenyou are hereto trick me." Dynbalet her anger flow fully into

her voice. ™Y ou should be ashamed of yoursdif."

Eamon sghed loudly. "l am."

"What?'

"| am ashamed." He swallowed hard. "l should have
seen sooner that

to which | have chosen to be blind--the Empire corrupts people. |
denied thistruth and my denia isacrime that makes me complicitin
the death of my homeworld, Alderaan. | came here and served herein
hopes of forgetting. Then, when Prefect Barriswasingtdled, | made

mysalf abuffer between his capriciousness and the people of Gargji.



Even now | tried to get him to moderate your punishment, but to no
aval. | cannot alow your death to be upon my head, so | have chosen

to act againgt him and for you."

Dynba shook her head tO clear her brain of the buoyant hope bubbling up

intoit. "What can you do?"

A broad smile split Eamon's beard and in that moment Dynba thought him

just alittle bit handsome. Like ahero of the New Republic.

"What | can do and will doisthis: | will arrangefor your

liberation.

Y ou will have approximatdly two daysin which to execute arescue of
the Star's Delight crew. Y ou and your confederates will board the ship

and leavewithit. Gargi isno longer safefor you."

His eyes narrowed. "Captain Nootkawill need thingsto tradeif heis
going to resupply the ship and get to the New Republic. | will arrange
for the contraband he smuggled here to be placed aboard | can tdll the
workers we want the evidence replaced in the compartments to show an
Imperid Intelligence agent how we found it. They will bdievethat

and it will save us having to moveit oursdves.”



Dynba's blue eyes widened. "Y ou're coming with us?'

Eamon nodded solemnly. "I can cover your escape, but once the ship

gets away there would be no concedling my part indl of this.

When you are st to go, have one of your dicers get into the Imperid
comnet and leave me amessage as to where and when | should meet

you."

"Il doit mysdlf." Dynbaswung her legs over the edge of the cot and

her toes touched the cold floor. "What you're doing, the people you

lost on Alderaan would be proud.”

Eamon closed his eyes and nodded. "It ismy hope you are correct.”

He reached out and took her hand in his, gently stroking warmth back

into her flesh. ™Y ou only have to endure this prison for afew hours

more, then you shdl befree”

She gripped his hand tightly. "And soon after that, we shdl be

freg!”

Barrisraised anearly empty glassin Eamon'sdirection. "l sdute

you, Eamon. It seemsasif everything isgoing perfectly.”

"Yes, gr. DynbaTesc is secreted away, bringing her confederates



together to freethe Delight and its crew. Sheisdso dtering her
appearance 0 she can claim to be Kirtana Loor, Imperia Intelligence
agent, and take the Delight's crew from custody without having to

notify you for authorization. Severa landspeeders have been organized

for trangport.”

"And the Delight isready?"

The smdl man nodded solemnly. "Using TIE pilots asworkerswas
difficult, but once | explained the necessity of limiting knowledge of

the operation to them, they agreed they were the best people for doing
the job. The X-wing munitions are on board the Delight, though the

Spare parts appear to have been pilfered. Asaskilled technician can
convert them to work in Incom's T-47 landspeeder, my assumption isthat
someonein property storage gave himsalf abonus. | have afew leads

inthat regard.”

"Wewill ded with him, later." Barris snorted, drank and set his

glassdown. "The shields on the ship are disabled?'

"Yes, ar. Wereplaced aduplex circuit with itstriplex

equivaent.”

"But acodepatch will allow them to bring the shidds"Yes, S, but an

initid diagnogtic run on the ship will report the circuits as



complete. Only when they discover
thefailurewill they begin to look

for thetriplex. At that point dicing the proper sequence out of it

will take gpproximately an hour.”

The Prefect tapped afinger againsgt the empty rim of his shifter.

"An hour they will not have."

"Precisdly, gr." Eamon refilled the glasswith chohoall.

"While you have been busy, Eamon, so havel." Barriswinked &t his

man. "'l have composed the report about your execution.”

"Not on the system, Sir?"

Barris smiled in response to the urgency in Eamon'svoice. "No, of

course not." Hetapped the fingers of hisr ight hand againgt the Sde

of hiswhite-haired head. "I haveit al up here. Y ou were terminated

for "anti-lmperid activity."" "Very good, Sr."

"l may modify it. | want it to be perfect.”

"I am cartain it will be morethan suitable, Sr."

"I thought | would enter it into the computer just around sunset



tomorrow. Things should be ready by then?"

"Yes, gr. Agent Loor will be arriving then, so he should seethe

pursuit and how you handleit.”

"Excdlent.” Barrisheftedtheglassandraiseditagainina

Aute

"The destruction of the Ddlight should make for great entertainment. |

think | will have somefriendsin to watch."

Eamon nodded solemnly. "Very good, sr. | had aready requested the

kitchen prepare suitable refreshments for a gathering of ten. Will

thet be sufficient, Sir?”

"Quite, Eamon." Barris sipped his choholl and smiled.

"Y ou anticipate my desiresaswell asmy needs. What would | do

without you?"

"A hypothetical question, Sir." Eamon's expression became placid.

"One hopesthere is never need to answer it."

Her now-brown hair pulled back into atight bun at the back of her

head, Dynba stepped from the first |and-speeder and tugged at the hem



of her uniform jacket.

She marched crisply to the door of the local detention center and drew
from the jacket's breast pocket what |ooked to be an ordinary rank

cylinder. She touched it againgt the I/O port beside the door.

Somehow, above the thundering of her heart, she heard aclick and the
door withdrew upward. At the other end of the short corridor she saw a
guard standing behind atransparisted shield look at her, then at the
image on the screen of his datapad and back again. Ashedid sothe

blood drained from the man'sface.

His clear anxiety gave Dynbaa chance to conquer her own fear.

Eamon had assured her that the rank cylinder he had given her would

identify her asan Imperid Intelligence agent sent out from coruscant

toingpect Gargi. It made her Kirtana Loor and made her answerableto

no one on the planet. A word from her and anyone could be sent to

Kess to mine spice while awaiting interrogation.

"Y ou will be someone they fear as much as you fear them.

Useit and you will dominate them," he had told her.

Anduseit | shal. Kegping her steps crigp, and relishing the click



of leather on stone, she approached the guard.

"Arethe prisonersready for transfer?' Shelet thelilt of the common

Coredwed ler accent enter her voice, and underscored her words with

impatient indignation.

The man'slower lip sarted quivering. "Trandfer? | know nothing of

"Of courseyou don't." Shedrew her black leather gloves off by

tugging on each finger in succession, then dapped them againgt the

pam of her left hand. "Theinefficiency of Rim-world officids should

not surprise me, should it?"

"Wdl, I .. "

"Y ou were not going to venture an opinion, were you?

What isyour name?"

The man smiled weskly. "Which prisoners were those, my lady?"

"The crew of the Star's Delight." Her eyes became dits and she forced

her nogtrilsto flare. "Returning them to the scene of the crime--you



do know about using that investigative technique, don't you?"'

The man furioudly punched keys on his datapad.

"Wdl, 1. .."

"Of course you don't--the technique predates the Emperor's murder by a

year, S0 it hasn't gotten out here yet.

Y ou probably think heis ill dive.”

"Yes, my lady, | mean,no. .."

Dynba barked a harsh laugh. ™Y ou don't know what you mean. Why the

Rebelswould strike at this witspare compost heap, | do not know."

"No, my lady."

Thedoor to her right buzzed and did into the ceiling.

Three bedraggled figures, asmal femde Sullustan, amorose giant of a
Duros and a Devaronian with several missing teeth and a broken horn
shuffled through the doorway. They wore binders on their wristsand
had another pair hobbling them. Each individua |ooked away from the

dying sunlight pouring through the open doorway to the street.



Dynbalooked up at the Duros. "Captain Lai Nootka, you and your crew
are charged with treason. | am arepresentative of Imperia
Intelligence and the resol ution of your caseisin my hands. Comewith

me"

She led the prisoners from the detention center and waved the
landspeeders forward. Each prisoner was secured in adifferent
speeder, then they headed off toward the hangar where the Star Delight

had been kept in impound.

The vehiclesfollowed one &fter the other al the way to the

spaceport.

Dynba regretted not being ableto tell the crew they were safe and with
friends, but doing so would have put the mission in jeopardy. If the
crew did not look scared and defeated as they rode through the streets

of
Pesktda, someone could note their happy demeanor and that would

attract attention to them and the operation.

Eamon had pointed out that people tended not to pay too much attention
to those who appear to be doomed because they might attract attention
indoing s0. Even before held said anything, she'd known that was

true.



In keeping with her role as Loor, she met the gazes of the curious and
held them until the othersturned away. | don't like making people
afraid, but it isthe only way to save these people and Eamon. And
myself and my friends, too. She kept her stare hard and terrifying
throughout the ride until the speeders did into the shade of the

hangar.

The second her landspeeder stopped, she loosened her hair and shook it

out over her shoulders. "Open the binders™ She pointed at Nootka.

"The ship isready to go, complete with your X-wing munitions.

Start pre-flight.

The only thing on thisworld that can stop us from getting out of here

arefour TIE garfighters. Isthat aproblem?’

The Duros rubbed at hiswrists as hisdriver tinkered with the binders

on the starpilot's ankles. "We are matched for speed. We have

hyperdrive, they do not. We have ablaster cannon, they have lasers.

We have shidds, they do not. | think we are not far from freedom.”

"Dynba, you did it!" A Twi'lek woman came running down the gangplank

of the long CorelliSpace Gymsnor-3



Freighter. With her head tailstwitching excitedly, she brandished her

datapad. "No adarms, no traces. We're clear.

"Good." Dynbalooked past Ardi Dil's shoulder, then frowned.

"Are Eamon or Xeno here?"

Arali shook her head. "No one has been here except Shhaand me.”

Dynbafrowned. Prior to departing for the prison, Dynbahad Ieft a
message with Eamon telling him when they planned to leave, and another
to Xeno inviting him to reunite with his crew and escape. She had

expected both of them to be present when she returned and she
hed

especialy wanted to see the look on Eamon's face when herealized his

plan had worked perfectly.

"Ardi, link into the comnet and see if you have anything from Xeno or

"Right.”

The Twi'lek and a Bothan had turned out to be the only non-Humansin
Xeno'scircle. Thecirdeitsdf only had seven members, not counting
Xeno, and dl of them had thought it funny that even being sofew in

number, they had caused enough trouble for the Empireto send an



Intelligence agent out from the Core to Gargi to dedl with them.

Dynba had briefed everyone on their role in the Greet Evacuation.

Because of the Empire's xenophobic bias, neither Arali nor Sihha, the

Bothan, would passfor Imperid officers, so they had remained with the

ship while the five Humans used the speedersto get the prisoners. Now

back in the hangar, everyone hurried aboard the Delight and prepared

for departure.

“Interesting”

Dynba glanced away from the hangar opening and toward Ardli.

"What is?'

"Messageto dl of usfrom Xeno. He says hiswork hereisn't done.

Helll catch up with uslater and wewill dl laugh about this”

"I'd prefer it if he camewith us. | hope they don't need himto run

the ship.”

"Shhacan fill in--he was an astrogation student here."



"Right." Dynbafet aheavy darkness begin to spread from her somach
out to her limbs and stab straight up into her heart. "Nothing from

"By thefoul hearts of the Sith!"

Dynbawhirled at the sound of Ardi'svoice. "Wha?'

The Twi'lek held her datapad out and Dynba snatched it from her

trembling hands. "By order of Prefect Mosh Barris, at the concluson

and in resolution of his persona investigation into the actions of

Eamon Y zdli, ordered
and carried out the discreation of an enemy of

the gate.”

Her voice dropped to awhisper as sheread. "He'sdead.”

The datapad dipped from her hands, but the Twi'lek deftly caught it,

then started pulling on Dynbasarm.

"Come on, we haveto go."

Dynba pointed back toward the doorway. "Maybeit'satrick."

"The Empire doesn't play jokes, Dynba. Eamon'sdead.” Ardi pulled

her friend up the gangplank. "L et's get out of here. Well mourn



Eamon on the trip, then when we get to the New Republic, well find a

way to get even with the Empire.”

Barrisfdt the comlink clipped to hisbdlt vibrate like the Warning
scales on a Gorgarian buzzadder. He opened hisarmsto take in the
whole of the crowd in his reception room, then pointed them toWard the

eastern balcony.

"My friends, | have just been informed that the Rebels have taken the

bait in the trap that had been set for them.

If youwill join me outside, | think you will find their end a

spectacular disaster.”

Pulling the comlink from his belt, he thumbed it on.

"Garqi Eagles, you are clear to intercept and destroy your target.”

Ardi got Dynbainto one of the jumpsesatsin the cockpit and strapped

her in. "Barris got our last passenger, Captain.

Y ou better move now."

The Duros nodded to his mouse-eared pilot. The Sullustan chittered her

way through achecklist. Thelow hum of the repulsorlift drivesfilled

the ship, then agentle tremble ran through it as the sublight drives



began to push it forward, up and out of the hangar.

The nose of the ship came around to the eadt, facing the ship away from
the sun and on a course that meant they would be moving away from the

dar's mass as they |eft the planet.

That would permit them to enter hyperspace faster, and everyone on the
ship knew speed was a virtue when escape was the object of the

exercise.

Through the forward viewport Dynba got a spectacular look at the lights
of Pesktda. She found the city where she grew up quaint and even
beautiful, with lightswinking on and off as gentle breezes dtirred the
dark, leafy canopy that covered everything. Part of her felt theloss

of leaving the place of her birth, but that regret was nothing compared

to the pain shefelt over Eamon's murder.

The Star's Delight picked up speed and shot out of the spaceport.

The Sullustan pilot kept the ship at a steady angle of ascent. Asthey
broke above the shadow of the world, sunlight lit the sky. It passed
quickly asthe atmosphere thinned, then the stars above stopped
shimmering and just hung there like distant jeweled sparks on the

insde of avast black bowl.



Captain Nootka hunched forward over a screen. "We have four

garfightersin our wake. Shiddsto full intheleft arc.”

The Sullustan hit a button on the console, but it remained dark.

She hit it again, then shrieked.

Nootka reached over and hit the button himsalf. " Saricia, we have no

shidds”

"Invert and give meashot." The Devaronian's bass voice came from

above the companionway that led into the cockpit. Dynba looked back

and saw an open hatchway that allowed access beyond the passage's

caling.

Ardi tightened down her restraining straps. " The blaster cannon

turret is up top. We haveto invert for him to shoot at targets coming

from behind and below, otherwise helll hit the cargo pods.”

"Not agood design, isit?’

Nootkaturned around and gave Dynba a hard stare.

"Thisisafreighter, not awarship. Sariciaisgood.”

"How good? Good enough to stop them?”



"Areyou sure?!

The Duros shook hishead. "If I amwrong, | will not livelongin

regret.” He hit some more switches on the console. "Y ou said the ship

wasinworking order.”

"That'swhat | wastold. Eamon said. .." Dynbasjaw dropped

open.

"He's not here"

Thetips of the Twi'lek's head tails shook with astart.

"Wewere set up, Dynba, set up to die by Eamon Y zdli.”

She flashed sharp peg-teeth. "1 hope part of Xeno'swork on Garqi is

killing him."

Nootka glanced at his screen, then shook his head. "I would have hoped
the stuation would not get worse. We have afifth ship closing

fedt."

The ship shook violently and sparks shot through the companionway,

while the thrummed rumble of Saricids return-firefilled the



cockpit.

"Our armor will hold them back for alittle while, but not long."

"Can we make the jump to lightspeed?"

"Inthetimewe haveleft?' Nootka asked. "Not evenif | knew where
we were going and had the course dready plotted into the nav

computer.

It looks now that where we are going isto the grave.”

Corran Horn eased the X-wing's throtde forward and his speed started to
climb faster asheleft Gargi's atmosphere.” Y ou should have told me
sooner, Whidtler, that'sal I'm saying. It doesn't matter now,

though. We can talk about it later. Now we haveto get those TIES."

Thedroid replied in amuted whistle that Corran found amost as
depressing as the four-to-one odds on the fight. Not how | wanted to

do this, but | have no choice.

Corran hit the thumb-switch on the X-wing's stick. The proton torpedo

targeting system came up and painted a big yellow box around the

dowest of the TIE sarfighters.

"That'starget one. Give methe next closest one and mark it astarget



Whistler complied ingtantly, then keened a question.

"Yes, if they'rein range, get me comlink contact." Cor
ran heard the

hiss of gtatic from the speskersin hishelmet, then aclear channe

opened up. "Star's Delight, the key-code for your shieldsis 349XER34,

repeat 349XER34."

"Whoisthis?'

"'Someone who just gave you your shields back. Eamon Y zalli sold you

out. He'sdead. What he knew, | know."

In the background he heard a voice excitedly shout, "It's Xeno!™

The deeper voice, the one he decided belonged to Lai Nootka, overrode

the shout. "349XER34 isthe code."

"Exactly." corran smiled. "Tell your gunner not to shoot the X-wing

and I'll make hislifeeaser. X-wing Ollt."

Whidtler tooted triumphantly.

"Not yet, buddy, not yet. Give metarget one and lighten my



accel eration compensator. | want to fed it when | move around.”

Nudging the stick over and back, he settled the box around the lagging
TIE. Thedroid beeped intermittently as hetried to get atarget

lock.

Thetarget box went from yellow to red at the same moment Whistler's

tone went solid and Corran hit the trigger.

The proton torpedo shot away from the X-wing and curved only dightly
to port before it dammed into the TIE's ball-cockpit. The exploson
shattered the star-fighter's hexagond solar panels. It sent their

shards spinning away from theroailing, red-gold plasmabal spreading

out from where the cockpit had once been.

"Acquiretwo."

Brief beeps melded into an uninterrupted tone as Corran hit apeda and

the etheric rudder brought the X-wing's nose around to port.

He hit the trigger again and saw a proton torpedo burn into and through
the second TIE. Thetorpedo hit it solidly on one of the solar panels
and blasted through. The projectile glanced down, crushing the
fighter'sion engine exhaust port and clipped the far sde solar panel

before exploding. The
TIE whirled off on awobbly course before



exhaust pressure from the engines tore the ship gpart from the

indde.

"Two down." Corran flipped hisweapons control over to laser fireand

linked the lasersfor dua-fire. "Whidler, even out the shidds."

The droid complied with the order as Corran brought the X-wingupina
quarter snap-roll. The maneuver stood the fighter on its port

dabilizer foils. Tugging back on the stick, he brought the nose up

and cruised onto thetail of one of the two remaining TIES. It had

broken left while its wing man had gone right--a strategy that was
usualy discouraged and went along way toward confirming Corran's

opinion of the Gargi garrison.

Whistler's excited hooting made Corran look up at his rear sensor

monitor. Coming in behind me. Not asbad as| thought. "l seehim,

Whidler. Now you know why | didn't want to fight them at al."

The TIE in front of him began adow loop to starboard.

The move was dow enough that Corran was tempted to follow and light

the ship up, but he knew giving in to temptation would have aprice.

Inthiscaseit will be the TIE back there shortening the loop and

medting my ship'stall. Not for me.



Corran chopped histhrust back and pulled the stick to his

breasthone.

He looped the X-wing, then punched the throttle full forward and rolled
out to port. That dropped him in on an attack vector to the TIE that
had been following him. Tightening up on thetrigger, he tracked ruby
laser bolts across one solar panel, through the cockpit and into the

other solar panedl.

The TIE didn't explode. It rolled dowly to port, little blue tendrils

of energy playing over its myriad surfaces.

The X-wing overshot the ship, so Corran rolled and dove down through a
loop to keep an eyeonit. The TIE did not react and just continued
spiraling dong on its previous course, bound for afiery collison

with Gargi's atmosphere.

Rilot'sgone, ship's running on momentum. Corran shiv
ered, imagining

for one second what it was like to spend your last seconds of lifein
pain, in abreached cockpit with dl the atmosphere lesking out while

cold poured in. Not theway | want to go.

Whidler'sindignant yowl and the hiss of laser fire splashing against

his aft shields shocked Corran. Heimmediately hit theright rudder



pedd, whipping the X-wing'stail to port and out of the line of

fire

Pushing the stick hard left, he rolled out to port, then pulled back a

nd brought the ship's nose up and around in aloop.

Halfway through that he rolled right and dove, but his sensors showed

the TIE was till with him.

Why are the best guys dwaysthelast? Corran smiled a hisown

guestion. "Because the pilots who are bad diefirg.

They were dl probably daydreaming just likeyou." He sidedipped the

X-wing to theright and the TIE followed him.

"Whidler, get methe Ddight again.”

"Nootka here, X-wing."

"Captain, thisguy on meisgood. Kill your shieldsand tell your

gunner to shoot high."

"Wejust got our shidds back."

"I know. Kill your shidds™



"] do not understand.”

"Youwill."

Corran rolled the fighter out to port, then kept alight hand on the

gtick. Nudging it left and right, up and back, he made the X-wing
dance dmost unpredictably. After every third or fourth move, when the
ship had drifted to port, he'd push the stick down, then up right and
right again. Hed leve out and fly straight for acouple of seconds,

then after that the random pattern would begin again.

When he saw the TIE begin to anticipate his pattern, corran pulled the
X-wing back through abig loop and dove straight in on an intercept
course for the Delight. "Full shiddsaft, Whidler." Corran dipped

and jerked the fighter through its pattern. Laser firecamein from

the Ddlight, passing over hisship, but only by amargin of

decimeters.

The TIE kept to Corran'stail asthe X-wing turned and swooped down
into arun that took it from bow to stern on the Dlight. The TIE came
intight and sank below thelevd of the ship'sfire. HE'slow enough

to strike sparks! ThisImp'svery good. Corran smiled. | gotta hope

I'm better.

As Corran's pattern ended, the X-wing drifted into agentle glide dong



the Delight's spine. The TIE dropped in behind him and lined up for a
shot. Thefirgt laser blasts hit the X-wing's aft shield and rocked

Corran in the cockpit. Now or never!

Corran killed histhrust and cut hisrepulsorlift drivesin at full
srength. Accderation jammed him down in the cockpit couch asthe
X-wing bounced up and away from the freighter's mass. The TIE
garfighter shot through beneeth the X-wing, pulling up abruptly to

missthe freighter's engine cowling.

Punching the throttle forward and killing the lift drives, Corran
saledinonthe TIE's aft. Histargeting box went green. Hepulled

thetrigger and filled thelast TIE with laser fire.

The scarlet energy darts shredded the ship, puncturing the cockpit and

meting their way through the twinion engines. The TIE exploded

brilliantly. The glittering plasma sphere burned like astar going

nova, then im-ploded, leaving the void in itswake.

"X-wing, thisis Ddlight. May we put our shields back up?'

"Affirmative, Ddight." Corran smiled. "Captain Nootka, have you got

acourse plotted out of here?"'

"We have acourse, X-wing."



"If you don't mind, I'll dave my navigation to yours and tag aong.

After dl, | fill oweyou for the debris extractor.”

"Congder the debt paid, X-wing, but come on dong."

Corran heard gratitude in the Duros captain's voice.

"Thisadventure will beataetotdl, and | would have you there

when | firg tdl it."

Prefect Mosh Barris bowed gracioudy amid the gpplause from his

guests.

The series of bright explosions and the spectacular light show of
debris stresking through the upper atmosphere had been far more than he
expected. If you arranged that on purpose, Eamon, | shdl giveyou

rewards in excess of what | had aready planned.

He held ahand up. "Thank you, thank you dl. | am pleased you have
enjoyed how we have diminated the Rebd threat to Gargi." Bards
smiled proudly. "I wasthe architect of this event, but another

carried it out. My ade, Eamon Y zali. Eamon, where are you?'

"Indeed, whereis he?"



Bards head came up as a sharp voice asked the question from the

balcony doorway. "Who areyou?'

A tall, hatchet-faced man stooped dightly to make it through the door,
then fixed Bards with aharsh stare. "I am Kirtan Loor, Imperid

Intelligence. Y ou have been expecting me?"

"Of course." Barris gestured up at the sky, spraying choholl from the
glassin hishand. "Y ou cametoo late to see what happened to the

Rebds"

"Oh, I think | dready know what happened to them.”

The Imperid officer'slip curledinasneer. "As| cameinto the
system, | was sent areport by this Eamon Y zdli. It indicatesyou
arranged for the escape of the local Rebel organization on the Stars
Ddight. The report indicatesthis action wasthe preliminary gambit
in your bid to usurp Governor Tadfin and transfer Gargi to the Rebel

Alliance"

Barris ssomach dowly wriggled into aknot. Kirtan Loor reminded him

of ayoung Grand Moff Tarkin, and the resemblance did nothing to stop

the fear flooding Barris mind. "Thisiswrong. This cannot be.

Eamon must have planned this. Ask him, the accusations are not



true.

"l would ask him, but | cannot find him." Loor's blue eyes

narrowed.

"An gppendix to hisreport said he feared for hislife at your hands.

When | arrived here | read that you had ordered and carried out his

dimination. That message came from you, directly, I've checked.”

"Yes, but it wasdl part of the plan, don't you see?'

Kirtan Loor shook hishead solemnly. "1 don't see what you want meto

see. What | do seeisa Rebd collaborator with much to tell me about

the enemy.”

"But | know nothing about them.”

"| doubt that very sincerdly, Barris™ Loor smiled with acold
superiority that weakened Barris knees and sent his glass crashing to
thefloor. "By thetime your interrogation is barely started, you will

wish you knew even more, so you could tell me everything. Y ouwill be
surprised how much information there truly isin your nothing---and you
will learn to dread your punishment whenever you seek to feign

ignorance asashied.”



Corran had fully expected the look of surprise on Dynba Tesc'sface

when shefirst saw him. "Greetings, Dynba I'm glad you madeit.

| gpologize for the rough time the Delight had.”

The war between horror and joy in her expression even proved
entertaining, though the ultimate victor in the struggle proved to be a

stunned look. "Y-you'redead . . . at least you said you were dead.

You're Eamon Yzdli, but you can't be"

Corran winced as hurt entered her voice. He scratched at his beard for
asecond, then shrugged. "I'm sorry for the deception. | intended for
you to assume Barris had killed me and take off. | knew the TIEswould
head out after you. | wanted to use you as adiverson one moretime,

s0 | could get away while the TIEs were busy with you."

A Twi'lek walked up behind Dynba and draped a head tail over her

shoulder protectively. "The TIEsamost did
usin becauseyou

disabled the shidds. Y ou tried to have uskilled."

"Not my intention at al." Corran Sghed. "l meant to have amessage

sent to you that would give you the code to bring the shields back

up.



| wanted to blame the shield tampering on Burris and have you

protected, but the old fool went and deactivated my message account

when he entered his death declaration about Eamon."

Dynba dug a gentle elbow into the Twi'lek's midsec-tion.

"Ardi, if hewanted us dead, he'd not have come after the TIEs and

given usthe code. He till could have gotten away.”

"Right." Corran nodded. "Exactly."

"So what did you mean about using us as adiversion ‘'one more time?'

" Setting up the Star's Delight's escape allowed me to get the spare

parts | needed for the X-wing. | told Barristhey had been stolen from

storage, but | redly just had the guys who helped meload the things

put them in the back of my speeder. They werethe TIE pilots, so now

we're the only ones who know where the parts ended up.”

Dynbasmiled. "The parts, of course. The phantom X-wing flights ended

about amonth before the Delight showed up and was taken.”

"I needed adebris extractor."

" S0, then, you're Xeno. Y ou got ustogether to eventually stedl those



partsfor you."

"No, I'm Corran Horn, late of the Corellian Security Force.” Heamiled
as Whigtler camerrolling up and patted the droid affectionately on the

dome. "Thedroid here was Xeno."

Arali's head tail s twitched with surprise. "A droid organized our

little group?'

Whistler chirped emphaticaly and corran beamed.

"Heworked with mein CorSec. In addition to astrogation programming,
he'safairly good codedicer and had afacility for putting together
sting operations. He was grooming you to get the partsfor me, but he

didn't men
tion it because he knows | don't realy want anything to do

with the Rebellion and the New Republic.”

"Itisalittlelatefor that." Captain Nootka came walking over with

two Republic officersin tow. "Helping us escape will lead Barristo

figure out who you were, and you will be branded a Rebd.”

"l don't think s0. Barrisisin plenty of trouble himsdlf.”

Corran smiled broadly. "1 once worked with Kirtan Loor, the Imperid

Intelligence agent heading into Garqi. This beard and dyejob



wouldn't havefooled him, so | had to move. That'sthe reason this
whole operation got put together and involved you and your friends,

Dynba. | would have kept you out of it, but | couldn't.”

She shook her head. "Y ou may think that, Corran, and may even want to
believeit, but | think you couldn't leave us behind to face Barris

wrath if you weren't around to moderate him."

Maybe you'reright, Dynba, but thereis no true way of knowing.

He nodded dowly. "Loor isn't the brightest of Imperid agents, but he

can solve a case when it's handed to him in a package, and the package

| left behind neatly implicates Mosh Barrisin treason and Eamon

Y zdli'smurder. | should be clear."

One of the New Republic officers pointed at the X-wing. "That fighter

just burned down four TIES?'

Nootka tapped Corran on the shoulder. "He had the kills, Captain

Dromath."

The other Rebd whigtled. "They never got through your shidds."

Corran shrugged. "Recharging shiddsis easier than finding paint to

metch."



Thefirgt officer nodded. "L ook, Horn, | heard you say you don't want
anything to do with the Rebellion or New Republic, but we need fighters

likeyou."

"I'm not ajoiner, Captain." corran shook his head, then frowned down

a Whistler when the droid jeered.

"All I want isto beleft done. Your fight isnt my fight."

Dromath shrugged. "Perhaps not, but you're smart
enough to know the

Empire won't leave you done. Y ou will fight them, just asyou didin
getting these folks out of Gargi. If you haveto fight them, doing so

with dliesisalot better than doing it done.”

"He'sright, Corran." Dynbareached out and gave Corran'sleft hand a

squeeze. "The New Republic needsyOU."

"] don't know."

"Not an easy decison to make, true." Dromath amiled.

"Think about this, though--orders came through letting us know Rogue

Squadron is being reformed and brought back to active duty. Any pilots

who think they're good enough to join are encouraged to apply.



From what Nootka said, you're good enough to at least ook into it."

Whidtler squawked derisively.

Corran rapped aknuckle on the droid's dome. "I'm better than that,
and you know it. | could be one of the hottest pilotsthey've got. Of

course, I'd need anew R2 unit."

The droid's blatted reply prompted laughter from everyone.

Corran suddenly redlized, as he heard their voices dl mix together,
that he/d not heard good, honest laughter in al the time he'd been on
the run and in service on Gargi. Among the Imperidsand their
citizenry there was dways something held back, a hedge against
sdf-betrayd. People couldn't let themsdlves go for fear someone

might think ill of them and report them to the authorities.

He thought for amoment. He knew al he redlly wanted wasto be left
aone, but Dromath had been right--the Empire would never leave him
adone. Evenif they were not there directly, even if Loor wasn't hot

on histail, the Empire's shadow would touch him except in placeswhere

it could not survive.

Among the Rebels.



In the New Republic.

"Asbeing left doneisn't an option, | guess| might aswell choose
the folkswith whom | haveto co-exis." Corran dowly smiled and

extended his hand to Captain
Dromath. "If | heard you correctly, |

think Whigtler and | just might have an interest in joining Rogue

Squadron.”

"It won't be easy, Mister Horn."

"From what I've heard, Captain, it wouldn't be Rogue Squadron if
joining was easy. But easy | don't want." Corran winked at Nootka and
smiled at Dynba. "Remember, I've just |eft a backwater world where my
droid led aRebd cdll and | helped evacuate enemies of the state, all

the while plotting to bring down the military prefect. After that, the

only place I'll find enough excitement to suit Whistler hereiswith

the folks who have two Degth Star killsto their credit. If | were
willing to settle for anything less, I'd bejoining the Imperiad Navy

and thinking it was agood career move.”

It occurred to Barris, as guards dragged him toward the interrogation
chamber, that his ears had been as deaf to Dynba Tesc's protests of
ignorance as Loor'swould beto his. It struck him asironic that his
descent had begun when he had done nothing on aworld far away, and it

would end because he knew nothing on aworld far away.



He sought to share thisingght with the men beside him, but it would
only leave histhroat disguised as hesitant laughter, punctuated by

0bs.

And, somehow, he knew they understood.

Retreat from Coruscant

by Laurie Burns Taryn Clancy idly watched acomm clerk notarize
acceptance of the datacards piled on the repulsorlift cart beside

her.

Suddenly, the background murmur of the old Imperia Palace's message

center disgppeared under the hooting of darms.

The clerk looked up, face draining of color as she identified the

warning tones. "Ohmy skies," she said, sounding stunned.

"Coruscant's under attack."

Taryn's eyes widened too, but she moved fast. "If youll
sgntha

off, I'll be on my way," she said, swiveling to push the cart closer to
the clerk's counter. "Therésyour mail," she added, pointedly holding

out her hand.



The clerk blinked, looked at her datapad, punched afew keys, and
mutely handed it over. Taryn swiftly inspected her authorization,
keyed in her own code, then jerked the clerk's copy out and tossed it

on the counter.

"Thanks," she said over her shoulder, aready three stepstoward the

door.

Out in the corridor the larms continued at an urgent pitch, but as she
sueezed aboard aturbolift, Taryn was relieved no one seemed

panicked.

Though the New Republic had made the trangtion from military forceto
galactic government, the former Rebels obvioudy hadn't forgotten how
to react to an Imperial attack. Shehit her lip, knowing her hopes of

leaving were optimigtic at best.

If Coruscant really was under attack, the planetary shield had probably

been raised, and she and Dd were stuck for the duration.

But she had to try. After al, who wanted to be stuck on the paace's
landing pads like a clipped mynock while the Empiretried to reclaim

itsformer capita?



Not me, she thought, emerging onto the bright, windswept platform and
blinking at the brilliance of the midday sun. Reverberationsfrom
half-a-dozen ships engines thrummed around her, and ahead, the
Messenger added its throaty roar to the mechanical chorus. Ddl ‘had
the ramp down and waiting, and as she dropped into the pilot's seet, a

quick scan of the displays showed they were nearly ready to lift.

"Heard thedarms" Dd said, dready strapped in at the co-pilot's

dation. "What'sup?'

"Us, | hope," Taryn said shortly. Another look at the displays, and
sheflipped on the comm and hailed paace flight control. Her heart

sank as her request for liftoff was curtly denied.

Too late--the planetary shield had been raised. The
Empirewas up

there, the New Republic was down here, and she and the Messenger were

stuck in between.

Taryn dumped back in her seat. 1t wasn't just that she had a schedule
to keep. The Core Courier Service promised prompt service among the
CoreWorlds, and with crates full of communications till filling haf

her hold, she didn't want to get too far behind. But late ddiveries

were nothing compared to what Taryn feared was about to happen--an

all-out war for possession of Coruscant.



Port gossip had predicted that the Empire, despite the recent loss of
Grand Admird Thrawn, was gearing up to strike at the heart of the New

Republic.

It looked like they'd been right.

"Wadl, heck," Del said, garing out at the platform wherea
trangport--apparently in defiance of the controller's orders--was

lifting off. "What're we gonna do now?"

Taryn watched the transport fade to apinprick in the sky. If the
Messenger belonged to her, she'd be tempted to do the same. But a
smart captain didn't take chances with company property. "Wewait,"
shesad, rluctantly keying off theengines. "At least until help

arives"

If it ever did, she added silently. The Imperiaswouldve knocked out
the comm relaysfirgt thing, cutting off the New Republic's ability to

cal for help from itsfleets scattered through the galaxy.

They had orbital defenses, of course, but A tiny flash caught her eye,
and she leaned forward to squint out the cockpit's transparisteel

viewport. "Blagt," she whispered.

Dd followed her gaze and saw the dmost indiscernible flashes of

turbolaser fire high inthe sky. "We're stuck now," he said.



They watched in grim slence for awhile before Taryn abruptly

wondered, "How long can the planetary shield hold up?”

"I dunno," Ddl said. "Depends on what they throw at it, prob'ly.

Couple of days, maybe. . . or acouple hours.”

She glanced a him. Under hisgray mustache, her first
mate's mouth

wasright. And no wonder--after three decades with the courier
sarvice, hewasjust days away from retirement. Studying thelineson
hisface, Taryn mentally contrasted hisyears of experienceto her own,

and suddenly felt overwhelmed with her fledgling Status as captain.

It was only her fourth run at the helm of the Messenger.

And it was up to her to get them out of this.

For asecond she fdt aniggling of the old fear; the one with her

father's voice that said she flew for the courier service because she
didn't have the gutsto do anything else. All through her childhood,

Kd Clancy boasted of his own bravado at the helm of hisfreighter,
then he'd spent her teen yearstrying to mold her in hisimage. He
hadn't bothered concealing his disappoi ntment when she hadn't lived up

to his expectations.



Shelooked at Del again. Hed been ddivering mail longer than shed

been dive,and hadn't ever made captain.

That said something for her, didn't it? Didn't it?

Stop it, Taryn ordered hersdlf. So being captain of acourier isn't

very chalenging. That doesn't mean I'm not competent.

Shaking off her father'simage, shetried to think what to do next.

Doesit?

After afew hours passed with no sign of Imperia ships dipping down

from the sky, Taryn's nerves began to ease.

Seven hours after the darmsfirst sounded, full night had fallen, and

shewas gtarting to get annoyed.

"Well, that'sit," she declared after another request for information

from flight control was politely sdestepped.

"We can't leave, they won't let us move, and they won't tell us

anything. I'm going in there to find out what's going on.”



"Who you gonnaask?' Del asked.

"Mon Mothmahersdf, if | haveto,” Taryn said.

Dd snorted, but getting into the paace proved unex
pectedly easy.

After aninitial hasde with two New Repub-lic-security officers, once
they discovered she captained the freighter on the platform, Taryn
found hersdlf ushered into aturbolift. One of the guards poked his

head in after her and punched a button on the call pandl.

"Good luck," he said, giving her amock salute asthe doors did

Shut.

That was easy--too easy, she thought, wondering what that salute thing
meant. Shewas gill puzzling over it when the doors opened on a
corridor clearly far removed from the service section of the pdace
where shed made her ddlivery earlier. Same basic decor, but this

section had an unmistakably brisk military air.

Asdid the two armed troopers sanding against the wall across from the
turbalift. They eyed her aertly as she stepped out, then she saw the
other two, standing on each side of thelift. Tryingtoignorethe

four pairs of eyestrained on her, she glanced down the corridor.



At one end, ablast door did open and afroWning officer stalked

toward her. Halting ameter away, he gave her aquick once-over.

"I'm Colond Bremen," heidentified himsdf. "And you're?"

"Taryn Clancy, captain of the Messenger.”

He nodded curtly. "If you're armed, you'll haveto leave your weapons

outside," he said, producing a hand-held weapons scanner.

"I'mnot,” Taryn said, but Bremen ran the device over her anyway.

"All right," he said, apparently satisfied. "Follow me"

A guard fell inline behind her as Taryn followed Bremen through the

blast doors into another corridor.

She glanced curioudy into open rooms as they passed, feet fatering as

aface she thought she recognized from the holovid flashed into view.

Weasthat redly Mon Mothma? And if it were the New Republic's Chief of

State, just where was this Bremen taking her?

There was no time to speculate, as he stopped beside a
door and

gestured for her to enter. Taryn stepped into the small officeand



looked at the man seated behind the desk. Good-looking and about the
same age as Ddl, he looked vaguely familiar but she couldn't place

him.

That is, until Bremen shut the door and brushed past her. "Got another
onefor you, Generd Bd Iblis. Captain Clancy of the Messenger,” he
sad, and Taryn tried not to stare. She'd expected to be pawned off on
some paace flunky, not brought to the man in charge of Coruscant's

defense!

"Captain Clancy." Bd Iblis nodded to her courteoudy as Bremen folded
hisarms and took up a position againgt the officewall. "I understand

you'd like an update on the situation.”

"Yes, gr, | would," she said, making a conscious effort to relax and

not stand at attention. "What's going on?

And whenwill | beableto leave?"

Bd Iblisstudied her slently. Just as Taryn began to fear she'd been

too brash, he grimly answered. "Coruscant is surrounded. Our defenses

have been forced to retreat, and we estimate the planetary shield will

fal by morning.”

Tarynforgot not to stare. "What'll hgppen then”?”



"We're not waiting to find out,” he said. "Well be pulling out

tonight.”

"You'releaving?'

"We have no choice," Bel Iblissaid heavily. "Theresno way to get
word to our fleetsin other sectors, and even if we did, they couldn't

get here before the shidd fails™

"But, what about the New Republic?' she persisted.

Wasthe fledgling government really going to crumble that easily?

"The New Republic will survive," he said. "Only its headquarters will
move." Something like old pain briefly shadowed hiseyes. "We don't
want Coruscant destroyed too, when all the Empire wantsisto destroy

us. Once were off the planet, the populace ought to be safe

enough.”

Bremen abruptly unfolded from thewall and opened his mouth, but
subsided at alook from Bd Iblis. Taryn glanced from oneto the
other, suddenly aware of the tension between them, then looked back at

Bd Iblis.

"Wherewill you go?'



"Good question,” he said. "That'swhere you comein.”

"Me?" shesad, warily.

"We need dl thelifting capacity we can beg, borrow, or stedl for the

evacuation," he said, watching her intently.

Taryngot it, right away.

"The Messenger's not that big," she protested. "Not that fadt,

ather.

Besides, | work for the Core Courier Service, not for you.

The New Republic can't just hijack my ship!™

"Actudly, wecan," Bd Iblissad. "Andwill. But not for what you

think." He leaned forward, looking grave.

"Weve got to get word to the sector fleets that the New Republic has
evacuated Coruscant and will regroup at anew base. Secrecy is
absolutdly vital--we can't take the chance of the Empire tapping into

any transmissions and overhearing the location of our rendezvous

point.



$0," he spread his hands suggestively, "we send out couriers.”

Tarynremained silent. She suspected he hadn't said "courier” by

chance.

"Usudly, wed send out amessenger in an unmarked Intelligence ship,”

Bd Iblissaid. Bremen opened his mouth, and again, the generd shot

him awarning glance.

"But we need everything weve got for the evacuation.”

"What if | refuse?"

"Y ou're welcome to remain here on Coruscant,” Bdl Iblissaid. "Or

leave on one of our transports. WeIl recompense the courier service

for use of the ship, of course.”

Some choice, Taryn thought sourly. Stuck here waiting for the

stormtroopers, or on the run with the New Republic.

She sghed. "So, when do we leave?'

Once shed thought about it, Taryn had to agree using the Messenger

for cover was actudly pretty clever.



For one, the datacard--with its report on the retreat from Coruscant
and the rendezvous | ocation--was nicely anonymous, tucked in acrate
with thousands of other datacards; communications bound for other Core

Worlds.

And that crate was just one among dozens exactly likeit, stacked one

on top of the other in the Messenger's hold.

For another, the prospect of trying to sneak past an armadaof Star
Destroyers was almost made bearable by the sight the bulky Colonel
Bremen made, stuffed into a spare uniform they'd scrounged up that was
at least two Szestoo smdl. Tugging at thetoo-tight collar, he

stood in the cockpit doorway with the dight frown that never seemed to
leave hisface. Taryn didn't haveto look away from her engine
digplaysto know the uniform's pant legs ended somewhere above his
ankles. Her mouth quirked dightly before she remembered Bremen was
here to keep an eye on her and Ddl, and there was nothing funny about

the Stuation they werein.

Her hands tightened on the controls. "Go strap in," she ordered

Bremen. "Were dmost ready to lift." When he didn't move, she

glanced over her shoulder questioningly.

"What?'

"I'll stay here)" hesaid.



She shrugged.

"Dowhat youwant." Del snorted. He and Bremen hadn't exchanged half
adozen words since the New Republic officer had come on board, but

they clearly hadnt hit it off.

"You should let me pilot,” Bremen said, again. "Thisisnt somesmple

mail drop, you know."

"No," Taryn said adamantly, asif thishadn't already been covered in
Bd Iblis office. "We made adea. The New Republic can use my ship,
but no onesflying it but me." Consdering they were basicaly being

shanghaied,
sheld been surprised Bel Iblishad agreed. Asit was, she

half suspected the genera had assigned Bremen to thismission just to
get rid of him. Thetwo clearly didn't get dong. She glanced at

Dd.

Reecly?

"Ready," he confirmed.

She eased in the repulsors. Bdow, the comforting lights of Imperid

City dwindled to pinpricks asthey gained dtitude.



Bel Iblis had said the gaps between the surrounding Star Destroyers
were guarded by smaller capital ships, o each pilot would haveto pick

their own escape route and make arun for it. "We got acourseyet?'

she asked Ddl.

"Nav computer'sworking onit,” he said. Shethrew aquick look at
Bremen, balancing himself in the cockpit's doorway, then checked the
sensors. Nothing close enough to worry about, but she'd have to stay
sharp. Bd Ibliswanted as many shipsaspossbleintheair and
moving when he dropped the shield. With the whole swarm fleeing at
once, they hoped to &t least create alittle confusion asthey tried to

snesk past the waiting Imperids.

Flashes of light danced where the planetary shidld was il getting

blasted, the opa escent haze shifting and rippling asit was hit.

Taryn changed course dightly, aiming for aclear spot, then checked

her chronometer. Almost time.

Dd flipped on the comm, aready tuned to the escape frequency, and as
Taryn stared at the shield, she wondered what the people | eft below
would face. Would the Empire be content to smply retake Coruscant and
leaveitscitizensin rlative peace? Or would it fee the need to

punish them for not repulsing the New Republic in thefirst place?



Either way, shewas out of it now.

"Ought to be down any time," Bremen said from behind her, where he too
was watching the shield flash under the Imperia assault. "Too bad

thisthing doesn't have much in the way of weaponry.”

Taryn's mouth tightened at the dur to her ship. Asshe'd aready

pointed out, mail freightersweren't prime
targetsfor anyone, even

pirates. There was no need to go around bristling with
armament--usudly. At the moment, she conceded alittle more firepower

might comein handy.

Severd large masses started to register on the scopes, indicating the

gauntlet ahead. Taryn had never seen so many Star Destroyersin one

place, and another wave of salf-doubt assailed her. She'd never done

anything like this before, except in her imagination. Maybe she should

let Bremen take the controls-And then, it wastoo late.

"It'sdown,” Bd Iblis voice rang out over the comm.

"Clear skies, people, and may the Force be with you!™

The planetary shield was down, and the scramble was on.



Far to port, Taryn was aware of a planet defender ion cannon being used
from the surface to clear apath for some of the fleeing ships, but she
kept to her own vector asthey cleared the atmosphere and the waiting

Imperid shipscameinto sight.

There it was--her path to freedom--straight between two Star Destroyers

flanked by five smaller Dreadnaughts.

They looked like two ferocious Dorax dogs surrounded by feisty puppies,
and she swalowed, edging the drive up to full. Even at top speed, the
Messenger couldn't be called fast, and she could only hope they'd be

overlooked in the swarm fleeing from the surface.

And for awhile, her hopes seemed answered. Aiming for agap between
the two Dreadnaughts furthest away from the Star Destroyers, the
Messenger pelted dong in the wake of another freighter, atransport,

and adeck sarfighter. Alongsde and dightly behind were two heavy
transgports. The Dreadnaughtsfired, but with so many small targets,

the shots were erratic and for the most part smply sizzled into

space.

Their shield indicators were il green, they were nearly past the
Dreadnaughts, and Taryn was beginning to think they just might make it

unscathed when a sudden
sharp lurch of the ship threw her and Del

againg thar restraints, and sent Bremen tumbling forward to sprawl



unceremonioudy over the sensor scopes.

"Get off!" she gritted, then clenched her teeth as another hard thunk
spilled him to the deck. With ajolt, she saw alot more ships around
them than had been there amoment ago. |dentification waseasy asa
TIE fighter roared past, firing at the transport ahead of them driving

for deep space.

"Dd?" shesaid. The grizzled first mate needed no further urging,
loosing avolley of laser fire at the TIE fighter harassing the
transport up ahead. Behind them, adull clunk indicated another hit,
but Taryn kept going. Their course was caculated and st; if she
could just get the Messenger alittle further away from the planet,

they could make the jump to lightspeed, and safety.

One of the trangports off to their Sde suddenly exploded in afiery
flash. Wincing, Taryn changed course dightly to steer clear of the

twisted metal and spared a quick glance at the shield indicators.

Only to wish she hadn't. Theindicators had gone from green to red,
and they flashed with each hit. A diagnostic message wasforming on
the pandl, the sensors showed another of those blasted TIE fighters
swooping up behind them, and Taryn didn't think the Messenger could

take too many more hits.

"Hang on," shewarned Bremen, still on the deck, and threw the



freighter into adive. The TIE fighter shot past overhead, and as she
brought the ship's nose back up, Taryn saw the starfighter ahead had

circled back to help.

The X-wing's laser cannon flashed asit screamed toward them, and on
the scopes, one of the dots behind them disappeared. The X-wing turned
its attention to the TIE fighter she'd shaken while Taryn swiped & the
swesat on her face and put the drive to full again. Up ahead, the

freighter and transport were nowhere to be seen. Either they'd dready

made it to safety--or they'd been destroyed.

Del cursed asthe Messenger shuddered from another series of hitsto
therear. The shield indicators flashed red, then went black, and the
diagnostic message began to blink. "Wevelog the deflectors” Taryn
shouted. Swallowing back the metallic taste of fear, she was poised to
plunge the ship into another dive when the console pinged, indicating

they'd reached their hyperspace point.

Wrapping ahand around the levers and acutely aware of the TIE fighter
closing in on them, she gently pulled back, and was rewarded by the

sght of stars stregking to starlines, then fading into the mottled sky

of hyperspace.

Hurtling through hyperspace toward Corialis, Del and Colonel Bremen

had plenty of timeto firmly establish their mutud didike.



Bremen didn't hide the fact that, as civilians, hedidn't trust Taryn
and Dél to be competent. He made it clear he thought Bel Iblis should
have commandeered the Messenger, kicked off her regular crew, and used

an dl-military crew to complete the mission.

Taryntried to shrug it off, but Ddl retaiated by offering up barely
concedled barbs concerning the New Republic'signominious retrest from
Coruscant, while Bremen grew tighter-lipped with each crack. She
thought the game childish, but aslong as Bremen was busy with Ddl, he

wasn't breathing down her back, so she didn't say anything about it.

The two had disappeared into the hold more than an hour ago, and she
stood in the wardroom, wiping grease off her hands. They would be
changing course at Coridlisin afew hours, and she wanted to try out
the newly repaired deflector system before it was actually put to the

test.

She never got the chance.

As she strode toward the cockpit, the Messenger seemed to hesitate
underfoot, then gave an awful shudder as stressed hull metal squealed

in protest. Caught mid-step,
Taryn grabbed at the bulkhead for

balance, then got thrown to the cockpit as the ship seemed to daminto

someimmovableforce. Clattering crates and ayelp sounded from the



hold, whilein front of her, the mottled sky of hyperspace unexpectedly
became garlines, and then, with afina sickening lurch, coaesced

into the starfield of real space.

They'd been forcefully yanked out of lightspeed, and Taryn didn't even

have to check the scopes to know why.

Straight ahead, filling the transparisted port, was an Imperia

Interdictor cruiser.

Nor werethey itsfirgt catch. A transsport with New Republic markings
drifted nearby, linked with an Imperia shuttle. Taryn wondered if it

were one of the many that had so recently fled Coruscant.

"What happened?' Bremen demanded, pounding up th e corridor. shegot

to her feet. On hisheds, Del sported afresh gash on hisforehead.

No answer was necessary. the comm crackled to life and abrisk voice

from the cruiser requital ordered them to prepare to be boarded.

Taryn sank down in the pilot's seet, mind racing. The datacard was

well hidden, and unless the Imperials were determined to read each and
every nissveinthe hold, shedidn't think they'd find it. The
thoroughness of their search would probably depend on how suspicious
they were. Her and Dd'sidentification wasin order; Bremen might be

harder to explain, but sheld think of something.



Should she admit that they'd just come from Coruscant, or--?

"I'll do thetalking," Bremen announced, interrupting her thoughts.

"Y ou two keep quiet and let me handleit.”

He held out a hand, apparently expecting Taryn to hand over the

captain's bars pinned to the front of her uniform. She stiffened.

"No, | do thetalking," she corrected him with some as perity.

"You looked inamirror lady?' Cladinthat il fitting uniform, the

Imperidswould never believe hewas
captain of the Messenger.

Ignoring Bremen's flush of outrage, shetold Ddl, "Go back to the

arlock. and wait to assist the boarding party.”

"Yes, maam," hesaid crigply, backing out of the cockpit.

"Cooperate with them, fully,” she called after him warningly.

Outside, a shuttle from the Requital was approaching, but they il

had afew minutes. Looking at Bremen, she raised an eyebrow. "Now.



Y ou were saying--?"

"Do you have any ideahow seriousthisis?' he snapped back.

"What do you think they're going to do once they're on board? Take a

look at your permits, tell you to have agood day, and just |eave?

"| certainly hope s0," Taryn said. "That seemed to be Generd Bel

Iblis ideabehind using us asthe courier.

Look, I'm the captain here, and | have the proper ID to back it up.

Y ou have any better ideas?’

Hisresstance was plain, but she did have a point.

"Okay, then," Tarynsaid. "Y ou don't talk unless you're spoken to, you
do everything the Imperias ask, promptly and courteoudy, and if
you're carrying any weagpons, you lose them now, before they come on

board. Understand?"

Bremen's face looked as stiff asadroid's and his eyes glittered, but
he managed a short nod. "Good,” Taryn said, releasing a breath she
hadn't redlized she'd been holding. "Let's go back and meet our

guedts”



While the Imperia shuttle pulled alongside, she dug out the
Messenger's permits datapad. She just had timeto get back to the
arlock and straighten up authoritatively beforeit did open and five

Imperids strodein.

Thelead, amiddle-aged man bading under hisnava officer's cap,

halted just insde while the other four troopers, al armed, fanned out

in the corridor. "Commander Voldt," he briskly identified himself.

"Who'sin charge here?'

"l am." Taryn stepped forward. "Captain Taryn Clancy, of the Core

Courier Service. Thisismy crew.”

Voldt eyed her, gaze lingering on the curves of her uniform, then did

aglance over Dd and Bremen. He noted Bremen's exposed ankles, then

flicked pale eyes back to her. "Courier service? Thisamal ship?’

"Yes, gr," Taryn said. "Enrouteto Coridlis"

"Wherefrom?'

Sheld dready decided there was no sense lying. The vector onwhich

they'd been yanked out of hyperspace pretty well spelled it out.



"Our last scheduled stop was coruscant,” shetold him. "But we dropped
into the system, saw what |ooked like the entire Imperia fleet around
the planet, and decided to give the place apass. Didn't want to get

mixed up in anything, you know?"'

He nodded dowly, not looking entirely convinced.

"You didn't ddiver your shipment?' he asked. "Don't your employers

promise prompt delivery?'

Taryn alowed hersef to look dightly taken aback.

"Wdl, yes," shesaid. "But they frown on dropping in on awar zone

even more.”

Voldt stared at her, then snorted. In amusement, or disbelief, she
couldnt tdl. At hiscasuad hand gesture, two of the troopers
disappeared to search the ship. "Let's see some identification,” he

suggested.

"Certanly." Taryn passed him the permits datapad. He transmitted the
ship'slicense and registry information to the Requita to be checked
out, then ingpected their identification, raising an eyebrow when
Bremen failed to produce an I1D. Bremen managed to ook both

embarrassed and earnest as he muttered, "Sorry, Sr. Got robbed in



port.”

Voldt flicked that speculative glance over hisuniform again.

"Lookslikethat's not al they took," he commented.

"How inconvenient for you."

Bremen nodded. Voldt stared at him amoment longer, then glanced at

the two troopers returning from search
ingtheship. "No oneelse

aboard, sir," one reported, while the Other stepped up holding two

blasters.

"Who do these belong to?" Voldt asked.

"That onesmine," Taryn said, indicating the blaster she kept hidden

under the deep pad in her cabin. Shelooked a Bremen and Ddl.

"Whoseisthis?'

"Mine, Capt'n." Dd stepped forward. "I know you don't like us

carryin' on board, so | had it stashed in my bunk. Sorry," he added,

looking sheepish.

"Well discussit later,”" she said repressively, wondering where Bremen



had "logt" hiswegpon o it wouldn't be found.

Voldt gave her an unfathomable look, then nodded to the trooper, who

stepped back, still holding both blasters.

He handed the datapad back to Taryn. "Captain, I'd liketo seethe

contents of your hold, if | may."

Despite the phrasing, it wasn't arequest.

Tarynled the way, trying to gauge how suspicious the Imperiaswere,

and how complete they might insst on making this search. Sofar,

Voldt's manner hadn't given anything awvay. Casualy, shelooked over

her shoulder. "If you don't mind me asking, sir, why werewe

stopped?

Isthis some sort of checkpoint?!

There was no mistaking the amused snort thistime.

"You could cdl it thet,” Voldt said dryly. Hiseyeswere fixed on the
sway of her dark hair against her back. "It could be considered a

checkpoint for traitors.”

"Traitors?' she echoed, carefully.



"Tratorsto the Empire," he sad, finally looking up asthey reached

the hold. "Rebds, fleeing from Coruscant.

Welve driven them off and rescued the populace from their terrorist
wayss, but now, like the cowards they are, they're scurrying off to
wherever they think they'll find safety.” Histhinlipsturned upin

an unpleasant smile.

"Wedon't intend to et them run too far."

Taryn wondered if Interdictor cruiserswere sitting along adl of the
most well-traveled hyperspace lanes leading from Coruscant. If so, a

good many fleeing shipshad
undoubtedly falen right into the

Imperias trap, including that transport she'd spotted earlier.

Perhaps even themselves.

She shook off the thought. No, so far werre doing fine. Theonly
thing to worry about was the datacard, and that was well hidden
somewhereingde the cratesthét filled the hold. Reassured, she keyed

open the door and gestured for Voldt to step in.

Hedid, glancing around the room and then stepping over to peer a the
stacks of sedled crates. "These are bound for Coridlis," he noted,

studying the label s on the outermost crates.



"Yes, gr, that's our next stop,” Taryn confirmed.

"But wher€'s the shipment you didn't leave on Corus-cant?’

He swung to face her, one eyebrow raised in query.

Wherewasit, indeed? Taryn's somach clenched as she considered the
question. Not only had they ddlivered the mail bound for the Imperid

Pdace, but they'd off-loaded the regular Coruscant mail, too.

There was nothing here to back up her assertion that they hadn't landed

on the planet.

Excuses vied for space on thetip of her tongue, but before she could

blurt any of them out, Del stepped forward.

"1 moved ‘em out of theway, Capt'n,” he said, and indicated three

crates piled haphazardly in thefar corner.

Each was labeled bound for Coruscant, and she held her bresth as Voldt
ingsted on opening up al three. But randomly picking out detacards

to ingpect, hefound them al properly labeed with Coruscant
destinations. Rdlieved, Taryn danted aglance a her first mate,

wondering whose mail had been borrowed to pull off this masquerade.



Clearly, Ddl and Bremen hadn't spent dl their time back here

bickering.

"Hmmph," Voldt grunted as he replaced the last crate's lid, and looked
around the hold asif hoping to find Mon Mothma herself hiding among

theload lifters.

Pointing at two of the troopers, he ordered al the crates examined.

But the search was cursory, with the troopers merely opening them up

and confirming therewas mail insde.

Brusquely ordering the crates resedled, Voldt motioned for Taryn and

crew to follow him, and strode back down the corridor to the airlock.

Cdling the Requita, he confirmed that the Messenger's permitswerein
order and then, looking somewhat disappointed, told Taryn the were free

to go.

Trying not to let her relief show, she had to work harder to keep from
shooting atold-you-so look at Bremen. The four troopers rejoined
them, and after an unexpected handshake from Voldt, during which he
held on atad too long for Taryn'sliking, the Imperias headed back to

their ship.



She got the nav computer busy recalculating their course, then turned
the freighter around and drove for the sars, trying to grab enough

distance to jump to lightspeed.

Glancing again at the captured New Republic transport, Taryn wondered

what fate awaited its occupants.

When the console finally pinged, she cupped her hand around the
hyperdrive levers, gently pulled them back, and gratefully left that

particular'problem behind.

Not that she didn't ftill have problems, she thought in exasperation
nearly aweek later, staring out at the empty expanse of space before

them and acutely aware of Bremen looking over her shoulder, asusual.

Therest of thetrip to Coridlis had been uneventful, and once there,
Bremen had programmed the nav computer with anew course. Since then,
they'd dropped in and out of hyperspace adozen times on their way to
intercept one of the New Republic's battle fleets, somewhere in the

Borderlands.

At leadt, Taryn thought it was the Borderlands. She
didn't recognize

the mgjority of the places they popped 'in on, and Bremen saw no reason
to enlighten her--about their location, or anything else. He curtly

informed her she'd get control of the Messenger back once they



intercepted the fleet and ddlivered the message.

Wédll, here they were at the intercept point. So where was the fleet?

"They might bealittlelate," Bremen said, and Taryn glanced over her
shoulder to see afurrow creasing hisbrow. "They are scheduled to be

here," he added at the expression on her face.

"If they don't know were coming, what are they scheduled to meet?'

she asked. Bremen ignored the question; clearly, thiswas yet another
bit of information that mere civilians couldn't be trusted with. Since
they'd dropped into the outer edges of a system and were skulking
around like thievesingtead of getting closer to one of the planets,
Taryn figured the New Republic had an outpost here that its fleet was
checking up on. Bremen just didn't want to get close enough for her

and D4l to take alook.

She sighed. Despite aweek of close quartersliving, or perhaps
because of it, Bremen wasn't any easier to get dlong with. Sheld
findly had to order Del to stop his nee-dling--if only she could order
Bremen to knock off his condescending manner, aswell. Hisattitude

reminded her far too strongly of her father.

Because it was possible the fleet had been delayed, and because they



really had nowhere else to go, the Messenger smply drifted for the
next severa hours. Taryn was Sitting in the cockpit staring out at
the stars and trying to recall astrogation charts of the Borderlands

region when Bremen came in and dropped into the co-pilot's seat.

Mildly surprised, she glanced over as he studied the long-range
sensors. Held findly stopped hovering over her, apparently reassured
she wasn't going to break into the nav computer to find out where they
wereif he didn't kegp an eye on her every minute. Naturdly, she had,

only
to find that al records of their past severa jumps had been

erased.

So it wasn't so much amatter of trust, asthat it Smply didn't

matter.

"Y ou don't think much of us, doyou?' shesad.

Hetook histimelooking up. "Pardon?"

"It'snot just you and your New Republic on the line here, you know.

Itsmeand Dd, too," she said. "If you're caught, we're caught. You

think we're going to do anything to messthisthing up?'

"Not deliberately, no," he conceded. "But accidents happen. What



about when Voldt wanted to see the Corus-cant mail--you hadn't thought

of that, had you? What if there hadn't been anything to show him?’

"That cloak and dagger stuff isyour department,” she retorted, but the
comment sung. Hewas right; and instead of getting defensive, she
should admit it and learn from the experience. "That doesn't judtify
treating us like dimglows, and keeping mein the dark about where we're

going. | have aright to know."

Hefolded hisarms and gave her alevel stare. "Captain Clancy, it's
no secret | don't think you or Del Sato should have been dlowed on

thismisson. You're civilians, and more of ahindrance than ahelp.

Y ou can't be expected to make the kind of gplit-second decisions needed

to keep us out of trouble.”

Taryn flushed, and concentrated on keeping her temper ashe

continued.

"But you're here anyway, so consider being 'kept in the dark’ as your

protection. If you don't know anything, you can't giveit away."

"What do you take mefor?' she asked, affronted. "If | wanted to give
you up, | would've doneit when Voldt was aboard. Youll noticel

didn't."



"No, you didn't,” he agreed. "Bt it's better to be prepared than be

sorry.”

Taryn was debating whether it was even worth discussing any further

when she was saved from a decision by asudden blip on the sensors.

A ship, emerging from hyperspace about 30 kilometers away.

Shereacted before Bremen did, flipping switchesto start bringing the
enginesonline. "Dd!" sheyeled down the corridor, trying to

maneuver the duggish Messenger around to face the oncoming ship. As
it cameinto view, Tarynidentified it asadightly baitered-looking
Skipray blastboat, with no markingsindicating who it might belong

to.

But it clearly wasn't the fleet.

Grest, she thought grimly even asthe comm light flashed, indicating

the garfighter was hailing them. Sheflipped it on as Del arrived,

noting the engineswere only up to point three-five power.

They wouldn't be ableto run, just yet.

A cool female voice came over the comm speaker. "Unidentified

freighter, do you need assistance?’ it asked, asthe Skipray danted



to thesdeabit, putting it just out of line with the Messenger's
laser cannon. Taryn kept the freighter turning to face the potential

threat as she answered.

"Thisis Captain Clancy of the Messenger, and thanks, but no, were
fing" she said quickly, before Bremen could jump in. He got out of
Dd's seat and stood in the small space between them, frowning out at

the blastboat.

"Captain Clancy? You'rejust who I'mlooking for," the voice said as

Taryn took another look at her displays. Up to point six-five power;

at least they could start moving.

She gtarted the ship sidling away asthe Skipray's pilot asked, "l

wonder if | might pesk with your guest?'

An unexpected request, and there was adight inflection on the last

word that made Taryn glance up a Bremen. To her surprise, he appeared

to 'be gritting histeeth. "ThisisBremen," he said shortly.

"Ah, Colond. ThisisMaraJade," the pilot identified hersdlf.

"l see you madeit off Coruscant in one piece.”

She sounded vaguely amused.



"Get to the point,” Bremen snapped. Taryn and Ddl
looked & himin

agtonishment. Even at his most supercilious with them, hed never been

downright rude.

"The point isthat your rendezvous with the Borderlands fleet is off,"

shesad, dearly unruffled. "They took a detour, and won't be through

here for days. High Command's dready sent anew courier out to their

location, so you're off the hook."

" wasn't notified of any change," Bremen said.

"You'rebeing notified.”

"Why'd they send you?' he shot back.

"Because word of the fleet'slocation came through one of my contacts

inthe smuggler'scodition,” she said.

"Information iswhat we're getting paid for."

Now Taryn thought she understood Bremen's animosity.

If this Mara Jade were a smuggler, Bremen's law-and-order stance

wouldnt dlow him much in theway of tolerance. "Do you have any

confirmation of that?' he was asking.



"Just the fleet's new location,” she answered coally. "If you're
ready, I'll transmitittoyou." A datafeed light on the pand lit
up, and aseries of numbers scrolled past on the display. "Not thet

you need it," she added. "High Command said you could go on home."

"Thanks, but maybe well just stick around here awhile longer,” Bremen

sad, clearly dill suspicious.

There was a pause from the Skipray. "Suit yoursdf,” Marafindly
said. The comm light winked out as the ship swung around and started
heading away. Before Taryn could ask Bremen how long he planned to

wait, another ship suddenly dropped into space ahead of them.

Bremen sworevicioudy even as Taryn recognized the digtinctive shape

of a Carracks-class cruiser. "Go, go!" he barked at her asthe comm

light lit up again and a harsh voice ordered them to stop or be

destroyed. Taryn turned the freighter away from the cruiser's ominous

bulk and dapped at the thrust. She and Del were dammed back in their
Sedts as the Messenger |egpt forward, Bremen somehow managing to hang

on asthey drove for deep space.

Out of the corner of her eye, Taryn saw the Skipray had turned and was

coming back to their position, and amoment later, the sensorstold her

why.



The cruiser had launched TIE fighters.

"Ohblagtit, not again," she muttered. Luck had seen the Messenger

through itsfirst encounter with TIE fighters; she doubted it would be

any match for them thistime.

"Del, get usacourse out of here," she snapped, trying to gauge how

soon the two fighters would overtake them.

"l can't--I don't even know wherewe are!" he snapped back.

"What about those?' Taryn indicated the coordinates Maralade had

transmitted, ill displayed on the console.

"No!" Bremen objected. "She could have set atrap.

That cruiser didn't just show up by chance." Helurched asathump to

the Messenger's rear indicated that the TIE fighters had caught up.

"Now she's back to finish thejob," he added bitterly, glaring at the

Skipray asit headed towards them.

Lasersflashed asit neared, and Taryn wondered if he wereright.

But the Skipray zipped past overhead, and amoment later one of the



dots on the sensor scopes blinked out. "I wouldn't hang around, if |
wereyou," Mara Jade advised, and Taryn decided it wastime for one of

those split-second command decisions Bremen thought beyond her.

"Use'em," she ordered Del, who was dready busy with the nav

computer.

Bremen protested, but before he could intervene another hit rocked the

ship, sending him sumbling.

By thetime he'd clawed hisway back up to position behind Taryn, the

Messenger's shidld indicator flickered an ominous red again.

Hands tense on the controls, Taryn tried to avoid the laser firewhich

peppered their aft end. But the old freighter smply wasn't amatch

for the faster Sarfighter.

If it weren't for the Skipray harassing the TIE and forcing it to split

its attention between two targets, the Messenger would've aready been

blown to bits.

They still might be

Another hard lurch threw Bremen against the back of Taryn'schair.



Clinging to the seat, he looked over her shoulder at the sensors and
shouted something. Just as she glanced down at the displays and
redized with ajolt that the cruiser'sremaining two TIE fighterswere

on their way to join the attack, the nav computer finally pinged.

She pulled back the levers, and they escaped into the blessed emptiness

of hyperspace.

It turned out to be arather short hop.

Barely an hour after their escape from the cruiser, the proximity darm

clanged, indicating aminute to breakot.

Bremen had spent most of the trip threatening to abort the jump, but
even hewas unwilling to risk stressing the Messenger with asecond

unexpected emergence.

Despite Taryn pointing out that the Skipray had aided in their getaway,

he remained convinced that Mara Jade had sold them out to the

Imperiads. He saw no other explanation for the cruiser's gppearance.

"A panther doesn't change its stripes,” he said darkly, but declined to

explain the comment.

The console pinged again, and Taryn eased back the hyperdrive levers.



Mottled sky became starlines, which became stars. They'd arrived.

There was nothing nearby, but the long-range sensors showed a number of
ships some distance off their port side. Within moments, they were

close enough to identify.

It was, indeed, the New Republic fleet.

Shelet Bremen do the talking when the Mon Caamari cruiser Hope hailed
them. Its captain confirmed amessenger from the New Republic had
aready arrived. "But we're fill glad to seeyou,” Captain Arboga

added in hisgravelly voice. "The datacard he brought us appears
damaged, and weld like to compare it with yoursto fill inthe

blanks."

The only thing |eft to do was drop Bremen and his datacard off.

Grestly relieved at the prospect, Taryn headed for the Hope. They were

gl severa kilometers out when Bremen stepped into the cockpit

holding asmadl circular object.

Her eyeswidened in horror when she saw it. "Where did that come

from?'

"Thehold," Brementold her grimly. "Ironicaly, in the same crate the



datacard was hidden. The Imperids must have planted it when they
restacked the crates." The card in his other hand indicated thet it,

at least, had escaped Imperid treachery. "That must've been how they
found us," he added grudgingly, a haf-hearted concession that the
cruiser's appearance hadn't been Mara Jade's fault, after all. Leaning
past Taryn, heflipped on the comm. "Captain,” he reported, "weve
found ahoming beacon--" " And weve found who'stracking it,” Arboga

cut him off. "Take alook &ft."

Taryn glanced at the scopes and stifled agroan. The cruiser they'd so
recently escaped had appeared behind them. Jabbing the drive up to
full, she mentaly cursed as the sudden thrust shoved her back in her
seat. Sheand Dd had been so close to going home. Now here they
were, stuck in the middle of another battle between the Empire and the

New Republic.

"It'sno match for the entireflet,” Ddl said, sounding surprised the

cruiser continued to follow them.

"But it'smore than amatch for this scow, if we don't get out of
range," Bremen added tightly. He glared at Taryn. "Can't you get a

little more speed out of thisthing?'

She clenched her teeth. Enough was 'enough. "Just shut up,” she
gritted. "If you'd done your job and found that damn beacon when they

planted it, we wouldn't bein thismess.”



Bremen opened his mouth, but athunk to the rear cut off whatever hed

been about to say. The deflector indica
tor flickered weakly, and

Taryn glanced down to see a diagnostic message scroll acrossthe
display. Shelooked at Del. Hisface was tense as he, too, summed up
the shields sorry state. The Messenger shuddered with another hit,
and the diagnostic message turned red and began to flash. Del looked

grimly resigned.

Leaning forward, Taryn tapped a button and a previoudy dark section of

the board lit up. "The backup shield generator,” she said shortly at

Dd's astonished expression.

"l finished it while fixing the main after we got away from

Coruscant.”

"But, we didn't have dl the parts," he said.

"You just haveto know whereto look," Taryn said, thinking of how

shed cannibaized the main generator to jury-rig the backup.

Redundant shields were a precaution shed learned from her father, and

shed ingtalled a backup generator in every ship shed worked on.

Seldom needed, she hadn't hurried to get the Messenger's up and



running. But the retreat from Coruscant had changed her mind. "It

won't hold up for long," she added, as another hit rocked the ship.

"But maybeit'l last long enough.”

Nursing al the speed out of the freighter she could, but ill
painfully aware it wasn't enough, Taryn drovefor the distant safety of
the Hope's bulbous bulk. Lured into finishing off the tempting target,

the cruiser followed.

It followed too far.

Just when the shields diagnostic message was scrolling pastin red
again and Taryn despaired of lasting much longer, suddenly, they were

there.

The Hope's turbolaser punch was joined by two other Mon Cd cruisers,
and the Carrack cruiser abruptly gave up the chase asits commander
redlized they'd strayed within firing range of the New Republic

fleet.

Flames danced along scorched sections of its port side, and asmall
explosion briefly illuminated the hull above one of itsdorsd exhaust

ports. Apparently deciding retreat was
the prudent course of action,

the cruiser banked away, its powerful sublight enginesdriving for deep



space.

But it wasn't fast enough.

The brilliant flare from the exploding cruiser lit up the Messenger's
canopy. Out her port window, Taryn caught aglimpse of fast-moving
specks--X-wings, returning to escort formation around the fleet after
pumping deadly proton torpedoes into the ship's damaged areas. The

fireball began to fade as she approached the Hope's hangar bay.

Behind her, Bremen was silent. Cycling back the repulsors and gently
Setting the ship down on the deck, Taryn waited expectantly for a

critique.

"You didn't tdl mewe had extrashidds," he said instead.

"You didn't ask."

"Yes, well--" He hesitated so long that Taryn half-turned to look up at
him. The habitua frown was till there, but his eyeswere direct as
he admitted, "When the main generator went, | figured we were done

for.

"Weadmost were," shesaid. "Credit my father--he's the one who taught

me how to get things up and running on practicaly nothing but hope and



ar. After Coruscant, | thought we could use an extra set of

shieds”

"They certainly camein handy," Bremen agreed. He paused again, even
longer thistime. "Look," hefinally said, "1 know | objected to you

two being onthismisson, but . . . al indl, it'sworked out

okay."

Okay? Taryn stared at him, disconcerted. They'd been shot at, yanked
out of hyperspace and boarded, and had eluded an Imperia cruiser to

successfully deliver the data-card.

Wasthis hisideaof acompliment?

Bremen flushed dightly at her expression, but added, "We're dways

looking for good pilots, and if you've amind for acareer change, the

New Republic could use someonelike you.”

She didn't know what to say.

"Think about it," he said. "I'll leave you some contacts
togetin

touch with, if you'reinterested. Y ou, too," hetold Ddl.

"Not me," Del sad. "I'mretiring.”



Taryn glanced a himin surprise. That'sright; after 30 years of
hauling mail to the same old ports aong the same old route, once they

finished thisrun his piloting days were done.

Wasthat redly what she wanted to look forward to?

"Thanksfor the offer,”" shetold Bremen. "I'll think about it.

But right now, I've got arouteto finish. Not to mention, figure a

course back to Coridlis."

Bremen leaned over Ddl's shoulder. "Thisought to hep," he said,

punching up a chart on the nav computer.

Before leaving, he handed her a datacard and urged again, "Think about

it,"

As Taryn cleared the Hope's hangar bay and headed toward thefirst of a
short series of hyperspace hops that would take them back to the Core,
shetried to imagine what her father would say if she gave up

delivering mail and started flying for the New Republic instead.

Would he say something patronizing---or would he be pleased? She
considered it aminute, then shrugged. Gazing out at the gtars, she

realized she no longer cared what he said.



Taryn smiled as she pulled back the levers and the stars streaked, then

faded to the swirling sky of hyperspace.

She was back on course.

A Certain Point of View

by Charlene Newcomb Heh, heh, Lieutenant, | think he'sgot you this

time" engineer Dap Nechd chuckled.

Lieutenant Celia Durasharan her hand aong the barrel of her blaster
and glanced at Nechel. She knew how much the short, bearded dien
enjoyed these ritual match-ups between the Kuari Princess navigator
and Detien Kailed, the security chief. Their banter enlivened the
luxury liner's routine passage adong the Relgim Run between Endoraan

and Mantooine.

"Just wait aminute now, Dap," she said, holstering the blaster and

leaning across the holo gameboard to study her farangs and waroots.

Cdiafrowned, her emerald-green eyes narrowed. The chief'slast move

had indeed given him the advantage.

Seated across from her, Security Chief Kailed wore agrin--at least

Celiathought she detected agrin. The Kabieroun'slong snout hid most



of hismouth.

"Come now, my dear crimson-haired friend,” Kailed said, hisBasic
heavily accented, "shal wetry another game?' Dark intelligent eyes
twinkled, reflecting the yellowish-green light of the gameboard. He
sat back, his giant frame obscuring the overstuffed pillows that

decorated the sofas on the Kuari Princess observation deck.

Shaking her head, Celiarolled her eyes. "Why isit, Dap," she kidded

the engineer, "that | seem to lose every time you're around?’

Dap smiled a her mischievoudy, then winked at Kailed. "I bring the

Chief good luck!"

"l don't think I'm going to invite you to any more games!” Cdia

laughed, falling back onto the sofa. Sighing, she stared out the

viewport at the mottled lights of stars rushing past them asthe ship

travelled through hyperspace.

"Wish | had time for another game, Chief.

WEIl be coming up on Mantooine soon, and I'm supposed to be on the

bridge."

Chief Kailed nodded, musclesrippling dong his e ongated neck.



"I imagine the captain would appreciate the presence of his best

officersat their respective duty stations.”

"Indeed," Dap agreed.

"I'll have some free time after we make orbit. Shal we get together,

say, a 19307" Celia asked.

"No good," the Chief replied. "I have somethingsto take care of on

Mantooine. | won't be back until much later."

"Thingsto take care of, eh?' Celiakidded him, picking up her nav-aid

datapad from the seat. "All right, Chief,
when do | get to meet this

new girlfriend you've been harboring on Mantooine?'

"And what about the ones on Arisand Vykos?' Dap added.

Kailed blushed adarker shade of green than normal and straightened in

his seet. "No girlfriends," he told them, tugging at the earhoop

hanging from hisleft lobe.

"Jug . .. friends"

"Okay, if you say s0," Cdliareplied, ady smiletugging a the corner

of her lip. Standing up, she brushed astray red hair off the silky



white deeve of her uniform and carefully adjusted the blaster

holstered around her hips.

"Well, timefor work, gentlebeings.”

Dap took one last gulp of hisdrink and bounced down from the sofa.

"Ah, yes"" he said, "an engineer'swork is never done. Vetoosh,

friends"

"Vetoosh," Celiareplied as Dap headed down the corridor.

"Chief 1" "Yes, Lieutenant?'

"Any progress on finding those missing blasters?’

Kaled swung hismassve head. "No," hesad. "I'm afraid the

captain will be unhappy with my report. I've been over thisadozen

timeswith my security people. It's hard to believe one of them might

belying. But thisisthethird incident. All those blasterswerein

secure lockersin our offices. | just don't see how anyone el se could

have taken them."

"And they haven't turned up anywhere on the ship?'



"I've had scanning teams searching every centimeter of the Princess,
though | don't expect to find them here" hesaid. "No, I'm afraid
thislast batch may have been smuggled off the ship a one of our port
stops and will turn up in Rebe hands like those the Imperids

discovered on Mantooine."

"Y ou sound worried, Chief," Cedliaobserved.

"Thiswill not look good on my record, Lieutenant,” Kailed reminded

her.

"Chief, your record isimpeccable!™ shetold him.

"Y ou've got the best security team thisside of the Rim!™

"With adozen wegpons missing?' he grimaced.

"Thank you for your vote of confidence, little Crimson.”

Nodding, Cdliawatched him rise, his huge form towering far above

hers.

"I'll talk with you when you return from Mantooine." She started to
walk away, then turned back to face him. "I want my rematch!" she

caled.



"You'renot going towin agan!”

The decks were crowded with passengers boarding the Kuari Princessin
Mantooine for the return trip through the Maglstrom Nebulato

Endoraan.

Celianodded politely to agroup of Ithorians and three Corellian

bus nessmen.

She amiled a ayoung couple, still dressed in their wedding finery.

Obvioudy on their honeymoon, they didn't seem to notice anything

around them, only each other.

"Ticket, please," hostess Kelsa Vilrein asked a very wedthy-looking

female passenger.

"Miss," the woman asked, "can you tell me where the observation deck
is? | don't want to miss our entry into the Maglstrom. I've heard so

much about it."

"That's on the Lido Deck," Kelsatold her. "The captain will announce
our approach. Of course, you redlize we won't enter the Maglstrom for

15 hours."



"Y es, thank you, my dear."

Kelsatipped her head toward Celia. "Good evening, Lieutenant.”

"How areyou, Kelsa?' Celia asked the dark-haired woman.

"Ticket, please," shereplied, glancing down to check another

passenger's accommodations. "Hornthor Deck.

That'sup two levels"" Shewinked a Celia. "I'mfine, Lieutenant.”

"Has Chief Kailed come back on board?' Cdlia asked.

"He returned about ahaf hour ago. Ticket, please.”

"Thanks, Kelsa"

"Cdia?'

The voice was familiar, but one she hadn't heard in along time.

Looking around, Celia stared wide-eyed. Her heart skipped a bedt.

"Adion? How in theworlds-" "I'd recognize that red mane anywhere!"

he exclaimed, reaching out to take her hand. "CediaDurasha.



Good skies! What are you doing so far from Inkashiir?”

"I'm the Kuari Princess navigator. And look at you--" "What do you

think?' he asked, tugging at histunic to sraighten any part of the

uniform that might dare to be out of place.

"Lieutenant . . . hm," she said, eyeing histal muscular frame.

Adion Lang looked more handsome than she remembered. Maybeit'sthe

uniform, shethought. "I likeit."

"Cdlia, you look absolutely ravishing," hetold her.

"Shhi" shereplied, turning her head asthe heat rose in her cheeks.

"Y ou're not dlowed to embarrass the ship's navigator.”

"All right, I'll try not to."

"I'm good friends with the Security Chief, Lieutenant Lang. Any

misbehavior and I'll have him throw you in the brig!”

"Yes, maam," hegrinned. "Y ou haven't changed a dl, Cdia"



"Not onelittlebit!" Shelaughed. "Now, cmon. Let'sget out of the
lineof treffic.” Leading him through the ship's corridors toward the
observation deck, Celia couldn't help but notice the two white-armored

shadows that followed them at adiscreet distance.

"Friends of yours?' she asked.

Adion glanced back. "Oh, them? Don't worry about them. Just a couple

of guardswho were lucky enough to accompany me," hereplied

nonchaantly. "Tell me, Cdia, how long hasit been?"

She thought for amoment. " Seven years, | guess.”

"A longtime" hesad. "Tel meabout you, your family.

I'm afraid I'velost touch with your brothers.”

"Well, Jak is till in the Navy, stationed on board the Relentless.

Bern isalieutenant with an armored battalion in the Generis Sector,

and | just spoke with Raine last week. Hisunit was preparing to ship

out to Ralltiir--some kind of local trouble, | suppose. | missthem

al terribly, but especidly Raine.”

"| guessthat's natura--heis your twin brother, after al,” Adion

sad. "But what happened to dl your grand plans? | thought you would



attend the Academy like your brothers."

Cdiafrowned, unableto ignore the incoming tide of emotionsthat were

attached to that subject.

Adion stopped in the middle of the corridor, obvioudy aware that he'd

touched on a sore spot. "I'm sorry,” hetold her, taking her hand into

his "I can tell something'swrong.”

"It'sokay," Cdiasaid asold fedings of anger flooded her senses.

"My application was never forwarded past Sector.”

"What! Who would do such athing?’

Staring Past Adion, her voice trembled, full of bitterness.

"Commander Reise Durasha™

"Your father?"

Nodding, Cdiawalked awvay from Adion. Sheran her hand aong the gold

handrail that lined the ornately decorated corridor.

"But why?' Adion asked, taking two giant stridesto catch up with



her.

She stopped, planting her arms across her chest, and looked him
graight inthe eye. "1 believe hiswordswere, 'No daughter of mine
isgoing to attend the Academy. It's no place for women," or something

to that effect.”

Adion lowered his eyes, shuffling hisfeet on the ship's polished

marbleflooring. His sllence stung louder than athunderclap.

"Y ou, too? Y ou agreewith him?" she asked, trying to temper her

anger and hurt.

"Cedlia, you would have been remarkable a the Academy.

But do you know where most women end up after graduation?”

Sheglared a him. Sheknew dl right. Backwater worlds, crummy

assgnments, with little chance to prove yoursdf, or to ever ssea

promotion. But it never mattered to her. She had longed to wear the

uniform, to proudly serve as othersin her family had donefor

generdions.

"Y our father was only thinking of your well-being,” Adion said.

"My wdl-being? Excuse me, why would he be so concerned about a



daughter he bardly knew."

"And yet you wanted to follow in hisfootsteps Seeyour family every

three or four years, if it was convenient?

Cdia" headmonished her gently, "how can you till be upset with him

after dl theseyears?'

"Heinterfered with my life, Adion. He had no right to make that

decison for me"

"Perhapsyou'reright.”

"Can we drop this subject?' she asked. ™Y ou haven't told me what

you're doing on the Kuari Princess.”

Adion looped hisarm through hers. " Show me your ship," hesad, "and

I'll tell you about my assgnment to Aris.”

"Aris? Sector HO eh?" she amiled, leading him up the grand Staircase

to the Lido observation deck. "I'm impressed.

A plush job, no doubt.”

"Y ou arelooking at the new assstant of the Moff," hetold her.



"Congraulations, Adion! That'swonderful." She stopped, turning to

look out one of the viewports.

Mantooine loomed ahead of them, the glare of sunlight illuminating the

horizon as the ship's orbit took them across the terminator into day.

"It's so beautiful up here," she sighed. "But just wait until we enter

the Mad strom Nebula"

"I've heard about it," he said, hisvoice softening. "But it can't be
as spectacular asthelovey red hair | used to tug on from my seet in
physics classes” He pushed aloose curl away from her face then

touched her lightly on the cheek. "I've missed you, Cdia"

Cdliablushed and looked away from him. Adion reached out to turn her
face back toward his. Putting hisarm around her waist, he pulled her
close. Sowly, hislipsmet hers. For abrief moment neither one

noticed the curious on-lookers who passed by.

Trembling, Celiapulled away from him. Old memories rushed in upon her
senses. There may have been atime, years ago, when she would have
followed him to the ends of the gdlaxy. But then hed Ieft thelr

homeworld to attend Raitha Academy and she hadn't seen or heard from
himinal theseyears. Did he expect to pick up right where they'd

|eft off?2.



Her eyesfixed on his. There was something different about him,

something in those piercing blue eyesthat she couldn't quite put her

finger on. "I've got to go, Adion.

Well beleaving orbit soon and I'm supposed to be on duty now."

"May | seeyou later?' he asked.

"I--I'll check with you inthemorning,” she said, turning to leave.

Confused by emotions held stirred degp within her, emotions she thought

shed left behind in the past, Cdliahurried away. She needed timeto

think. Some safe harbor.

And she knew exactly whereto find it.

The door did open into amodestly decorated office. A hologram on one

wall displayed a cross section of the Kuari Princess. A dozen monitors

occupied another wall to the right of adesk that was littered with a

half dozen datacards.

Chief Kailed was hunched over his computer terminal.

He glanced up a Cdia, amomentary look of annoyance vanished



quickly, replaced by agentler expression.

"Good evening, dear Crimson. May | hep you with something?'

"I, uh, thought I'd get a brief update on those missing blagters,

Chief," she said unconvincingly.

Kailed'slarge dark eyesfrowned at her over the top of the monitor.

"I have nothing new to report, Lieutenant,” he replied, eyeing her

uspicioudy. "Wasthere something else | might help you with?'

Cdlias eyes wandered around the room. "I've got the bridge watch for

another hour, then I'll be ready for our rematch.”

Kailed drummed hislong green fingers on the desk.

"Itisrather late, you redize."

"Y ou're not trying to get out of this game, are you?"

"Of course not, Lieutenant. | shal be off duty in two hours."

"Good," Cdiareplied, glad shed have the gameto keep her mind off a

certain handsome Imperid lieutenant.



"Then I'll expect you to meet me on the observation deck."

The edges of Kailed's mouth curled upward behind his snout. "Oh, my

dear little crimson-haired friend, | would not miss the chance to beat

you again for dl the spice on Kessd!"

"Beat me?' she smiled, her mood suddenly lighter.

"Don't count on it, Chigf!"

"Get to your bridge, little one. Driveyour ship! Steer usa straight

course!™

Leaning over the desk, Celiasface grew serious. "Y ou look tired,

Chief," shesad. "Iseverythingdl right?’

Kalled leaned back into hischair. "Y es-well, no," he admitted when

he saw the frown on her face. "I had some disturbing newson my vist

to Mantooine."

"Chief?" another voice called from the doorway.

"Sorry to interrupt, Lieutenant.”

"What isit, Raban?' Kailed asked the security officer as Celia



walked behind the desk to stare out the viewport.

"Weve got areport of afight between two passengers at the Galleria

Shop.”

"Who'sonit?"

"Brankton. And weve sent in abackup.”

"Keep me posted,” Kailed told the man, then turned to smile at

Cdia

"Thismay turn out to be an exciting cruise.”

"We haven't even left orbit yet!" Cdiamarveled.

"And you thought your job was interesting.”

"Chief, what were you about to tell me--the news you got on

Mantooine?"

"Later, my dear. I'll tell you later.”

Celiaeyed her old friend. There was something bothering him.

But before she could probe for more information the captain's voice



sounded over the intercom.

"Chief Kailed, is Lieutenant Durashawith you?"

"Yes, Captain,” Kallecl sad.

"l wasjust on my way to the bridge, sir," Celiaadded.

"Lieutenant, | need to gpesk with you privately. Will you meet mein

my officeright avay?"

"Of course, sir. Onmy way. | wonder what that's al about,” she said
asKailcd dlicked off theintercom. "I'll seeyou in acouple of

hours, Chief."

"Captain Glidrick, you wanted to see me?"

"Please, Lieutenant, Sit down,” he said. Stenn Glidrick wasa
middle-aged man with brownish hair that was just beginning to stresk
with gray. Like Celia, he was dressed in blue trouserswith agold
stripe down each leg. Medas decorated hiswhite tunic--areminder to

everyone of hisservicein the Imperid Navy.

"What isit, Sr? What's happened?”’



"| received a message from your father--" Celiastood up abruptly, her

face reddening. "My fa
ther sent you amessage?’ she asked, the anger

in her voice unmistakable.

"Please, Lieutenant--" "I want nothing to do with him--" "Lieutenant

Durasha, st down!" the captain ordered.

He took a deep breath. ™Y our father sent word through me, because he
knew what your reaction would be. It's about your brother--" Celia
paled. "Wha?' Her hands trembled as she grasped the edge of

Glidrick's desk and collgpsed into the chair.

"He'sbeen killed," the captain told her. "I'm sorry."

Closing her eyes, Celiachewed on theingde of her lip, trying to
force back the tears. "Captain, | have three brothers. Which one--"
Glidrick glanced down at the datapad. "It'sRaine" hesad. "Your
father said there are more details on this holo that accompanied the
message | received. Take dl thetimeyou need, Celia. I'mtruly

sorry."

"Thank you, gr," Cdiareplied numbly, taking the holo from him.

Sherose dowly from the chair and somehow managed to find her way to

her quarters. Alone, Celialistened to the message. When it ended,



she paused it, saring a her father's frozen holo image. Thesmall

room seemed tO close in around her.

Unconscioudy, Celiaran her hand back and forth across her holster,
then downward, brushing againgt her soft |eather boot. She unsheathed

the knife hidden there.

It had been a specid gift from Raine, one he had given to her the

night before hed left for hislast term of service,

Sitting beneath Lankashiir's star-filled skies, they had reminisced
about the good times they'd had exploring the forests of their

homeworld.

Sheturned the knife over severd times. Light from the holoimage
touched the stedl gray blade and cascaded across the desk. Her smdl
hand melded perfectly around its handle which was carved from rare

ebon. Shestudied
the flaming red jewel embedded just above the

blade, watched it sparkle brilliantly evenin thedimly lit cabin.

Good memories seemed no more than a distant echo now. Cdiaset the

knife down, rubbed her hand wearily across her brow and clicked on her

father's message again.

"Y our brother Raine has been killed by Rebel forces on the planet



Rdltiir," thefigureinthe holo said. Reise Durashalooked much
older, and much thinner than when she'd seen him last. Hisgray-green
Imperid Army uniform seemed to hang loosely on hisbent frame. Dark

shadows ringed hiseyes. "1 know how close you and Raine were. .

Cdiaburied her facein her hands and burst into tears.

Emotiondly exhausted, numb with grief, deep findly ended her pain.

When the cabin intercom buzzed more than an hour later, she awoke

suddenly. Slowly, she reached over and clicked it on.

"Durashahere,” she said wearily.

"Cdlia, | thought we had agamethisevening.”

She tared blankly at the comm panel.

"Cdia?" the Chief cdled again, moreingstently.

"Oh, Chief," shefindly said, "l forgot."

"Iseverything dl right?" he asked. "We don't haveto play

tonight--" "No, just give me afew minutes."



When Celiaarrived on the observation deck, the holo gameboard was

darkened. A tdl glass of some exotic beverage sat on the edge of the

playing table.

"What'sthis?' Celiaasked, pointing toward the drink.

"Zadarian brandy. Y ou sounded like you could use agood stiff drink,"

Kailed told her.

Cdiablinked atear from her eye. She picked up the brandy, swirled

it around the glass thoughtfully, and finally took along sip.

The brew trickled down her throat, but its warmth did nothing to

diminish the chill shefdt.

She could fed the Chief's eyes upon her.

"Whét has happened?' he asked.

Staring out at the stars blurring past them in hyperspace, Cdia

didn't seem to hear him.

"Cdia?' He stood up, placing his hand lightly on her shoulder.



Trembling, Cdiaturned toward Kailed and looked up into his eyes.

"My brother--" she cried, burying her facein his chest.

Kailed wrapped hislong scady arms around her. He held her tightly.

"I'm so sorry, my dear little Crimson,” he said.

When her tears dried, Cdliatold her old friend how Raine's unit had

been ambushed by Rebels at the space-port on Ralltiir.

Kailed shook his head sadly. "So many will die" hesaid quietly.

"On both sdes."

Cdiaseyesgrew wide. "Y ou don't support the Rebel cause, do you?'

"Let'sjust say | disagree with the Empiré's methods of resolving this

conflict,”" hetold her.

"What do you mean, Chief?"

Kailed gazed out the viewport. "Think of the Maglstrom Nebula,

Cdia" hesad.

"What about it?'



"From Mantooine--how does it appear?”

"It'sbarely aspeck," shereplied.

"True," he nodded. "what happens when we enter the Nebula?'

Shethrew him apuzzled look. "Isthisaclassin astrophysics,

Chief?'

"Please, follow dong with me," he said.

"All right. When we enter the Nebula our communications don't work
well. And our sensors are blinded. But what does that have to do
with--" Kailed held up onelong green finger. "From agreeat distance
we can only surmise the hazards the Nebulamay present to us. Why is
it that until were close, until it touches us, we don't recognize the

danger?

"The Empireislikethat, little Crimson. From adis
tance, we may not

fed the danger--were too far removed fromitstouch. But onceit is

upon us, we will hear and see only what the Empire desires.”

"My family servesthat Empire, Chief. My brother died fighting for it,

too," shereminded him. "Y ou'd better not let others hear you speak



likethis. They might suspect you were the one who stole those--" She
stopped mid-sentence, Sitting up abruptly, and leaned over the holo

gameboard.

Kalled eyed her, then thoughtfully swirled the reddish liqueur in his

own glass.

"Y ou gave those blasters to Rebels on Mantooine?' she asked quietly.

"Woas that the business you had to attend to?"

Before the Chief could answer, Dap Nechel bounded into the room.

"Why didn't you tell me you were playing?' he asked, hisvoicefilled

with an exaggerated anguish.

Cdiafdl back onto the overstuffed pillows. She looked from Kaited
to Dap, then turned away. Kailed straightened in his seet and took a

long dow sp from hisdrink.

"I'msorry,” Dap said. "'l seem to have interrupted a private

conversation. I'll go now."

"No, it'sokay, Dap," Cdiasaid. "Stay. We were just setting up the

board." She pressed a button on the side of the gametable. A



greenish glow lit their faces and a dozen warriors appeared, sanding

at attention, weapons held at right-shoulder arms, on each side of the

holo board.

"Celia, we don't haveto play--" Kailed began.

"It'sdl right, Chief," shesaid. "Y our move.”

AsDap climbed onto the sofanext to Celia, Kailed positioned his

waroot. Celiamoved one of her farangs.

Chief countered by advancing another one of hiswarriors.

Celiastudied the gameboard. Sitting up, she pulled her blaster from

its holster and rubbed her hand dong the
barrd contemplatively.

"Hmm, Chief," shesad, "that was not awise move."

"Redly? | believeit al dependson your point of view," he

replied.

"My point of view?" she frowned.

"Open your eyes, dear Crimson. Look at what is happening dl around

you."



Dap eyed histwo friends. "What are you two talking about?' he

asked.

"Will one of you pleasetell me?"

Celialooked away.

"Cdlias brother waskilled by Rebels on Rdlltiir."

"Oh, dear. That'sterible, Lieutenant. | had heard about the

insurrection there on the holo newsvid. But the Empireisdeding with

those Rebels" he said. "And the oneson Alderaan. Yes, indeed. They

won't be giving the Empire any moretrouble.”

"Alderaan?' the Chief asked.

"Good skies, have you not heard the news--well, no, | guess not if

you've been sitting here the last hour.”

"What has happened on Alderaan?' Celiarepeated.

"The Emperor's servants discovered that severd of the leaders of the

Rebdlion were from Alderaan-Bail Or-ganahimsalf, and his daughter,

the Princess Lela. Our forces have made an example of that world.”



"What do you mean?'

" Alderaan has been destroyed.”

"What!" Cdiaexclamed.

Kailed shook hishead sadly. "Did I not tdll you this?”

"Thewhole planet?'

"It'snothing but billions of particles of dust now,” Dap said.

"Millions of people, like pawns" Kailed sad, pointing at the

characters on their gameboard, "for the Emperor to do with what he

will."

"But, Chief" "l fear thegameisup,” Kalled sad softly.

Frowning, Celialeaned over the gameboard to check their warriors

positions. ™Y ou're not giving up that eas
ily," she said, suddenly

catching Dap's startled expression out of the corner of her eye.

Chief Kailed exhded deeply, letting out abig Sigh.

Celialooked up. Two stormtroopers had blaster riflesaimed at her



friend.

"Indeed, Rebd spy,” Adion Lang'svoice rang out men-acingly.

He stepped out from behind the stormtroopers.

"Thegameisup.”

"Adion!" Cdiaexclamed, carefully holstering her blaster.

"What's the meaning of this?" She made a point of standing dowly, not

wanting to darm the storm-troopers.

"Chief Kalled isno spy.”

"Please, Cdlig, don't try to defend thistraitor. We know al about

this," he paused, searching for the right description, "creature's
activities. We have proof that he has supplied weaponsto Rebel agents
on Mantooine. And considering the conversation I've just overheard--"

"Y ou've been spying on ud" Dap exclamed.

"That ismy job. I'm sorry, Cdlia, that this...

thing . . . has cultivated your friendship. Just remember what his

friends have doneto your brother," Adion said.



"Rainewould gill bediveif it weren't for traitorslike him."

His cold words cut into Cdias heart like avibroblade.

Sheld lost her brother to the Rebels. And now she waslosing her best

friend to the Empire. Shelooked at Kailed--she would never blame him

for Raine's death.

She hoped he could seethat in her eyes.

"It'sdl right, dear Crimson,” Kailed told her. "I amonly one.

But the Empire will soon learn that the oneswill multiply by the

hundreds of thousands. And one day, we shall not be put down."

"Take him away," Adion ordered the stormtroopers.

"Excuse me, Lieutenant,” Dap said. "If you'll not be needing me, may |

go?

"Yes, Chief Nechd," Adion told him, "though | may ask for a tatement

fromyou later."

"l see," Dap replied. "Y es, indeed, whatever you require.



Y ou know wherel'll be."

Cdiawatched them put binders on Kailed'swrists. Hisstrong

muscular arms twitched nervoudy as he stood up.

Towering above them, he would have been an intimidating sight if it

weren't for the blaster riflesthey had trained on him.

"Moveit," one sormtrooper ordered Kailed, shoving hisrifleinto the

chief's chest.

"Take him to ship's security and keep a close eye on him, Sergeant,”

Adion ordered. "Remember, he knows that place better than anyone on

thisship.”

"YS’ s'r.ll

Asthey led Kalled away, Cedliastared after them. "What will hgppen

tohim, Adion?"

"Dear Cdlig, don't concern yoursdlf with these detalls," hereplied,

reaching out to take her hand.

"l don't understand this, Adion. | thought you were an administrative

ade"



He shook hishead. "I'm sorry | had to lieto you, Cedia

I'm with the Imperid Security Bureau. Weve been watching your

security chief for severd months now.”

"l thought | knew him sowell. | never suspectedre” she said, covering

her face with her hands.

Adiontook Celiainto hisarms. "There, now," he sad, "everything

will bedl right. Come, st down with me."

"Gentlebeings," avoice rang out over the ship'sintercom.

"Thisis Captain Glidrick. In gpproximately 30 minutes, the Kuari

Princess will emerge from hyperspace to enter the Maglstrom Nebula

Y ou won't want to miss the spectacular view from the Lido Deck's

observation ports.

It will beasght you will never forget.”

"The Nebula-" Celiasghed. Kailed's comparison of the Empire and

the nebulafilled her mind . . . until it touches you, you may not

redlize the danger it presents.



"Forget what that old creature said to you, Cedlia. Histhoughtsare

dangerous.”

Celialooked up into Adion's blue eyes. They seemed
coldand

vacant.

Who was right? Empire? Rebd ? She'd been hurt by both of them.

Could she ever embrace one or the other? She didn't know what to think

anymore,

"I'vegot to talk to him, Adion."

"That's not agood idea, Celia"

"Please-judt for afew minutes.”

"l will haveto question him first, but before we reach Aris, I'll let

youseehim.”

Nodding weakly, she rested her head on Adion's shoulder.

The cell door did shut behind her. Cdiagtood rigidly, staring at

Kalled. After morethan 10 hours, shewasfindly ableto talk to

him, just as Adion Lang had promised.



Shaking her head, she placed her nav-aid datapads on the chest just

insde the door and began pacing back and forth acrossKailed's

cdl.

Her hand nervoudy fingered her empty holter.

"You admitted it!" shefindly shouted at Kailed.

"What e'sewas| to do, Lieutenant?' he asked her.

Stopping dead in her tracksin front of him, Celiarolled her eyesin

disgugt. "Lie"

Kailed stared past her asif looking out some nonexistent viewport.

"Towhat end? My dear little Crimson,”" he said, turning to look into

her eyes, "I know you are not that naive.”

Celiaclenched her fists and pounded Kailed's muscular chest. "l just

don't understand, Chief!" shecried.

"Whét has the Empire doneto you?'

"Nothing."



"Then why did you get yourself mixed up with these Rebels?'

"What the Empireisdoingiswrong," hetold her, "it'simmoral.

Remember what | told you--that certain point of view--stop looking at
the Empire from adistance. Take alook up close, Cdia. Youwill

see. All freedom-loving
beingsknow thisistrue." Hetook her hand

into his, pressng it closely to hischest. "And | know, degpin my

heart, that one day you will understand.”

Staring up into hishuge black eyes, Celia pushed down the lump in her

throat. "l just don't know, Chief--" The door into the cdll did

open.

"Timesup, Lieutenant. I'm afraid you'll haveto leave."

"But it'sonly been acouple of minutes. Cant | stay alittle while

longer, Sergeant?’

"I've got my orders, Lieutenant.”

The stormtrooper motioned her toward the door. Celiafrowned at

Kalled. Shefindly waked away from him, stopping to glance back one

lagt time.



"1 dtill want my rematch with you, Chief!" shetold him, reaching for
the datapads on the chest. "I won't et them take you off thisship

until | get arematch!™

The datapads dipped from Celia's hands, clattering to the floor.

She bent down to retrieve them, inconspicuoudy withdrawing the knife
from her boot. Standing abruptly, she drove the knife under the
stormtrooper's helmet and into his neck. He'screamed in pain asshe
forcefully pulled him out of the doorway, bashing his head againgt the
wadl. Her hands shaking, she twisted the blade one last time as the

trooper collgpsed to the floor.

"C'mon, Chief," she said, re-sheathing the knifein her boot, "weve

got to get out of herel”

A second stormtrooper appeared in the doorway. Diving to thefloor,

Celiarecovered the falen trooper's blaster rifle and opened fire.

Her shot nicked the wall as the stormtrooper backed away from the

door.

Jumping to her feet, Cdia scrambled to the doorway and blasted him as

he ran down the corridor.



"Let'sgo, Chief!" she shouted, throwing the blaster rifle back to

him.

Following her, Kailed stepped over the two dead storm-troopers.

"Tell me, dear Crimson, do you really expect us
to get out of here

dive?' he asked. "Where'stherest of our security people?’

"Dap arranged for alittle problem on the Bazaar Deck," she said,

retrieving the second blaster rifle.

"Good old Dap. Y ou think the turbolift's the best way down to the

hangar bay?'

"Should bedl clear, Chief."

"Amazing."

"You've got alot of friends on board the Princess, old man!"

"Isthere abarge--" "Already prepped. | disconnected the robot pilot

anddid alittlerewirejob so | could fly it out of here."

"And into the Mad strom," the Chief added.



"WEell be safe there™

Thirty seconds later the turbolift doors opened onto the luxury liner's
dimly lit hangar. Two barges which were used for piloting passengers

to and from the ship occupied the high-cellinged room.

Peering into the bay, Cdiamotioned for Kailed to follow her.

They were hafway across the bay when Adion Lang waked down the ramp
of the nearest barge. Hisblaster was pointed toward Chief Kailed,

but his eyesweretransfixed on Celia.

"Put your blasters down," he ordered them.

Celiagtared at the blagter in her hand. "Adion, please,” shesad,

her voicetrembling, "let Kaled go."

"l was afraid you'd try something likethis, Celia. Y ou dwayswere
rather impetuous. But | think you know | can't et him go,” hetold
her. "Now, please, put your blaster down. Y ou don't want to kill

me.

Celiasearched Adion's eyes. There was no emotion there, no spark of
life. It can't end likethis, shethought. There's got to be

something | can do.



Chief Kailed moved dowly to lower hisblagter. "I'm sorry, little
Crimson,” he said, suddenly jerking therifleup to fireat Adion. His
first shot went wide. Half aheartbest later, ablast from Adion's

rifle caught him acrossthe
chest. Kailed managed to get off a

second shot, but it ricocheted wildly, bouncing off the hull of the

barge.

Kailed collgpsed, mortaly wounded, onto the cold metdlic floor of

the hangar bay.

Celiadropped her blaster rifle and rushed toward her fallen friend.

"You didn't havetokill him!" she screamed at Adion. Tears
threatened to blur her vison. But she forced them away as she knelt

beside Kailes!'s body.

Adion approached her cautioudy, kicking both blaster rifles acrossthe
hangar floor. "Why, Cdia? Why were you helping him escape?’ he

asked her. "You'reno Rebd "

"Hewasmy friend," she said quietly, ignoring the contempt she heard
in Adion'svoice. She wondered what had happened to the young man

she'd once admired, the man she had loved.



"You'll haveto comewith me, Cdia," Adion sad.

"Don't makeme, Adion," shetold him, her eyes il fixed on Kailed's
body for fear they might betray her true fedings. "Won't you let me

leave?'

"It'smy duty, Cdlia," he said coldly, hisblaster trained on the back
of her head. "Y ou're under arrest for treasonous acts against the

Empire”

Cediapicked up Kalled'slimp hand, tenderly running her fingers
acrossit. "Lookslike this game's going nowhere, Chief," shetold

him. "How will | ever get my rematch?"

Adion moved astep closer, histdl frame casting adark shadow across
Kailed'sface. Hisleg brushed up againgt Celia's back and she

cringed at histouch.

"Get up, Cdia"

A tear trickled down her cheek. Slowly, she turned and |ooked back at

Adion. Her hand dipped unnoticeably toward her boot. Her fingers

clamped around the handle of the knife.

"Get up," Adion repested, grabbing her left arm, dragging her up so

that their faces were barely centimeters gpart. He shook his head, and



for one brief moment Celiathought she detected ahint of regret.

Then hisblue eyes
narrowed. Blinded by his own hatred, Adion never

noticed the flash of sted until Cdiadashed him acrossthearm.

Hiseyesgrew wild ashe cried out in pain. The blaster dipped from

his hand and skittered across the floor as Celialashed out again.

Trying to protect himself from the attack, Adion lost hisgrip on

her.

She fled across the hangar and up the ramp of the barge.

Asthe hatch did shut she could hear Adion shouting her name.

"Cdia, don't do thid!"

Seconds later, the barge lifted off the floor of the hangar bay.

The smdl trangport dipped quietly outsde into the swirling Maglstrom

Nebula

From the viewport, Celiawatched the Kuari Princess fade as the barge

moved away from the luxury liner and deeper into the nebula.



"Stalemate, Chief," she nodded to herself. A bitterness crept into her

voice. "Nobody winsthisround.”

Blaze of Glory

by Tony Russo "Every mercenary wantsto be remembered.” Lex "Mad
Vornskr" Kempo paused a moment as the jungle browns and greens of
Gabredor 111 rose up toward their diving freighter. With asardonic
amirk, the spacer twisted around in the pilot's seat and gazed at

Brixie.

"A mercenary doesn't retire gracefully. Theré's no such thing asan

Old MercsHome either. What ared mercenary wantsisto go out .

..inablazeof glory."

"Redly?' Brixie Ergo shifted around nervoudy in one
of the

acceleration chairs Situated behind the co-pilot's sation. Space was

tight in the modified Cordlian light freighter, especidly up front.

The craft rattled and shook as the vessal plunged deeper into the

planet's atmosphere. Kempo smiled atoothy, wicked grin.

"Absolutely.”



What sounded like a cross between an order and snarl came from the
fur-covered being currently occupying the co-pilot's seat beside

Kempo.

"Leavetherook done" Sully TigereyewasaTrunsk, astout dien
specieswel known for their fighting ability and equally legendary

short temper. Bristly brown hairs covered the length of Tigereye's

body except for hisface and the pams of his hands. Asif emphasizing
his displeasure with Kempo, two shiny, sharpened tusks protruded from
hislower lip. Brixie recaled stories her parentshad told her asa

child, about Trunsks being the showpieces of many acarniva show as

gladiators and ring fighters.

If Sully Tigereye had ever been part of such ashow in the past, he

never let on. What she did know was that he had once been ahighly
decorated member of an elite New Republic infiltrator unit. No longer
with the New Republic military, he continued to serve with hisformer
colonel in aband of mercenaries caled the Red Moons. It was Tigereye
who had been appointed as team leader for thismission, and it was
Tigereye who had chosen Brixie to come aong as combat medic, although
it wasfor amisson that Brixie till did not quite understand. JUst

gtting close by Lex Kempo and Sully Tigereye made the former medica
student uncomfortable, asif shewas part of agroup shedid not truly

belong to.



The mercenaries target was aKarazak Slavers Guild operation lurking
in thejungle swamps and dense foliage on Gabredor I11. Likethefew
Red Moon operation files she had a chance to study during her training
period, any further information on the exact target and their reason

for assaulting it would not be explained in detail until they landed.

That protected not only the Red Moons, but
those who hired them. Al

of this secrecy just didn't make any senseto Brixie. What could they
hope to accomplish againgt an entire camp of davers? Who thought up
this brilliant srategy, anyway? Then again, she chided

her-salf--joining amercenary force like the Red Moons so she could

find her parents was not exactly abrilliant strategy either.

Tigereye continued to berate Lex Kempo. "I didn't ask her to be part
of thisteam to keep you entertained. Just fly thisjunk pile, if you

don't mind."

Unlike Sully Tigereye, who looked naturdly forceful yet showed a
surprising concern for others, "Mad Vornskr' Kempo easily looked like
he had just fdlen out of agrim entertainment holo. He claimed to

have served with over adozen different private armies and militias,

even abrief gint inthe Imperia Army asascout, as evident from the
customized suit of scout trooper armor he wore. Thenormaly
eggshell-white armor pieces had been carefully dulled and

therma-painted with a camouflage scheme that matched Gabredor'sjungle



environment. Extra holsters and pockets hid avariety of throwing

blades, holdout blasters, power packs, grenades, medpacs, glow rods and
other necessities. With his closaly-cropped hair, thin blaster scar on
hisright cheek and gray eyes, Kempo acted alot like the intimidating
walking arsenal he appeared to be. Still, Tigereye had touched a

nerve. Kempo turned defensive as the ship shook again.

"I'm just trying to let our combat medic in on the mysteries of the

merc psyche, oh fearless leader.”

Brixie sensed dmost immediately that Tigereye smply hated that
expression. The Trunsk settled for turning his baleful face on

Kempo.

Trunskswere not known for their cordidity, especialy under stressful

conditions.

"Canwe havealittlelesstalking please?' The fourth member of their
group spoke up inawhiny voice. Of dl who cdled themsaves members
of the Red Moons, Hugo Cuitter was the last person Brixie would probably

think of asamercenary. An escapee from a psychotraumaward
maybe,

but never asoldier. Cutter's hair was as wild and unpredictable as
the stares that came from his eyes. Before the sart of the mission,
Lex Kempo had remarked to her that Hugo Cutter had once been enrolled

in the prestigious Imperid Engineers Academy, only to be disbarred



after he found it more interesting to blow things gpart than put them

together. Then again, Kempo aways did have aknack for

exaggeration.

Especidly when hetalked about himsif.

The ship dipped again. Cuitter, Stting beside her, inhded sharply.

She reached out a hand to calm him. Cutter reacted by clutching the

saichd bagin hislap eventighter.

"Don't touch mel"

"I'm sorry," shefaltered out an apology. "I just thought . . ."

"Thought what?' He began to laugh hystericdly.

"That | would need help from the likes of you?"

"Dont knock it," Kempo murmured quietly with atwisted amile.

"Quiet. All of you." Tigereye warned as he checked the pocket

navigator he carried in aspecia pouch as part of hisweapons

harness.

Huge ydlow eyes glanced up and caught the reflection of the Human with



the unkempt hair in the forward cockpit screen. They locked on Cutter
liketargeters. "Espedidly you. Stop fidgeting. Were amost

down."

Cutter's nervousness was wearing even hisown patiencethin.

Their craft shook again. He closed hiseyestightly.

"Y ou know how much | hate insertiond™

"Relax. Y ou clutch those shaped charges any harder and you're likely

to st them off."

"Doubtful.” The freighter dipped sharply in the thickening atmosphere
of Gabredor I11. He gulped. "It takes a detonator firing at triple
frequency intervalsto properly set off aMesonicsfocdized

explogve.”

"I'll make anote," the fur-covered Trunsk growled as
he glanced over

at Kempo. "How much longer till we reach the landing point?’

Kempo checked the navigationa readings asthey flashed by amost too
quickly for Brixieto keep up. "A few more minutes. Sensor masking is
holding up sofar. A Z-95 patrol upstairs didn't even bother to sniff

our con-trail."



"I'll fedl better when were down. Brixie, get your gear reedy to

go.’

"Right" shetried to keep her voice steady as she unfastened her
restraint harness. The freighter suddenly lost power and began a steep
dive. Brixiewasimmediatdy thrown into awailing Cutter, who was
positively revolted by her close proximity. Kempo wrestled the

controls back.

Regaining her footing, Brixietried to ignore Cutter's expresson and

histightly closed eyes.

"What wasthat?' Tigereye asked.

Kempo shook his head. All business now, he wasfighting to bring the

ship back under control. Red lights broke out al over the engineering

pands. Alarmshooted noisily.

Thefreighter abruptly rolled right and pitched down hard.

Tigereye began flipping switches--the ship's starboard maneuvering

thrusters were not responding.

Kempo quietly cursed between clenched teeth. "Where did procurement



pick up thispiece of Cordlian crud anyway? |'ve seen better hulks

from Socorro!"

"Canyou land?'

Kemp looked directly at Tigereye. ™Y ou want an honest opinion?"

Brixie could tell that, thistime, Kempo was no longer joking.

Sysemswerefailing dl over the vessd. Beside her, she overheard

Cutter whimpering. Some mercenary he made.

Tigereye unsnapped his own seat belts. "All handsto thelifepod

now!

Thisisnodrill!"

The others spilled out of their chairs, rapidly grabbing equipment and
suppliesin emergency order and tossing them into the lifepod. For

only amoment during the
chaos, Brixiefound hersdf watching Lex

Kempo amost curioudy. The Cordlian pathfinder was till standing
before the controls of the battered, faling freighter, gesturing with
his hands locked together in an odd sort of way. Perhapsit wasa
ritua known only to spacers and their ships, shethought. Thelast

thing she saw before theinterior lightsfalled was him grinning at her



asheusudly did. Their fates and the ship's were about to part ways

inamost violent fashion.

"Hope you signed up for the duration, Lady Brix. From now on, it gets

nothing but interegting!”

Ten thousand meterslater. Straight down.

"You know," said Hugo Cuitter. "If you were Han Solo or Wedge Antilles
or any one of ahundred other pilots| know, we wouldn't be hereright

"Shut up,” Lex Kempo snapped back. "I didn't see you help land the
pod." Of course, it was difficult for the pathfinder to make an
argument consdering that the Red M oon assault team was dangling ingde

an escape pod caught in the thick canopy of Gabredor'sjungle.

"Would it hdpif | did this?" Brixi€'svoice caled from deeper

insde the pod. A secondary hatch blew off, dicing vinesand
branches. Without means of further support, the pod fell the remaining
40 meters until it landed in the thick bough of an ancient swamp

tree.

Tigereye scratched his bruised head as he and the others spilled out of

the pod and hit the dirt.



Kempo wasthefirst to pick himself up off thejunglefloor. He

quickly checked the small arsena of weapons he carried. Content, he

turned and mock-saluted Sully Tiger-eye.

"The Red Moons have landed.”

"Thanksfor the update. Brixie?'

"Yes?' Therookie pulled hersdf over. She had joined the Red Moons

only two months ago, training at adistant
unforgiving world, enemies

al around them. No relief forces. No help. No remorse. She shook

her head dowly.

The shriek of asnubfighter engine high over the tree canopy suddenly

broke the silence. After atense moment, it findly passed.

Creatures and other tree dwellers began to dowly hoot and call again

through the dense foliage.

Kempo's expression turned grim.

"They found the crash. We better start moving.”

Tigereyeimmediatdy agreed.



"I can re-triangulate the coordinates of the daver camp from our
position here. I'll take the point. Kempo, you take the rear. Make
sure you have your surviva kitsand critter repellents. Thedavers
chose this moss rock for areason, and that's probably because these

jungle worlds can be downright hostile. All right. Move out!”

The dave master Greezim Trentacal relaxed in his chair aboard the
transport freighter Atron's Migtress, fanning hisface with the

elaborately decorated hide of alexiaus beast. His darkened quarters
aboard the large freighter werefilled with decorations and trinkets

from ahundred different worlds. Trentacal sighed, letting hisjowled
complexion rest on his pam as he propped his head up with an elbow. A
lithe, sparsely dressed Human girl moved around him, her gestures as

light asthe spice-laced air.

She offered him acup of wine. Annoyed, he brushed her offering avay

as he looked to the shadow hiding there in the darkness.

"Just how long isthisgoing to take, Vex? Y ou know how | hate Sitting

hereinthishumid jungle.

Inreply, avoice dithered back. "We await another shipment of daves
from the last expedition near the Rim. By dawn tomorrow, the ship

should be completdly filled.”



"Good," Trentacd yawned. Detals. Minor little details.

The davesdown in the cargo holds of his ship were just tiny portions

of merchandise compared to the credits he
could be making.

It was one of the problems of doing business with the Pentastar

Alignment.

To suggest that the Pentastar Alignment wasjust another Imperid
warlord faction, just another pale pretender to the mighty former
Empire, was afoolish assumption. The Alignment percaived itsdf as
the Empirereborn. Led by a Grand Moff named Ardus Kaine, the
Alignment had ignored Grand Admird Thrawn's attempt to consolidate
Imperid forces, carefully waiting until it could mount itsown

campaign againgt the New Republic.

Unlike other warlords, the Alignment was extremely organized and
well-equipped thanks to the corporates, powerful companies formerly
alied with the Empire. Now that one of these corporates, specifically

the PowerOn Conglomerate from Cantras Gola, was secretly threatening to
bolt and join the New Republic, the Pentastar Alignment was doing
everything it could to prevent it. So the Alignment had turned to the

Karazak Savers Guild to solve its New Republic problem.

How completely ironic, Trentaca mused, that the children of the



Cantras Gola ambassador had been kidnapped by his davers. The note
|eft in their place made the ambassador's Situation quite clear. As

long as the ambassador held off any further talks with the New
Republic, the children would remain dive. The delay would belong
enough for agentsfrom the Alignment to completely sever theties

between Cantras Gola and the New Republic.

In the end, Cantras Golawould remain loyd to the Pentastar Alignment
and, in turn, the Karazak Savers Guild would continue to conduct its

operations on Gabredor 111 unhindered.

There were some benefits to thistype of business
arrangement--Trentacal had decided to keep the children as payment for
hiswork. The Alignment had no opinion on the matter; the ambassador
himsalf would be experiencing amost unfortunate accident and be

quietly replaced . . . withamorerdiable Alignment officid.

The dave master glanced sideways a the ambassador's
children chained

to the cabin'sfar wall and admitted that they would makefine
additionsto his household. Still, everything had its price. Whét, he

wondered, would be the price for keeping these two?

Trentaca motioned to the dave girl at his side and took the cup of
wine from her ddicate hands. Histhick palms caressed her

expressionless cheek. The girl had been mute snceachild. She had



been among the first of the daves he had kept for his own. He cupped
hisfingers under her chin and turned her head so that she could see

the frightened children.

"Soon you will have othersto ingtruct in the fine art of caring for

me"

The shadow stepped forward, barely discerniblein the darkness of
Trentacd's private cabin. Trentacal watched his bodyguard and

confidant, a Defel, as he stood before the stateroom's viewports.

Vex'sthick body was completely covered in layers of rippling black fur
that absorbed dl surrounding light. In hisright hand hehdd a

comlink closeto an attentive ear, his head bobbing dightly ashe
listened to what sounded like little more than static. Outside the
viewports lurked the tangled jungle growth of Gabredor 111 and the
surrounding clearing that comprised the staging camp. Lookout towers

armed with heavy repesting blasters rose from the jungle floor.

On ether side of the bulbous freighter, daves were being led into the
ship under the scrutiny of Karazak thugs. 1t was afabuloudy
efficient operation, Trentacal assured himself. After dl, it was

his.

"What isit, Vex?' The Defe was responsible for not only his master's

security, but for the entire daver operation on Gabredor.



When summoned to the defense of his master, very few survived to tell
about hisrage. Trentacal did not mind the fear surrounding hiskind's

fearsome reputation ether.

Vex thumbed the comlink off and turned dightly, not liking to stare
too long at the pool of light that bathed his master. "One of the Z-95

patrols has spotted the wreck
age of alight freighter some distance

from here. The ship had comein low and fast, usng some type of

countermeasures to € ude long-range sensors and our patrols.

Whoever they were, it appearsthey did not want any attention.”

"Wasit aship from the New Republic?' Trentaca asked cautioudy,

suddenly adert.

Thewraith's eye dits narrowed as he explained. "I do not think so.

They would not risk coming so deep into Alignment territory.

Doing so could mean an dl-out war between them. That is something the

New Republicisnot willing to risk. The only way to know isto

interrogate the survivors. But the main lifepod from the ship was not

found in the wreckage. My trackers are il searching for it."



Trentacd dammed ameaty fist down on the armrest of his sumptuous

chair. The serving girl prang back in terror.

"Then it must be the Alignment. They've crossed us!"

The black head shook dowly. "I do not think it isthe Pentastar
Alignment either, Magter Trentacd. Their resources arevast. They

have no need for small sriketeams.

If they wanted to, they could attack with an Enforcer-class picket

cruiser or something smilar.”

"Thenwho?'

Vex'seyesdid toward the far wal and the two figures chained

dlently there. The dovenly dave master sharply inhaed,

understanding immediatdly. Whoever these intruders were, they were

coming for them.

"Vex, | think you should activate the security perimeter.”

"It has aready been done, master.”

"Get it off of mel" Lex Kempo, the mercenary's mercenary, whined like

abanthacaf as he pulled a the dimy, multi-folded creature that had



fdlen on hishead. Brixie wastrying her best to pry it off with her

vibro-knife. Sully
Tigereye just watched them. If the Situation had

been different, he might have been amused.

"Get it off of him, Brixig," the Trunsk unsheathed a combat vibro-axe

from his wegpons harness.

"I'mtrying!"

"Can we go home now?" Hugo muttered as he sat on adead log, tired and

agitated.

"I'm sorry we're boring you!" Kempo snapped. He had the creature by

both hands and wasforcibly pulling it off when the little beast

whipped out atail appendage and squirted apowdery jet in hisface.

Coughing and sneezing uncontrollably, Kempo knocked Brixieinto the

brush.

Cutter laughed.

Tigereye swore, his patience exhausted.

"That doesit. Exobiology classisnow over!”



Tigereye grabbed the thing by its now-extended tail and swung.

The vibro-axe removed the flailing appendage. A greenishfluid
squirted over everyone. The creature flopped off Kempo's head and

expired at their feet.

Humiliation forgotten, Brixie immediately snapped open her medkit and
examined the grumbling path finder's head for puncture marks or other
lacerationsthat would indicate abite. She used awater jet to clear

off hisface. A quick spot test of the creature's blood revealed that

it was not inherently dangerous. Unfortunately, therewaslittle she
could do for their walowing morae. They had been trudging through
the jungle for dmost aday now. Temperswere as short as grenade

timers.

"| fed like adroid with abunch of haywire receptors and a bad servo
creak. Thankskid," Kempo wiped at hisface with the moisture cloth

Brixie had given him. "What wasthet thing?"

Tigereye consdered for amoment. "I don't know, but you're lucky it
wasn't poisonous. | suggest the next time you hear anoise, you might
want to look up aswell asaround.” Kempo fdl quiet as he poked

sympatheticaly at the growing welt on hisforehead. Cutter continued

to chuckle.

Tigereye turned hisire on the squatting demolitions expert.



"I don't recall giving any order for arest break, Hugo."

"Wl you guyslooked so busy fooling around with that thing thet |

didn't want to disturb you."

"Timeésshort. You'reon point. | want you to scout ahead and make

sure there aren't any more surpriseswaiting for us.”

The frazzled-haired engineer pointed at his own chest, Sartled.

"Youwant meto. .. scout? Sully, you know | don't scout. | blow

things up into itty-bitty pieces. Everyonein the unit says| makea

poor scout.”

"Congder it avaluablelifelesson. Brixiesgottafinish checking

out Kempo, and someone hasto watch over her."

Hugo rose angrily to hisfeet, the charges till rattling around in his

camo bag. He drew ablaster pistol from a holster.

"Fine, but who's going to watch over me?"

"Enough complaining. Scoot!"



Hugo vanished over the dead |og he had been sitting on, il
complaining loudly ashewalked off. Tigereye shook histired,

grizzled head. Removing the map pad, he checked their current
coordinates with the expected daver encampment. They should be
reaching their security perimeter soon. He looked up momentarily to
watch Brixie dab a medicated ointment on Kempo's head. Shewas aso

looking a him.

"Problem?’

"No, | wasjust wondering," she sscumbled over her words. "I meen,

everyone spends so much time arguing and insulting. Y ou don't act

exactly likewhat I've seen.

You know . . . like professionals.”

She stopped, believing she had somehow completely insulted them.

Now it was Kempo'sturn to laugh. Even Tigereye, surprisingly, was not

offended.

"Y ou've been watching too many entertainment holos,
Brixie. Not all

of us pretend to be the master merc like Kempo."

"Who's pretending?’ Kempo interrupted, sill rinaing hiseyes.



"Don't et our sparring fool you any, kid. We go back along way. Far
enough back to hate each other's guts and till be the best of

chums"

"Hugo's your best friend?" Brixielooked confused.

"But you don't act like best friends.”

Tigereye pursed hislips. "Everyonein thiscompany, everyonein the

Red Moonsthat is, comes with astory.

Y our parents for instance. Y ou don't like the way the Alignment is

tresting them, do you?'

"My parents were both taken from their clinic and forced to work for

the Alignment military as combat surgeons.

It'samogt asif they've been locked up. | just want them back.”

"Hugo's parentswere Imperid nobility. He lived on a corporate world

during thereign of the Emperor. His parentstried everything to keep

him under control, including locking him up. | wastrested like an

anima once.

I know what it's like to be caged. When you go through life like that,



sometimes you need someone to keep you in check. Hugo mindsover me

likel mind him."

Kempo pulled himsdif to hisfeet and handed the salve back to her.

"Remember kid, thefirgt rule of soldiering isto not let appearances
fool you. Tigereye didn't choose usfor thisteam just because of our
anging voices. Tigereye's got more combat experiencein hislittle
right toe claw than most Imperid generds. Hugo can makean AT-AT

dance ajig and explode with just a spanner and atherma detonator.

My job isto make sure we survive to brag about thislittle tale.

Andin casewe do fal apart, Lady Brix, your job isto put thelittle

pieces back together so | can collect my finish fee”

Brixie felt completely embarrassed. What she had mistaken for open

hostility among the three veterans was ac
tualy their way of deding

with yet another impossible situation.

Hugo Cutter's heard suddenly appeared over the log.

"Excuseme. | don't want to interrupt your talking about me, but |

think I found something.”



From adistance, the sensor mast appeared like ametd chrome ball

mounted on apole dightly taller than the surrounding vegetation.

Othersjust like it rose gpproximately 20 metersto either sde. They
positioned themsalves dmost 30 meters away from the distinct-looking

sensor fence.

"Lookslike wefound their perimeter,” Kempo muttered quietly to
Tigereye, not anxiousto trip any possible acoustical pickups. Behind

them, Cutter and Brixie waited anxioudy.

"Or wetripped over aburied, outer perimeter line already."

Tigereye checked his own detection instruments.

Despite his concern, the possibility of an outer barrier was unlikely

here. The everpresent moisture and locd lifeformswould make short

work of dmaost anything made of metal or complex circuitry buriedin

the humus.

He glanced back. "All right Hugo, you'reon."

Cuitter took off his service jacket and dumped the contents of his bag

of tricksonto it. Shaped charges, broken datapads, anti-vehicle

grenades, droid parts and bits of c-board and chips spilled



everywhere.

Kempo eyed the strange assortment with some disdain.

"Y ou're carrying enough junk to supply Industrial Automeaton.”

"Spare me," Cutter snapped back as he set to work.

Brixie watched the entire process with interest as Kempo and Tigereye
took up sentry positions close by. Not even redizing she had been
recruited to assst him, Cutter was asking her for tools from the tech

kit and bits from the scrap pile. In minutes, atruly strange

conglomeration of
sensor boards, probe droid chips, scannersand

communication jammers was taking shape.

"Isthisgoing to work?" she asked.

Cutter took amoment to St back and admire his crestion with asmall
sense of satisfaction. "They banned mefrom the Imperid Engineering
Academy. They laughed & me. Wéll, doesthislook like thework of a

madman to you?'

Brixie stared hard at the device. Cutter looked up at her, perhaps
sensing the thoughts crossing her mind. A crooked little smile formed

acrosshislips.



"Don't bother answering that."

A crashing sound from the nearby bushes startled al of them into
slence. Kempo growled over to them, "Keep down. Someonejust set off

one of my door bells."

Tigereye pulled out a set of macrobinoculars. Keeping hisview onthe

trail they had just come from, he waited for severa long moments.

He saw abrief movement and focused. Through the viewfinder, hesaw a
scaly head sniffing the ground. Moving the binocsdowly, hefindly
caught the rider wearing acamosuit to blend againgt thejungle

backdrop. Therider was clenching along force pikein hisfree hand

as he examined Kempo's "door bell," atreelimb tied acrossthetrall

with thin cord.

"What isit?' Kempo whispered.

"Looks like atracker. Riding somekind of two-legged reptoid.”

Kempo used the targeting sight on his ssormtrooper rifle to watch the

newcomer.

"l see him now. Another might be close by," he whispered.



"Another won't make any difference. All it takesis one report to

bring the whole daver camp down on our heads.”

"Those odds are good enough for me." Kempo un-snapped the scabbard on
his back and handed Brixie avery sharp vibrocutlass, its blade and

edges blackened for
military duty. She dubioudy took the wegpon in

her hands.

"What'sthisfor?"

"Y ou get to watch my back for achange. I've had enough of thismud
crawl." Kempo started running toward the trees. "Therest of you take

down thefence.

I'll handle the bad guysl"

"Kempo! | didnt. .." Tigereye snarled & him just asthe

pathfinder took off. Brixie and Cutter looked to him for guidance.

"Don't just St there! Hugo, disarm the fence. Brixie, you cover
him!" No sooner had he said that when he too had disappeared through

the thick growth.

Kempo dropped to one knee as he sprang through the trees, startling the

tracker and hismount. Hefired the blaster rifle at short range, but



missed therider.

The rider spurred the trained reptoid and. charged.

The creature snapped at the open air just by hishead, then tried to

cleave him open with serrated feet claws.

Kempo fired back, his stolen set of Imperia scout armor taking the
brunt of the beast's charge as it sent him sprawling. Theimpact

knocked the blaster rifle out of hishands.

Poised above him, the tracker raised hisforce piketo strike. A
howling, fur-covered missile burst from the trees, turning the

tracker's attention away. Sully Tigereye crashed againgt both tracker
and beagt, hisvibro-ax swinging and connecting againgt the creature's
thick hide. The reptoid screamed from the terrible injury and bolted
away, caryingitsrider rductantly dong with it. With the tracker's

back turned to them now, Kempo picked up hisfalen weapon and fired.

A screaming burst of energy struck the tracker square in the back,

killing him before he struck the ground. Theinjured reptoid, now

riderless, kept on crashing loudly away through the foliage.

Tigereye brandished hisvibro-ax at Kempo.



"I should have let that thing take abite out of you, if only to teach

you alesson.”

"l was doing just fine before you showed up.”

"L et me guess-—-you had him exactly where you wanted him," the Trunsk

snorted as he caught his bresth.

"Check the body. If we're lucky, he didn't have achance to report

in'

"We're never that lucky,” Kempo retorted as he headed over to the body

of the dead tracker.

Hugo got to hisfeet, holding up the contraption. Brixielooked on,

eyeing him and his spontaneous invention dubioudy.

He began to move dowly toward the sensor mast, fumbling for the power

switches that would activate the united parts. He suddenly stopped in

histracks.

"What'swrong?' Brixie half-whispered to him, trying to watch him and

their surroundings at the sametime.

"Something about thistype of sensor mast.”



Hetook another step. A whine came from the ' datapad's power
coupling. The device was not used to handling the power requirements

of the other components.

Thetwo and ahaf meter tal mast loomed over hishead as he dowly
approached. An expression of recognition came over Cutter. He stopped
in histracks, making quick adjustments to the componentsin his

hands.

"Now | remember!"

"Remember what?' Brixie sputtered: An intense beegping came from Hugo's
contraption. Before Brixie's eyes, an dternating pattern of light

began to phase from the sensor mast. She gasped as the solid-looking
ground before their feet suddenly evaporated, exposing acargo
Speeder-sized ditch trap. Explosves and mineslay at the bottom of

the excavated pit. Hugo smirked.

"A holographic trap. Very snesky. Very expensve.

These davers have better security than | thought. Did you
seehow |

Set the multiphase emitter to turn off the hologram?”

Brixie had been watching Hugo so intently that she dmost did not hear

the sound of dead leaves and underbrush being crushed behind her.



She spun around, Kempo's vibrocutlassin her hands. A second tracker

and hisreptoid leered at her like predators about to pounce.

A threatening rumble echoed in the sharp-toothed beast's throat asthe

tracker leveled the point of hisforce pike a Brixi€sthroat.

"Ah, Hugo?' she gulped.

The sound of afemale scream cut through the jungle air like the edge
of Sully Tigereye's polished vibro-ax. The Trunsk plunged through the

jungle, back toward the sensor perimeter.

Tigereye sumbled into aclearing in time to see Lex Kempo drop from
thetreesand fall on the tracker. The reptoid bucked underneath them
asthe pathfinder dapped anow familiar-looking organism on the
tracker's head. Thetracker, hiseyes completely covered by the filmy

creature, knocked Kempo off as he swung the force pike wildly.

Thewhole scene looked completdly ridiculous until the blinded tracker
spurred the reptoid forward. A shot from Tigereye's own heavy blaster
brought the tracker down, but the creature still charged into and over

aghrieking Brixie.

"Brixid" Tigereye bdlowed, legping forward.



The beast suddenly became quiet and rolled away from the startled girl

in aheap--Kempo's vibrocutlass buried up to its hilt in its scaly

chest. Shelooked more terrified than hurt as Tigereye ran up to

her.

"Areyou okay?'

She gulped once and fought to bring her fear under control.

"YesyesI'mfine

Even Cutter was stunned as he looked up at the tree branch where Kempo

had jumped from.

"And | thought | was crazy," he muttered.

Kempo had gotten to hisfeet. Brixie watched him for sometime, trying

to think of someway to thank him without sounding petty.

Shrugging theincident away, the pathfinder turned his back to her and
retrieved hisvibrocutlass. He then moved to the body of thefalen
tracker, switching off hiscomlink. Exhaing hard, Brixie collected

her medkit and gear, not desiring to look on the scene anymore.

In the meantime, Cutter and Tigereye had turned their attention to the



disarmed sensor mast and the exposed pit trap.

"Canwe go around it?" Tigereye had exchanged his vibro-ax for the map

locator. Cutter triumphantly held up hisdevice.

"No problem. Those davers are probably scratching their heads,

wondering how wedid it."

"If the davers gick around long enough to wonder."

Tigereyeinterjected. "We have only one shot & this.

Karazak davers aren't supid. Oncethey figure out we bypassed their

perimeter, they will probably leave their paid guns behind to pick us

off while they jump planet with their valuables--including the

children."

"Sully,” Brixie dung amedica pack over her shoulder.

"Before we go any further with this, | have to know who these children

are. Theleast you can doistdl uswhy their livesare more

important than ours.”

"Thekid'sright,” Kempo added as he sheathed the vibrocutlassin its

carrier. "I'm deliberately jJumping out of perfectly good treesfor



these pups. Y ou owe usthat much.”

Tigereye sghed. "They're the children of the ambassador to Cantras

Gola"

"Cantras Golais a corporate world." Brixiefound hersalf getting

angry. "An Alignment world. What's so important about that?*

"Everything,” Tigereye slenced her. "Kempoisright, Brixie.

We're soldiers. We don't ask questions. We supply answers. Withan
entire corporate world about to sway over to the New Republic, and the
New Republic unable to openly confront the Pentastar Alignment, you

need someone elseto fight the battle. We are that someone dse.”

"But | thought the reason why the Red Moons broke away from the New
Republic was because the New Republic wasn't doing enough. Now we're

fighting their battlesfor them!”

"Helping the New Republic win Cantras Gola helps everyone.

Likeit or not, returning these kids dive to the Cantras Gola
ambassador iscrucid. We need to take that daver ship beforeit gets
away. It'sthe only way to save those kids and for usto get off this

planet. Now are there more questions from the ranks?"



Thefour of them looked at each other, thefaint odor of ozone from

blagter firedill in the air around them.

"| supposeit'stoo late to request atransfer?' Kempo remarked.

The longer he waited, the more Greezim Trentacal nervoudy paced about
the deluxe stateroom aboard Atron's Mistress. The trackers sent out to
Investigate the crashed freighter's missing escape pod had not reported
infor severd hours. There was more to the mysterious, downed vessd

than even Vex had anticipated.

"They must be soldiers. Or worse. Mercenaries.” He shuddered at the
thought. The incentive of credits and persond fortune that drove
beingsto endave other beings dso drove them to fight for foolish

causes.

"WdI?' Helooked to Vex, ill poised like adark statue beside the

stateroom's viewports. He dropped the comlink from hisear.

"Thetracker team is till not responding. In addition,
oneof the

perimeter sensors seems to have malfunctioned, athough | do not know

why yet."

"They'reherel” Trentacd put ahand over his mouth, completely

aamed now. "Lordsof Atron! They're here dready! Givethe order



to debark. Immediatey!"

"As| pointed out earlier,” the Defel spoke quietly but firmly, "we
have not loaded the latest shipment of daves" He gestured at the
large prefabricated building that served as atemporary clearing-house
for the newest arrivals. "They haveto be tagged and medicaly

scanned.

Many daves from this shipment are to be sold to the Hutts. Y ou know

how displeased the Hutts become when they are sent inferior wares."

"Y ou can medically scan them after they have been loaded. Do as|

command!”

Vex's expression did not change. He bowed dightly.

"I will givethe order personaly, master. We shall depart

immediatdy.”

Trentaca rushed out of the stateroom to his own deeping quarters.

The Defe wraith looked upon the ambassador's children, ill chained
to the cabin wall. Expressionsladen with fear and loathing gazed back
up a him. Thegirl, severd years older than her brother, tried to

protectively shield him from Vex's penetrating, awful stare.



Suddenly, thewraith was gone. Thegirl blinked, uncertain whether or

not to believe her eyes. She had not imagined the disappearance.

Abruptly, the cabin door bolts clanged solidly shut, locking themin
darkness again. Her brother whimpered. She hed him alittletighter,

dlently wondering what would become of them.

Something touched her shoulder. Thegirl gasped loudly, if only long
enough for ahand to clamp down over her mouth. She recognized the
pained expression of Trentacal'sfavorite dave girl. How long had she
been hiding here, waiting for Vex to leave? The dave pressed akey

into her hand and made agesture with her finger to her lips.

Before she could say aword of thanks, the door to
Trentacd's private

chamber was suddenly shoved aside, the dave master's bulky outline

filling the doorway. Hisface was masked in shadow.

"What'sgoing on in here?'

Lying pronein thefoliage ahead of the assault team, Lex Kempo aimed

the macrobinoculars at the clearing in the jungle growth before him.

"What do you see?" 'Brixie whigpered beside him.



The daver camp consisted of severd watchtowers, afew prefabricated
buildings and a currently vacant landing pad for a snubfighter-sized
craft. Inthe middle of the camp, the jungle's heavy humus had been
pressure-formed flat to provide room for the large cargo transport
Stuated there. Beings of dl originswere being rushed into the ship,

which was not agood sign.

Kempo chewed dowly on abit of protein surviva wafer as he continued

to sght the camp through the binocs.

"L ooks like we're outgunned maybe seven to one. There are four
watchtowers armed with blaster cannons: two closeto us, two past the
freighter. The campiscrawling with thugs. Seethat bunker right

beside the ship? Looks like their command center. All sensors,

communications and defengve controls are probably housed in there.”

"Are those hatches on the Sde?’

Kempo frowned as he zoomed the binoculars. ™Y ou've got laser eyes,
kid. Those are definitely gun ports. It doesn't matter, that bunker
might aswell be hdf alight year away. WEell get cut down before we

even reach thefreighter.”

"Not if | can keep them occupied,” Cutter's voice murmured behind

them.



Kempo and Brixielooked around in unison at Cutter and his bag of magic
tricks. In his hands he had one of the oddly concave Mesonics

focalized explosives, the kind used to demolish Structures. Sguatting
beside Hugo, Sully Tigereye made a hand gesture, fingers spread open

wide
which heturned into afist. Kempo snorted derisively, but il

nodded in agreement. Confused, Brixie poked at Kempo.

"I'm not familiar with that hand signa,” she whispered to him.

"What doesit mean?'

The pathfinder smiled grimly as he switched the safety off onthe

grenade launcher mounted to his storm-trooper blaster rifle.

"It means hang on to your pretty head. We're about to make some

noi"

Thedavegirl lunged a Trentacd, adender meta object in her

hands. Despite hissize, the dave master could move quickly if he
wanted to. In seconds, he had the girl'sarms pinned. She strained
slently againg hisgrip, trying to bite hishands. Trentacd held

her long enough for him to press the emergency cal. Thewraith and
several armed guards appeared in moments, just as Trentacal pushed the

davegirl roughly to the cabin floor.



"Foold All of you! Y ou're supposed to protect me!" He held up the
knife he had taken and pointed it at the dave girl. "'l want you to
vaporize thisinsolent thing and get us out of here! And pray that my
next wishisnot dl of your heads on aserving platter!" The guards

drew their energy weapons, aiming them at the dave. The ambassador's
daughter cried adoud, trying to shield her brother from the cruel

Scene.

A muffled explosion rattled the huge. transport. Trentacd's eyes
bulged in mute surprise as he watched two of the guard towerstip over

and collapsein perfect unison.

Kempo and Brixie had made it only asfar as the makeshift landing pad
for the camp's snubfighter when the snouts of severd huge blaster
cannons gppeared from ditsin the command bunker. The heavy weapons

werelaying down awithering curtain of fire, pinning them there.

"Hold il Brixie was dtill trying to apply amedica wrap to
Kempo's singed right leg. The pathfinder had unexpectedly been the

first target of the heavy blaster attack.

"L ook at the Sze of those gund" Kempo clucked histongueina
tisking manner. "They probably ripped them out from some capita

ship.”



"Who cares! Can you see Hugo and Sully?!

Kempo poked his head dightly around the corner and shot adaver guard

inthetorso, dropping him ingtantly.

He spotted Cutter'sfamiliar touded mane of hair ashe hid from the
energy fire coming from the command bunker. The prefabricated

structures he hid behind would not last for long.

"Hugo'strapped over by those buildings." He tapped his comlink switch
twice, but there was no reply. He shook hishead. "l can'traise

Sully, but | think he made it to the freighter.”

When Kempo looked around the corner again, the bunker's weapons were
aming once again for Cutter. Energy beams mined down dl over the
demoalitions expert, burning away huge chunks of the prefabricated

sructures.

Kempo shouted over the din back to Brixie.

"Hugo's gonna be alittle smoking pile of nothing unlesswe do

something to shut those gunsup!”

Surprised by hiswords, she looked over at the impregnable command
bunker. "But shouldn't we be going for the freighter? That's our way

out of herel"



"L eaving teammates behind is not in my employment description.”

Kempo took a step back and jostled something. The niche where they
were hiding served as astorage shed for the landing pad. He
disappeared for amoment inside and returned with agrav-cart and a
half dozen large cylinders with prominent warning labels plastered over

them.

"| think it'stime we extended awarm Red Moon greeting to our daver

friends"

Two guards armed with sun prods stood by a secondary boarding ramp of
the cargo trangport, shoving as many of the endaved beings asthey

could into the ship. Many of the daves, panicked by the explosions

and screaming beams of energy fire, had taken this opportunity to

run.

The guards werein no placeto argue. One by one, the other loading
ramps were cloging as the ship began itsfind 'preparations for

takeoff. A message crackled over the guards secure comlinks.

Relieved to be asfar away from the shooting as possible, they began to
climb theramp. Asone of the guardsturned to follow the davesin,

he noticed adave without arestraint collar. He growled to his



partner as he seized the Trunsk by the arm.

"Hey! They forgot to put apain collar onthisone."

Sully Tigereyeturned around. Sharpened fighting claws seized the
gartled guard by hischin. In hisother hand, he amed aheavy
blaster pistol at the second guard and shot the sun prod right out of

his hands. The guard spun and ran.

"Therewill beno more pain collars. Not aslong as| live"" He
clenched thefirst guard by the jowls of his neck and swung hisface
close. "Now that | have your undivided attention--where's your

boss?!

Working quickly, Kempo and Brixie stacked the cart with the fuel
cylindersthey had found as well asthe explosives and grenades they
were carrying. The cannon fire around them was getting closer and

closer.

"Cometo think of it, theres one small problem with this plan,” Kempo

muittered half-aloud.

"We don't havetimefor problemd!” Brixiereplied, wincing dightly as
apiece of the nearby landing pad was blasted apart by a bunker

wesgpon.



"Oneof usisgoing to haveto pilot thisthing up to their

doorstep.”

They both looked at each other, eyesfrozen. A tight litlegrin
began to form across Kempo's face. He took Brixie's hand and kissed

the back of it.

"Don't worry kid, | just volunteered." The pathfinder climbed aboard
and took up aposition by the cart's steering controls, trying to

hunker down low. He handed her the stormtrooper rifle.

"Keep them occupied long enough for meto get up close” He activated
the cart's repul sorlift controls. The cart surged dowly forward as he

smirked back at her.

"Just don't let people forget about me, right?!

She shook her head. There was something about his expression that she
had never seen before. There was so much she wanted to learn about him

and no timeleft.

Asthe grav-cart emerged, Brixie took up aposition to the side of the
landing pad. Shefired therifle's grenade launcher, spitting
concussion explosives a the hardened outer shell of the command

bunker--for what little good it would do.



The grav-cart zigzagged across the clearing. For what fdlt likean
eternity, the bunker's blaster wegpons clumsly tried to follow him,
just barely missing. Just asthe grav-cart reached the bunker, Brixie
could seethe pathfinder time hislegp--only to sumble on the cart's

gderalling.

Hisfoot caught, he was dragged relentlesdy aong until...

The next second, shewaslooking up at thefailing light of the evening

sky. The shock wave had knocked Brixieflat on her back. She

staggered to her feet.

Where there had been a command bunker, there was now only the jagged

remains of a permacrete foundation.

Even the sides of the cargo transport had been scorched by the blast.

Saverswererunning wildly in dl directions. She moved to the edge

of the heart of thefire, shidding her face as shelooked for a

familiar form to stagger out.

Kempo had to come out. That's the way the holos aways ended.

The hero dwayswalked ouit.



Nobody did.

Hugo grabbed her by the arm and began pulling her over to the ship.

"No!l" she screamed at him. "Wewon't leave ateammeate behind!

We can't!"

He had to drag her away from the inferno.

The exploson was so huge it shook the cargo transport violently onits

landing legs.

The transport bridge's accessway popped open. Tiger-eye shoved the
guard into afew of the crewers standing there. Several reached for
wespons, but they were not fast enough. Energy beams ricocheted across

the bridge.

When it was over, Tigereye waved the blaster pistol at the survivors.

"Everybody in the escape pod! Now!"

They filed into the bridge's lifeboat pod. Tigereye seded the

hatchway behind them, locking them insde.



After securing the bridge, he then tapped his comlink.

There was no need. Brixie and Hugo Cutter appeared at the bridge's

accessway. The demolitions expert's shoulders were sagging.

Brixie was crestfalen, tears streaming down her cheeks.

Tigereye understood immediately. Kempo. The explosion.

His hands balled into fists, Tigereye wanted to scream.

He wanted to tear the bridge apart..He grabbed the guard he had taken

prisoner and dammed him against one of the control consoles so hard

the impact dented the panels. He shoved the datapad before the guard's

eyes, pictures of the ambassador's children flashing on the tiny

screen.

"They're not among the daves held down below. So where arethey?!

The guard gestured a another doorway on the bridge.

"They'rein the magter'squarters! In therel”

Tigereye tossed the heavy blaster pistol to Cutter as he unsheathed

his vibro-ax.



" Set weagpons to sun. We need those children dive.”

"I'm coming too," Brixie stepped forward, shaking, still clenching Lex

Kempo's scormtrooper rifle with whitened knuckles. Tigereye gestured

a the guard.

"No. You haveto watch him."

Brixie pivoted and shot the guard using the blaster riflés stun

Setting at point-blank range. The guard dumped over into

UNCONSCi OUSNESS.

"He's going nowhere," shereplied tersaly as she inserted two stun

grenadesinto therifle launcher.

Tigereye and Cultter regarded each other, surprised.

Muffled blaster fire erupted from somewhere behind the door, followed

by apainful scream. Tigereye gestured to Cuitter at the door

controls.

"Openit. Now!"

Thewell-gppointed domain of the dave master was almost completely

dark. The dave master himsdlf was dead, dumped over in his



lounger.

Brixieimmediately took a step toward the young girl and her brother

gl chained to thewall, but Tigereye held her back.

From the way they were cowering in silence, he could tell something was

not right.

"Someone elseisin here" Tigereye whispered.

"That is correct," avoice from the dark declared.

Crouching low, the mercenaries separated as they made their way into

the cabin. As she moved past the lounger, Brixi€'s foot grazed

something soft. Sheinhaed sharply as she saw thetorn throat of a

dead dave girl lying on thefloor, ahold-out blaster till clutched

in her tiny hands. The dave master's guards lay dead close by.

"'She saw an opportunity to escape,” the voice explained

matter-of-factly. "I had to convince her otherwise.

Take agood look, mercenaries. Y our fate will be the same ashers.”

A shapelunged at Cuitter, sending him sprawling across the floor.

In just moments, the shape gppeared again, claws burying deep inside



Brixi€'s protective vest. Thething shoved her into thewall, knocking

her sensdess.

The stormtrooper rifle clattered to the floor.

Holding her injured head and side, she heard more fighting.

Trying to focus, she saw their attacker stand againgt the dim light of

the cabin's viewportsfor only amoment. Sheimmediately recognized

the shaggy, black-furred creature from her medical training at the

univergty. No wonder the lights were out!

"lItsaDefd! A wrath!"

Tigereye found the cabin's lighting controls and flipped them to their

maximum seiting. Glowspheresfilled the room with brightness.

Theterrifying creature screamed in agony, trying to shield its eyes

from the powerful lights,

Surrounded and blinded, the Defel spun around wildly.

Brixie had picked up the stormtrooper blaster rifle. Hugo Cuiter was

back up on hisfeet, blaster pistol in hand, hisface badly bruised.



Sully Tigereye's gaze narrowed to a chilled yellow as he took a step

forward, vibro-ax in hand.

"The only fate you should be worrying about . . . isyour own."

The cargo ship, dmost fully laden with freed daves, climbed dowly
into the sky above Gabredor 111. Below on the night-eclipsed surface

of the planet, the destroyed daver camp burned with avengeance.

Tigereye had made it a point that they should leave plenty of Red Moon
marksfor dl to find there. Knowing they had been targeted, the
Karazak Savers Guild would have to look long and hard for another

place to conduct its business.

And with the children of the Gola ambassador safely aboard the ship,

the Pentagtar Alignment had lost aswll.

In Brixi€'s heart, it was ahollow victory. They had tried to search

the wreckage of the command bunker, but the
firewas smply too hot.

She sat in achair on the transport's bridge keeping to hersdlf as

Tigereye and Cutter familiarized themsel ves with the ship's astrogation

controls. Shefinaly thought about taking the helmet off her heed.

With atired sgh, she undid the Straps and et the helmet fdl to the



deck beside her fect.

Tigereyelooked over at the sound. During her training, it had been
difficult for her to judge the Trunsk--to separate reputation from
redity. The same clawed hands which had so eagerly torn the Defd to
pieces were the same hands which gladly unlocked the pain collars of

dozens of daves.

Shefindly redized why he had chosen her for thismission.

There were some things that cannot come with training or preparation,
they must be experienced and felt. Brixie had experienced the
camaraderie and the fear, seen the violence and death that was al part
of thelife of the blaster-forhire. For abrief moment, Tigereye's
expression softened. He and Hugo would mourn the loss of their

lifetimefriend in their own ways.

Her gazefell upon the bridge's visua screens.

Gabredor 111 wasfaling dowly away. Shefound hersdf wishing Lex
was here, wondering what his reaction would have been to her

redization. He probably would have just winked &t her.

Then she saw the remains of the daver camp on the screens. A chill
ran down her pine--there was something familiar about the shape of

fires down there. Kempo's voice echoed in her mind. In hisown words,



the path finder had indeed gone out in ablaze of glory.

From hundreds of kilometers above, the explosion that had flattened the

command bunker appeared like afiercely glowing crescent . . .

A red moon.

Saying Dragons

-by Angela Phillips Improper Passcode---Access Denied . . . Improper

PasscodeAccess Denied . . .

Improper PasscodeAccess Denied . . .

A plume of smoke from the end of the canyon heraded the approach of

the dragon. Veni drew closer to hiselder Sster as Vici activated her

light-saber.”

"Veni trembled a the sound of 20 powerful reptilian legs plunging

toward him in deadly synchronization.

But Vici was not afraid. Though only 16 yearsold, she held the mighty

power of the Forcetightly in her hands. The dragon drew closer.”

Vweep! Access Granted . . .



Shannon V oorson set her story platform aside and turned back to the

monitor. Findly, she muttered.

This code had taken longer to dice than usud. Still, shereflected,

any code one computer can generate, another can imitate.

First Law of Slicing. Now, she thought, let's seeif we've found

anythinginteresting . . .

"Oh, yuck," she sighed when she saw the contents of thefile shedd
entered: aregister of Sx new Star Destroyers nearing completion at
the nearby Kuat Drive Y ards. What stupid namesthey have, she
thought--the Impervious, the Penetrator, the Inflexible, the
Indomitable, the Inexorable, and the Exterminator. If | were naming
Star Destroyers, shethought, I'd give them names like the Iron Hand,
the Raptor, or the Titania. Still, what do you expect from people with
0 littleimagination they let computers come up with their access

codes?

Shannon heard voices through the thin pre-fab walls of her room;
someone had entered the apartment, and her parents were greeting the
vigtor. Deciding to investigate, she saved the Star Destroyer files

under the password "dumbnames' and shut down her computer's code

program.



The Voorson family had been techs at Kuat Freight Port for

generdions.

Most of them had spent their entire lives aboard the station--they were
born in the company Wellness Center, educated in the company schoal,

apprenticed to and then hired by Kuat Port Support Services.

They married co-workers, raised their familiesin company housing, and

rarely |eft the Station, even to go so far asthe planet Kuat itsdlf.

There was no reason to |eave--the company stores on the station
provided everything they needed, the pay and benefits for KFP workers
were among the best in the system, and they had the pride and
satisfaction of knowing that, as members of the Kuat Engineering
conglomerate, they were helping build the finest sarshipsinthe

gdaxy. Still, every so often aVoorson would ook beyond the
comfortable walls of a station gpartment to see what the rest of the
thousand-thousand worlds had to offer. Shannon's cousin, Deen, was one

of these wandering VVoorsons.

"Deen!" she squeded excitedly at the sght of the - young man

embracing her father. "Oh, Deen, it'syou!

Yourefindly herel Where have you been? What have you been

doing?"



Shannon leapt at the guest.

Her cousin turned to catch her. "Hey, Little Bit, I've miSSed you!

Oof!" He 'grunted, as hetried to lift her off the floor.

"You'vegrown, Little Bit let melook at you!

You're so tal now, and your hair is so long--when | |eft, you were a

baby, with braids only to your ears, and Aunt Nell had you deep witha

scarf on to keep them from standing straight up in the morning!™

Nell VVoorson nodded, and smiled wryly. "Now | have to keep her from

chewing theends."

"Oh, Deen," said Shannon, "1've missed you so-come and see my room!

Itsdl different now and | have my own computer and everything!” She

tugged on his hand.

Deen smiled indulgently &t the child. "I've missed you, too, Little

Bit, but don't you think your parents want to talk to me too?"

"Oh, gowith her, Deen," said Nell. "Y ou can talk while Johan and |

get supper on.”



"I can't believe you'reredly here," said Shannon, hopping up and

down in the center of her room. "It's been four whole yearsl What

have you been doing?'

"Saying dragons.”

Shannon laughed. "No, Deen, redly!"

"Redly! Wdll, sort of. Helping to day artificid drag-ons--I've

been working asatech.” Hetook a seat next to Shannon's computer.

"Where?'

"Oh, different places,” he said. His dark eyes wandered over the

room.

"Areyou gill reading those old stories grandmother gave you?' he

asked as he spotted the story platform on her computer.

"Yep," sad Shannon, "even though Mother says | should outgrow them,

likedolls"

"l don't see many dolls here," said Deen.



"Yep. | likecomputersnow. I'madicer. | candiceinto

anything.”

"Anything?" Deen asked, chuckling.

"Anything. So who do you work for? What kind of work do you do?

Do you get paid alot? Do you fix droids, or ships, or what?"

"Hey," said Deen, "one question at atime! | work for some friends|

made, right after | left here. They're good friends. | don't get paid

alot, but I likewhat I'm doing.

Mostly | work on ships. .."

"What kind?'

"Smal sarcraft, mostly, but some larger ones, and anything else that

my friends need fixed. | haveto beflexible."

"What's the hardest thing you've ever had to fix?"

Deen paused. "Wdl," he said, glancing at the closed bedroom door, "a

few months ago, | had to adapt some airspeedersto operate at 20

degreesbelow freezing . . ."



"And did they work?"

"Wl enough. .. That'sVici of Alderaan, isntit?" he asked,

pointing to the story platform on the computer.

"Yup, itsdill my favorite. Vici isso brave."

"One who has the Force need have no fear," Deen murmured.

"That'swhat Vici's grandfather tellsher. Say," Shannon asked, "did

you get achanceto visit Alderaan? Before. . ."

Deen shook hishead. "No. | never did. | wish | could have.

But | never had the chance."

"It'snot fair,” sad Shannon, settling on thefloor.

"That | never got to Alderaan?' asked her cousin.

"Thet they blew it up. Stupid Empire. Why'd they do it?

Grandmother dways said Alderaan was a planet of peace and beauity.

There weren't any weaponsthere. Why'd they do it?'



"Because of that," said Deen, pointing.

"Because of my gory platform?”

"Because of that story,” said Deen. "That story, and otherslikeit.

The stories of Alderaan were more dangerous to the Emperor than any

wespon."

"How can a story be more dangerous than aweapon?' asked Shannon.

"Because of theideasinit. On Alderaan, people fill believed in the

Force. On Alderaan, people remembered the Jedi Knights and the Old
Republic. The people of Alderaan remembered the way thingswerein the
gaaxy before the coming of the Empire, before the days of hate and

fear. And their Sories, librariesand universtiesheld dl of the

ideasthat can destroy the Emperor--that love is stronger than hate,

that people are stronger than weapons, that combined together the

peoplein this galaxy have a strength the Emperor can never oppose.”

Deen's eyes were shining.

"So the Emperor,” said Shannon, "destroyed Alderaan to destroy al

theseidess?'



"Hetried," said Deen, "but he didn't succeed. He can never succeed.

Theonly way for himto control dl theideasin the galaxy would be
for himtokill or endave everyonein the gdaxy, and that's

impossble. Hecan't
win. The more crimes he commits, the more

peoplewill sand uptofight him.. .."

"Deen,” asked Shannon, "are you a Rebd ?"

Deen put ahand to his mouth.

"It'sdl right," Shannon added, "1 won't tell anybody.

Not even Mom and Dad. Here," she said, switching to the compuiter,
"look what | found today. Just before you got here. I'll giveyou a

copy if youwarnt . . ."

"How did you accessthis?' Deen asked, staring at thelist of Star

Destroyers. "Do you haveany idea. . ."

"It'seasy to diceinto Imperid files; they have computer-rigged
pass-names. | make up my own codes mysdlf. Usudly animd names like
'nerf,’ or "bhillen,’ or even'dog."" "I can't believethis" Deen

said, il reading the data-screen.



"Do you know what thisisworth--do you know what will happen to you if

someone catches you at this?"

"No one's ever gotten past my codes,” said Shannon proudly.

"Maybe no one's ever conddered investigating thefiles of a
nine-year-old girl," said Deen. "Y ou've got to stop this-you'll get

yoursdlf killed!"

Shannon bit her lip. "Does that mean you don't want copies of the

files?'

Mistress VVoorson called them to dinner, cutting off D een's answer.

Gathered around a pot of stewed bhillen, the family discussed the |ast
four years: Shannon's schooling, Néll's promotion to senior docking
supervisor of Kuat Freight Port, Johan and Deen'swork as techs. Johan

complained about impatient starship captains expecting miracles.

Deentold horror stories of combatting hest, cold, humidity, dust, ice,

offengveflora, fauna, microbes, and every other threat to machinery

on backwater worlds he neglected to name.

"Y ou actualy found moss growing in the ships coolant coils?'



asked Johan.

"Yep," sad Deen. "Two hours before launch.”

"Did you get 'em cleaned up intime?"

Deen grinned. "Skin of our teeth.”

"The Force waswith you," hisuncle said.

Nell frowned dightly. "It's good to have you home, Deen, after so

long. | was beginning to think you'd left usfor good. And now," she

said, "hereyou are. Areyou introuble, Deen? Do you need

anything?”

"Nell," her husband protested, “can't aboy fly in without an ulterior

motive?'

Deen stared at hisplate. "Actudly," he said, poking his custard with

aspoon, "l waswondering . . ."

"Ah, hereit comes,” said Ndll.

"My friends," Deen continued, "the ones| work with . . . They've had

some problems lately, lost alot of equipment . . ."



"Logt?" asked Nell.

"Uh, yeah, damaged. Beyond repair.”

"How?' asked Johan.

"Wdl . .. therewere alot of asteroids, and---it'salong story,

but the point is, we need a Colony Class 23669 power generator, and .

"Why don't you contact the factory, then?" asked Nell.

"If you put your order in now, you could have the generator in Six

months or less, barring rush orders from Imperia Procurement.”

"We need it sooner than that, and we've heard a generator's being

shipped out of hereto an Imperia outpost within two weeks."

"] don't see what that has to do with you," said Johan.

"Well, see, Aunt Ndll, you control the docking stations, and we figured

if we could arrange docking clearance, you could dip in our barge

driver in place of the Imperids . . ."



"l cannot believe,” Ndl said, "that Y Ou are itting a my dining table

talking about hijacking 25 million credits
worth of power generator as

if you were asking to borrow a speeder.”

"But Aunt Ndl . . ."

"Y ou're taking about stedling that generator, aren't you?”'

"But. ..wecouldpay you. .."

Nell's mouth fell open. Johan found hisvoice. "Deen, do you hear

what you're saying? Thisisn't just another prank, likethetimeyou

diced into the school comm-system with phony evacuation drills.

"Thisistreason,” Ndl finished. "Deen, | don't want to hear another

word about these so-caled friends of yours.

Now, because you're my nephew, I'm not going to turn you in and we're

al going to pretend this conversation never happened. Isthat

perfectly clear?

Themed ended in slence.



Shannon couldn't deep that night. Hearing voicesfrom her parents

room, she crept to their door to listen.

"The Alliance is desperate for equipment, Ndll!™

"Doyou think | care? Johan, that Alliance will never feed my family

or give Shannon an education that'll get her off this station®?

"But the Empire. . ."

"... Ownsthis system, and everything init. Induding us. And they

have ways of disposing of traitors. Accidents. Johan, do you honestly

believe it was a coincidence your brother died in that reactor

malfunction less than aweek after held repaired those Rebels ship?

Nothing isworth the safety of my family, Johan, nothing. Not the

Alliance, not Alderaan . . ."

"Not even Deen?"

Shannon didn't stay to hear her mother's answer.

Deen left the next morning after atense, sllent breskfast.

"If you change your minds," he began.



"Wewon't," hisaunt said. "Now drop the subject.”

"But if you do," Deen persgted, "I'll bein-system for afew days.

Hereésasgnaller you can useto contact me," he said, dropping the
hand-held electronic device on atable near the door. "May the Force

be with you."

"Destroy that sgndler,” said Ndll after the door had closed.

"I'll doiit, Mom," said Shannon, snatching up the device and darting to
the reclamator. The gppliance disposed of the morning'strash with a
satisfying "crunch--but the sgndler remained hidden in Shannon's

pocket.

The elder Voorsons behaved asif Deen had never come; if Shannon
mentioned his"friends’ or hisrequest for aid, she was sent to her

room without discussion.

"l can't undergand it!" she said to herself on one such occasion.

It'snot asif the Sation doesn't mix stuff up al thetime, she

thought. Mother's aways complaining about this-or-that going

missng.



Bugsin the station net--that's what she dways says.

If she gave Deen that generator, everyone would just think it was

another computer misteke.. . .

Rolling out of her bed, Shannon flipped on her compuiter.

A few minutes and dices later, she had thelist of upcoming exports
scrolling across her screen. Thereit is, she thought, a CC-23669
generator, to be picked up at loading dock 42, at 1430 hours, five days
from now. All right, she thought, if | change the pickup date, Mother
will surely notice and stop us. Can't change the dock number either,

that would make ahuge fuss. But if | changed thetime. . . How long
doesit taketo link adriver to abarge? Daddy sayshecandoitin

less than an hour--would two hours be enough?

She changed the pickup time to 1230 and hoped her mother wouldn't

notice. Then she pulled Deen'ssigndl’er from under her pillow.

"Who areyou?" asked the security guard.

Shannon gulped and tried to look cute and harmless.

""Shannon Voorson, maam," she said.

"Oh, Shannon,” the woman said, recognizing the child, "why aren't you



a school yet? What're you doing here?'

Shannon knew that "1'm running away to join the Rebellion,” would not

be a popular answer to that question.

Fortunately, she had come prepared with alie.

"My daddy forgot hislunch, so'sI'm bringing it to him beforel go. A

bhillen sandwich--see?" She set her portable computer down and opened

the thermabag to thrust it into the guard's face so that she was sure

to catch the aromaof Bestinnian tang-root.

"Oh, ah, yeah, sure," said the guard, pulling back and blinking.

"Go find your daddy. I'm sure hell loveit.”

"Thanks," said Shannon. She bolted off, thinking that raw tang-root

was pretty stinky, but there was no way that guard was going to dig

past it and find Deen'ssigndler.

She continued down the corridor toward her father'swork areafor afew

more steps, ducked into an alcove, peeked out to see that the guard was

gone, and then doubled back toward dock 42.

Thetechs hadn't arrived at the dock yet that morning, so Shannon had



no trouble dicing her way into the cargo container with afew
connecting cables from her portable computer. After asurprisngly
long crawl over, under, and around the generator to the front of the

container, she settled down with her book-chipsto wait for Deen.

"Y ou surethisll work, Deen?" said Boo Rawl, captain of the Rebel

barge driver Long Run.

"For the thousandth time Boo, yes! My aunt is the docking supervisor
at thisport. Shewouldn't have sgndled for usto comeif shedidn't

have everything a this
end arranged. | didn't live through the

evacuation of Echo Basejust to get blown out of the sky by my own

family."

"I'm not nearly asworried about your family as| am about what you've

doneto my sublight engines" said Boo.

"I didn't do athing to your precious engines, Boo," said Deen, "dl |
did was add an ST box so the port will read our transponder signal as
the Imperid driver's. Standard Operating Procedure, straight out of

Cracken'sFidd Guide--1 do it dl thetime."

"Y eah, well, you seemed to be getting pretty closeto my cobulators

with that hydrospanner . . ."



"Oh, quit griping and hail the port--we're practicaly on top of

them."

Boo Rawl shrugged and opened achannd. "Kuat Freight Port, thisis

Drive Craft 36DD, requesting permission to link with the bargeiin .

.." Boo paused to check adatapad. "L oading dock 42."

"Drive craft, your transponder sgnd isunclear, "said acold voice

from the gtation, "Please tranamit clearance code to confirm your

identity."

Boo gave Deen apointed stare as he sent out the code.

"Uh, sorry about the transponder, Kuat," he said, "new tech on board

was tweaking the sublights, obvioudy got alittle carried away."

"|dentity confirmed," answered the controller, uninter-ested in Boo's

explanations. 'Driver DeeDee, you are early.

Link techswill be at dock 42 at 1430."

Boo turned again to Deen, who gestured innocence but said nothing.

"Ah, are you sure about that, Kuat?' asked BOo. "My orders say pickup

at 1230."



"I will check, DeeDee" said the controller.

Boo shut off the comm. "Ian't that one of your aunt's people?”

Deen nodded.

"Then what's the problem?”

“I dunno. . ."

Kuat hailed the driver: "It seemsyou areright, driver DeeDee," said

the controller. "You arelisted for 1230. . ." Deen smirked at

Boo.

"However, therewill be adight delay--the techs orders say 1430.

They will be back on duty within the hour."

"No problem, Kuat, I'll wait," said Boo. He shut down the comm

agan.

"Now what?' he asked Deen.

"Wewait for the techsto finish lunch, likeyou said.”



Boorolled hiseyes. "What if Security decidesto vist uswhilewere

waiting?'

"Boo, you worry as much asmy friend Voren," said Deen.

"Security'll be on bregk too."

"Y eah, off playing Whack-a-Bothan, or Bobbing for Cdamari.” Boo

gghed. "I hatewaiting,” hesaid.

"Hndly! | thought they'd take forever!" said Boo asthey received
the sgnd that the last of the linking clamps had secured the cargo
container to the barge driver. "Kuat, thisisdriver DeeDee," he said,
cutting off the latest scarlet-rated offering of Billi B and the

Paradise Gang and hailing the sation. "I've linked up to the barge

here, and I'd like to check the cargo before | leave.”

"Go ahead, DeeDee"

"All right, Deen," Boo said as he cut the comm. "She'sdl ours.

Let'stake aquick peek and vanish before the real barge driver DeeDee

showsup."

Deen entered the airlock connecting the access hatch on the cargo



container.

"Isthe generator dl right?" asked Boo as Deen entered the hold.

"The generator is huge--you don't really want me to spend two days

ingoecting . . . Waita. .."

"What?'

"l saw something move. . ."

"Hi, Deen!" said Shannon, popping into view. "Isthisthe generator

you wanted?'

"Shannon!"

"Who'sthekid?' Boo asked.

"My cousin. . . Shannon, does your mother know you'rein here?"

"Of course not. Wed better get moving."

"We?' said Deen. "What do you mean, we?'

"I'm joining the Rebellion,” she answered, hauling out her portable



computer. "Now come on, we've got to go,” "Absolutely not,” said

Deen.

"Y ou are going straight back home."

"How?" said Boo. "The dock's been depressurized, and I'm not too
thrilled with theidea of caling the techs back, having them unlink us
and re-pressurize the dock, explaining the kid to Security, and then
waiting to get linked up again. I'm not crazy about dragging some poor

kid into danger, but we have no choice. She'son for the haul.”

"Hesright," said Shannon, climbing into the driver cab. "Closethose

hatches and let's go!"

"But . .." Deen began.

"The Imperid driver will beherein. . . lessthan 30 minutes,” said

Shannon, checking her chrono. "Set our coordinates for hyperspace,

comrade,”" shetold Boo.

"Name's Boo. Now keep quiet, kid, | gottatalk to your mom'sfolks."

Shannon nodded. Deen stood in shock.

"Kuat, thisis barge driver DeeDee. My cargo is secure and I'm ready

to go."



"Affirmative, Driver DeeDee," said the controller. ™Y ou may leave port

when ready; thank you for choosing Kuat Engineering and please be

careful of repair drones on your way out.”

"No problem, Kuat," said Boo, "and thanks for everything."

He began piloting the barge away from the dock.

"Thisisdmost too easy," he said. "Deen, your aunt isthe best .

"What did she haveto dowith it?' asked Shannon. "l set thewhole

thing up!"

"What do you mean, you st it up?" asked Deen.

"Mom was too scared to help you--you knew that, Deen," Shannon said.

"So | changed the pickup time.”

"And AuntNdl . .."



"Doesn't know athing."

Boo was astonished. "Thekid set thisup? I'm impressed.

Great cousin you got here, Deen. Though it would've been niceif shed

gotten the techs here sooner.”

"Sorry, Boo, |, uh, sort of forgot to change their orders,” said

Shannon. "How long 'till we can jump?’

"Weve just cleared tractor beam range--let me get past that one drive

craft. .. Aw, no, | don't bdieveit!"

"What?' asked Shannon.

"See ahead? That'sthered barge driver 36DD, cometo pick up the

generator.”

"You sure?' asked Deen.

The comm light flashed. "Unknown Driver," said the contraller, "return

to dock immediately.”

The three Rebdlslooked at each other.



"Keegp going,” said Deen.

"Repest," said the controller, "unknown Driver, return your bargeto

dock and you will not be harmed.”

"Yeah, right,” muttered Boo.

The Imperia drive craft positioned itself between the Rebelsand the

Spacelane.

"Get around it!" said Shannon.

"How?' said Boo. "The Long Run ain't no snub-fighter linked to a

loaded barge, it moveslike adrunken Huit . . ."

"What'sitsshidd tolerance like?' asked Deen, pointing out the
viewport, where at least adozen TIE fighters were converging on

them.

"Oh, beautiful," said Boo, "I knew thiswastoo essy."

The comm light blinked again. "Unidentified Driver," said afamiliar
femaevoice, "thisis Senior Controller VVoorson with your find
warning. Reverse your heading and return to dock 42, or our security

forceswill openfire”



"Lovey," Boo muttered. "Deen, take the guns. Blast anything between

us and freedom."

"Wait," said Deen, "I have an idea--Shannon, follow my lead,” he said,

dapping the comm pand.

"Controller Voorson," he said, "cal off your attack. \We have your

daughter.” He nudged Shannon.

"Mom, Mom, it'sme! Don't shoot!" shesaid.

The comm pand wasslent.

"You think that'll stop 'em?" Shannon asked.

Laser blasts bounced off the driver's shieds.

"Theresyour answer," said Boo. "Takethe guns, Deen!”

Deen hit thefiring buttons. The small turbolasers managed to hit two

oncoming TIES, and three more were disabled by flying debris. Deen

kept firing.

"Rebe Driver," said Nell Voorson, her voice touched with panic, "turn

back now. Security will not permit you to escape.”



"Weain't askin' for permisson!” shouted Boo, continuing to plow
forward. A TIE'ssolar pand clipped their shidds; the TIE flew

goart, colliding with one of itsfellows.

"Boo, the shields are gonnago any second,” said Deen, il blagting

at therr attackers.

"Rebd barge driver," said Nell Voorson, "thisis pointless.

Stop now or be destroyed . . ."

"Sorry, Auntie, there's no going back now!" said Boo.

"Rebd . .. Deen!” Nél pleaded. "Deen, think of what you're

doing--think of Shannon --Security won't listen to me!™ she shouted,

"they won't let you go!"

"I'm sorry, Aunt Nell," Deen began.

"Watchthe TIES" Boo warned; the stream of tiny fighters continued to

pour at them.

"We're gonnahit that driver!" Shannon cried asthe Imperid barge

36DD loomed before them.



"Not if they're smarter than we are," said Boo.

Deen bit hislip and Shannon covered her eyes asthe drivers

converged.

Nell VVoorson's voice continued to beg
for' sanity over the comm

pand.

A bead of swest rolled down Boo'sface. "I don't think they're gonna

At thelast moment, the Imperia driver ducked beneath the Long Run.

Their shields brushed, buckled, and collgpsed as they zoomed past the
other ship and into clear space. Four laser boltsfrom four different
TIEs burst past the Long Run just as Boo pulled the jump levers, dl

three Rebels held their breath as the starlines merged into the blur of

hyperspace.

"Arewe safe now, Boo, are we safe?" asked Shannon.

"Depends on two things,” said Boo. "First, whether or not your mother



caled ahead to Venir or Renegg for Interdictors. . ."

"And whether or not we hit somebody," Deen finished.

Shannon crept into her cousin's lap and laid her head on his

shoulder.

All three Rebelsremained tense, slent, waiting for either afatal

crash or ajerk out of hyperspaceinto Imperia custody.

The minutes dragged on. Shannon redlized that, whether shelived or

died, she would never see her parents again; she began to cry. Deen

held her close, wiping her tears and rocking her.

"Hey," said Boo softly, "it's been 30 minutes. Were clear.”

"Wereaway?" said Shannon.

Boo nodded. "Free and clear, kid we cometo the Alliance."

"Little Bit," said Deen, "I'm sorry | got you into this.. . ."

"I'm not," said Shannon, putting on asmile. "Come on, now,

Deen---let's go day some dragons.”

Do No Harm



by Erin Endore It dl seemed pretty straightforward the day | was

cdled into Commander Briessen's office. "Temporary detached duty,” he
cdledit. Naturaly | wondered what kind of detached duty a
hospital-ship medic warranted, but | didn't have to wonder very
long--only until Lieutenant Hadam showed up: | haveto say he didn't

look like atopnotch commando.

A couple of centimeterstdler than |, light brown hair thinning on

top, pae blue eyes, roundish face, dender
build; he looked likean

accountant. But everyonein the Rebellion knew hisreputation by

then..What could he possibly want with me?

| found out in short order. Gebnerret Vibrion, the political head of
another Rebd cell, had been captured by the Imps and was undergoing
interrogation on Selnesh, anotorious prison planet in the Irishi

Sector. He knew too much to beleft in custody; he had to be either
broken out or killed quickly. Okay, | could understand that. | hadn't
been with the Rebellion very long, but even | knew that given enough
time, anyone could and would break under interrogation: physica

torture, drugs, thrests to |oved ones--everyone has a breaking point.

So where did amedic comeinto the picture? It turned out Vibrion was
arather ederly human maewith Zithrom's syndrome, akidney problem

requiring him to take continuous doses of Clondex in order to stay



dive It wasapretty sure bet the Impswouldn't be taking tender
care of hismedica problems. Even worse, before he died held go into

ddirium.

And who knew what secrets he'd give away then?

So | reported to the mission briefing with no small amount of
apprehension. | hadn't joined the Rebellion for alife of adventure;

I'd 9gned on to save lives. (Skies, that sounds pompous. It'smore
accurate to say 1'd signed on for a steady job doing what 1'm good at,
for the benefit of the Good Guys.) | felt even more out of placewhen |
met the other team members, commandos al: Mdenna, atiny, cheerful,
exquistdy beautiful woman with acap of loose golden curlsand the
coldest blue eyes|'ve ever seen; Gowan, abig dark guy, definitely the
strong silent type; Enkhet, atdl, skinny, pae kid whose appearance
fairly screamed "dicer”; Liak, a(relaively) smal Wookiee with long
golden-brown fur and an dmost palpable aura of cam about him; and

Hadam, regarding usdl with his coolly andyticd gaze.

"Theplan,” he said after along moment, "isto get in, get Vibrion,
and get out as quietly as possible. WEe're not going to take down the

I nterrogation Center; we're not
going to daughter Imps, we're not out

for glory. Were gonnaget Vibrion. Period.”

Histone of voice was making me uneasy. "Get him in what sense?’



| asked.

"In whatever sense we haveto,” Hadam replied camly, "If we can
evacuate him, fine. If we can't, we can give him aquicker and easier
death than the Imps will, and we can keep him from talking. Have you
got aproblem with that, Doctor Leith?' He stressed thetitlejust a

little

Actudly, | did. | could see hispoint: burdened with anonambulatory
rescuee, there was almost no chance the team would make it out

intact.

On the other hand, | was a doctor, and my job wasto do everything |
could to save my patient. | kept my mouth shut for the moment, but the
twigting sensation in the pit of my stomach was picking up

congderably.

"S0," he addressed the others. "Basic very-dumb-orphan

scoop-and-run--you've done it a hundred times.

Weinfiltrate the center incognito--Meenna, Liak, you'rethe

prisoners, standard smugglers-suspected-of-Rebel -sympathies scenario.

Gowan and Enkhet are storm-trooper guards, I'm the officer in charge.



Aurin--" heturned to me, "you'll have to be another prisoner. You're
taking passage with Melennaand Liak to Sestooine, you've been picked
up by mistake, and you don't know anything about anything. Just keep
your mouth shut and you'l do fine. How much equipment will you need

to bring?’

Luckily I'd had the foresight to think this out ahead of time. "'l can
manage with one medpac,” | replied alittle shortly. "I'll need to

pack it with extra Clondex and some specia equipment.”

"Good. WElIl get to the prison sector, find out where heis, then get

rid of the guards and break into his cell.

Onceweget in, your job isto get him dert and moving quickly if at

dl possible. If you can't, well haveto. . .

bresk out without him." The others nodded casually; | had the feding

his hestation was entirdly for my benefit.

"Once he's up, we get back to the shuttle. For this part, welll take
the repair accesstunnels.” He touched a button on the tabletop
console, and a holographic schematic of an Imperid-styleingtallation
leaped out of the center of the table; another adjustment, and a series
of passageswere outlined in red. The route from the prison cdllsto

the docking bays was long, tortuous, and confusing.



Meennachuckled. "Thisiswhere Liak comesin. Hispeople are
tree-dwdlers; he can find hisway through any strange maze of branches
with never awrong turn. For some reason it works on space stations as

well. We don't understand it, but we don't argue with it."

"Thetractor beam'sjust asingle," Hadam continued.

"Weak design--saysthey don't think anyone can escape.

Gowan, you'l bresk into the main computer and disengage it while our

medic hereisfixing Vibrion. At full power and with some of Enkhet's

fancy ship-handling, we should be able to bresk free long enough to

make the jump to hyperspace. Questions?"

If anyone ese had any, they weren't admitting it; the only response

was aseries of crigp nods from the other team members. | had one, and

it was bothering me enough that | didn't even react to the interesting

fact that Gowan and not Enkhet was the computer jock.

Hadam looked a me sharply, but only said, "Okay, dismissed.

Well meet outside the shuttle at 0600 tomorrow, bay 36.

Get some deep, everyone. Aurin, say amoment, please.”



Onceweweredone, | said, "Y ou left something out of the briefing.

What if | can't get him moving? | don't think you mean for usto just

go off and leave him dive. Who getsto do the dirty deed?"

"Frankly, I'd rather have amedica droid dong,” Has-lam said

coally.

"Put aglitchinits programming, and it does exactly what the misson
calsfor and it doesn't develop any mora scruples a the last

minute.

Unfortunately, Emdees are expensive. Human medics are alot cheaper

and easier to replace.”

"Niceto know I'm expendable,” | murmured under
my breath.

Hadam ignored the comment, but after amoment some of the coldness

faded from hisface, leaving alook of amost--helplessness,

"Aurin, | don't get any thrill out of killing. I've got ajob to do
here, just likeyou. Thefact is, we can't leave himto die at the

hands of the Imperids, or of hisdisease.



Andit'snot just because of the information helll spill.

Interrogationis. . . well, not apleasant way to die. | want to get
him out as much as you do, but it may not be possible. The question
is, if it comesto that--can you give him something to make it quick

and easy for him?'

"Youreasking metokill him. | can't do that." If | was sure of

nothing elsein thisconfusion, | was sure of that much. Apart from

any other considerations, I'd sworn an oath before they let me out of

the Byblos Academy of Medicine: boiled down, it consisted of "First, do

no harm."

Hadam wasn't surprised. "Okay," hesghed, "itsmy respongibility.

I'll take care of it." Then, inawhisper, "Blagt it, | wish they

wouldn't do thisto me."

| hesitated. | didn't likethe train of thought developing in my mind:
Look, if the guy'sgonnadie anyway, isn't it your job asaphysician

to make sure it as easy as possible? If we can't get him out, Hadam
isgonnashoot him. If you can't Square your conscience enough to
overdose him with potassum and make it fast and painless, can you a

least sedate him enough so he degpsthrough it?

But that meansI'm helping Hadam kill him. I'm being dragged along on



thismissonto save hislifeif it'sat dl possble, not to help end

it.

Y ou're on thismission to serve your patient as best you can, whether

it means saving hislife or heping him die aseasly aspossble.

Skies, | hatethis!

"l can give him some conergin,” | heard myself saying aboruptly. | was
dimly surprised to hear that my voice wasflat, Seady; my insgdes
certainly weren't. "It won't kill him, but it'll put him down deep

enough to let you do what you haveto.”

Hadam looked up sharply. "Youll hdp me?

"Il hdpyou. But only after I'vetried everything | canto get him
moving and out of there. And thisisamedica problem, not amilitary
one. It hasto bemy decision. Not yours." | held hiseyeswith my
own, feding sick. "If that's not acceptable, you and the Rebellion

can find yoursalves another medic. Or adroid.”

"Done," Hadam replied, grasping my wrigt asif closing abusiness

deal. Which, of course, wewere.

Theflight to Selnesh wasrdatively short, only four daysin



hyperspace. Of course, four dayswith the dilemmal had hanging over
my head is an eternity and then some. | spent them packing and
repacking my medpac for greatest efficiency, mentdly reviewing the
resuscitation plan, and getting used to the weight of the hold-out
blaster up my left deeve. Meennahad handed it to me just after

boarding as a matter of course.

"Wait!" I'd blurted. "l don't want this. | don't even know how to

Useit."

"Red smple”" Mdennashrugged. "Point and shoot.”

"But | don't want it! I'm adoctor! | don't shoot people!™

"Thisgo-around, you may haveto." Disgustedly, Meenna pushed up my
tunic deeve, fastened-the little holster around my forearm, and

snapped it down with afinal-sounding click. "If you cant, don't.

Just try not to shoot any of us, okay?"

We popped back into normal space over Selnesh about the mid-afternoon
of thefourth day. If I'd set out to build a prison planet from the

core outward, thiswould have beenit: agray rocky bal inthe middle

of nowhere, its sun no more than abright bluish star. "Blesk" did not

even begin to describeit. The surface wastotdly bare of color or

vegetation. The sterile white plasteel dome of the prison sat likea



fungus directly below us as we descended.

Therewas literaly nowhere e seto go on thisworld that
would

support life for more than afew hours. | could see why nobody escaped

from here.

While Enkhet, aready in his stormtrooper armor, exchanged code strings

and pleasantries with the docking bay, the rest of uslined upin

preparation for deception.

Meennawore free-trader's gear, Liak only hisfur, and | aplain
civilian tunic and trousers, the precious medpac was fastened around my
waist under theloose, long tunic. All three of usworewrist

binders.

Gowan, dso in armor, held a blaster rifle carefully pointed &t the
floor. Hadlam wasin agray officer's uniform and looked, &t least to

me, thoroughly officid and intimidating.

Thejar of landing in the bay was dight; evidently Enkhet was as good
apilot as everyone said he was. | dlenched my figstightly, the cut
of the bindersinto my wristsannouncing, | don't likethis. | want to

go home. Right now. I'm not cut out for alife of adventure.

Somehow sensing my nervousness, Liak turned around and growled



something incomprehens ble but reassuring-sounding.

"Pretend you'rein aholovid," Mdenna suggested brightly.

"Paying the part of aprisoner. That'swhat | do.

Just don't say anything. Let the Lieutenant do the talk-ing-it's what

he'sherefor."

"Thanks," | muttered. Nerves dways take mein the somach, and mine

was turning somersaultsjust then. Better the sscomach than the hands,

anyway--a doctor had better have steady hands, whether she's nervous or

not.

Enkhet joined us from the cockpit. "All clear,” he announced

casudly.

"No chdlenge. They sound bored.”

"Good enough,” observed Hadam. "Let'smove out.”

Getting past the docking bay was alot easier than 1'd expected.

Hadam, doing a perfect imitation of an Imperid officer---clipped

gpeech, formd stance and dl--identified himsalf as one Lieutenant



Grailant, operating number 13398247, and us as smugglers and possible

Rebd sympathizers. The base commander, who looked as
if he'd heard

it al onetoo many times before, waved ustiredly back toward the

passage | figured had to lead to the holding area.

Wefiled down the gray hallway, ending up in alarge bay with

cell-lined halways branching off at regular intervas.

The centrd computer bank was inhabited by four stormtroopers holding
blaster rifles at least as big as the ones Enkhet and Gowan wielded,

and acrigply pressed officer type wearing captain'sinsgniawho

looked awhole lot more dert than his commander. The officer glanced
up aswe camein, and the troopers dl shifted dightly to am their
riflesnot precisdy at us but definitely in our direction. | suddenly

found it harder to breathe.

Part of my brain was serioudy considering saying "Count me out,
thanks, | don't want to play anymore,” turning around and walking back
to the ship. Since thiswould have ruined Hadam's pretty scenario,

and | wastoo frozen to move anyway, | kept still and silent.

Hadam repeated the name-rank-and-operating number business for the

officer, who (thank the skies) didn't seem inclined to be

chdlenging.



Instead, he helpfully fired up the computer and assigned the three of

uscdl numbers.

Prisoner processing apparently took place insde the cdlls, rather than

in the open area--to reduce the incidence of breaks, | guessed.

Since abreak was precisaly what we had planned, | didn't find this

information encouraging.

Enkhet pressed the muzzle of hisblaster into my back, pushing me

forward. Captain Whoever stepped forward to help get us hardened

criminasinto cdlsfor processng.

Hadam stopped him with an upraised hand.

"I'm going to have to ask you and your men to leave for afew

minutes.”

"What?' the captain asked blankly.

"I need you and your men to leave the areatemporarily.”

Hadam spoke even more quietly, with an air of complicity.

"I'mwith Intdligence. We suspect these prisoners have had accessto

top-secret information about the movements of various Rebel cells.



It's not that we don't trust a
loyd Imperid officer, but the

presence of these prisoners here has to be kept absolutely top secret

until interrogetion is complete. I'm sure you understand.”

"Does Commander Caton know about this?'

"No, and it'simportant to the war effort that no one knows just now.

| can't tell you any more. | shouldn't even have said thismuch, The

reason | brought them hereis because | know the reputation of this

base's officers and men. There's no more secure placein the

gelaxy.”

"l undergtand,” the captain said gravely, and motioned the troopersto

follow him out the door. Evidently flattery went along way.

"I'll dso haveto disable the security camerastemporarily.

Just until they're processed, you understand. No one must know of

their presence here.”

"Understood.” And it was as easy asthat. The Imps smply walked out

and closed the doors behind them.



Gowan, hdmet off, was dready dicing into the computer; after a

moment, the cameras mounted around the celling went dark.

Hadlam moved lightly around the room checking for | didn't know whet,

while Enkhet removed our binders.

Mdenna stretched her arms and hands forward to remove the stiffness.

"Y ou didn't have to tighten them quite so much," she complained

mildly.

"My handsare adeep.”

"Y ou're the one wanted to be convincing.”

Liak growled an admonishment, and the squabble--probably the latest

chapter in an ongoing saga--ceased.

Meanwhile, | was digging into my medpac again, assuring mysdlf one more

time that none of the precious equipment or drug vials was damaged.

Theticklish clenching of my muscles, the usud prelude to afull-bore

resuscitation, was beginning to push through my fear. "Whereishe?"

| demanded.



"I'mlooking," Gowan replied absently, his attention entirely occupied

by the flashing images on the screen.

"Okay, hereitis. Cell 2826."

"Well, comeon, let'sgo[" "Aurin," Hadam spoke quietly. "I'min

command of thismisson. Wegowhen | say."

"Hadam," | said in the sametone, "you got us past the Imps. Now it's
amedicd misson. That's my department, remember? Therésaman
dying in one of these cdlls. I've got work to do. Let medoit.” The
words"or dse’ hung intheair. | didn't know quite what "or else"
would involve, but Hadam redized | was serious anyway. He

half-laughed, haf-sghed, and gave the move-out sgndl.

The cdl was a the far end of the center hallway. While Enkhet sood
guard near the hal entrance---Gowan had stayed behind to compute some
more Hadam entered a complex code into the keypad at the side of the
door. It did opentoreved athin, gray-haired human maelying on

the pallet at thefar end of the small room. He rose haf up on one

elbow, eyeswidening at the sght of us. | absorbed details as | moved
quickly to his side, unstrgpping the medpac from around my wast: he

was very pae, hiseyes sunken and hislipsdry, indicating

dehydration, but he was awvake, aert and aware. 1'd been prepared for

apatient at desth's door, and was surprised at how relatively good he



looked.

"Isthisthe rescue party?' Hisvoice was soft and hoarse, but held a

hint of wry humor.

"That'sus." Medennahad followed close behind me, and gave him a
dazzling smile | suspected would get any man off adesthbed in short
order. Sheld probably intended it that way. "Anything to makethe
mission asuccess," shed commented briefly during theridein. If

flirting with the rescuee would help, shed doit.

"l wasn't . . . expecting you." He had to bresthe in the middle of

the short sentence; yes, he needed some help. During the exchangel
had been rapidly unpacking my equipment; now | placed the IAU
Intravenous A ccess Unit--on his upper chest and pressed the activation
switch. While the catheter burrowed through his skin in search of the

large subclavian vein leading directly to his
heart, | opened two

ampules of Clondex, one of endogenous steroid, acordine patch, and a
liter of serum-replacement solution, and laid them down ready to

hand.

Liak crouched beside me, ready to help if needed; Has-lam stayed alert

at the door.

"Hey," Meennaremarked, "never underestimate the power of awoman,”



"You'ein better shape than | thought you'd be," | commented as|

worked.

"I had threevidsof . . . Clondex when | got here. . . been

underdosing mysdf. | only . . . ran out two days ago.”

"How'd you get them past the body search?’ Meenna demanded.

"Swalowed them." Week as he was, Vibrion winked at her. Mdenna
followed this statement to itslogica conclusion and grimaced; funny,

| wouldn't have thought her the squeamish type. | ran the scanner over
his body, noting the small heart--another sign of dehydration--and the

shrunken kidneys and adrends, which went along with the Zithrom's.

Blood pressure was alittle low, heart rate alittle fast, but
otherwise everything looked pretty normd. | dlowed mysdf asigh of

relief. Thisisn't going to be asbad as| thought, thank the skies.

And remember, the next time Briessen wants to send you out on one of

these things, say no.

The AU clicked, and abackflow of darkish venous blood appeared in its
access chamber, indicating the catheter wasin thevein. | injected
thefirst unit of Clondex and the steroid rapidly, then started feeding

inthe serum solution asfast as | could. | had to be careful here;



giving alarge volume of fluid too fast could tip him over the other

way into lung and kidney falure.

"How'rewe doing?' Hadam asked. "Weve gotta move out soon."

"I need afew more minutes. Have they caught onto US?'

"No sgn yet," hesaid, "but let's not push our luck.

Liak, go open the access tunndl entrance and stand by."

Liak lumbered up from my side and out the door, ruffling my hair with

his big paw as he passed.

Thefluid bag was nearly empty; | squeezed it to get the last few drops
into my patient, then disconnected it. Already Vibrion waslooking
better, his eyes less sunken and color coming back into hisface. |
gave him the second round of Clondex, then dapped the cordine patch
onto his neck. Heflushed red, ahand going shakily to hisforehead as

the gtimulant took hold.

"The headache will passinaminute,” | said. "Thisll hep you keep

up. We need to get out of here. Can you st up?'

Vibrion nodded, wincing as| helped him to astting position and

rechecked hisblood pressure; it was holding steady. So far, so



good.

"Liak'sgot the tunnel open,” Hadam said, camly but with anote of
underlying urgency inhisvoice. | hauled Vibrion to astanding

position, Mdenna stepping in to get ashoulder under hisarm for
support, and rechecked the scanner's readings; his pulse had gone up 10
beats per minute to compensate for the change in body position, but

blood pressure remained stable.

"Okay?' | asked him,

"Okay." Hegmiled wanly. "Let'sgo."

The accesstunnd ran pardld dong the hdlway, abrightly lit, dusty
passage just tall enough to stand up in (Liak and Enkhet had to douch)
and just wide enough for one. Meenna, Vibrionand I, linked in the

tail position, shuffled sdeways. Liak led, followed by Enkhet and
Gowan; Hadam was in the middle, where he could monitor everyone at
once. It was dow going, with acouple of back-up-and-gtart-over
maneuversat fird. | hadn't the dightest ideawhere we were going,

and wasn't sureif | cared. I'd done what | came to do, and the
post-code ebb of unused adrendine had left me drained, flat, and

hun
gry. Mdenna, on the other hand, was looking keyed-up and

nervous.



"Thisistaking too long," she hissed at Hadam, just ahead of her.

"How long do you think it'll be before the Imps figure out something's

up? They'renct dl idiots, you know."

"I'm aware of that, Mdenna," Hadam said with careful calm.

"It'sonly been eleven minutes. We havetime.”

Eleven minutes? How could it only have been deven minutes?

It fdt like hours sncel'd walked into that cdll.

Liak grunted something from the head of the line, and we kept shuffling
aong. | glanced repeatedly up at Vibrion, reassessing his condition;
after afew minutes he was dripping swesat--it was hot in the tunnel and
noticeably paer asthe cordine flush wore off, but he gently squeezed
my shoulders and kept moving. It occurred to me that fragile asthe
old man appeared, anyone who--at his age, and burdened by chronic
illness--could found and run an entire cell of the Rebellion had to be

tougher than tempered titanium. He was certainly proving it now.

After along few minutes more of this business, we al stopped a a
sggnd from Liak: we were nearing the docking bay. The plan wasto

throw a concussion grenade into the bay while we remained under cover



in the tunnel; with the guards incapacitated and the tractor beam
hopefully deactivated, we would scurry to our stolen shuittle, take off,

and evade pursuit long enough to complete the run-to-jump for

hyperspace.

At lesd, that was the theory.

Weadl crouched down on the dusty floor of the tunnel, except Vibrion,
who sat down rather suddenly, asif hislegswould no longer hold

him.

Melenna propped him up against thewall while | scrabbled in the medpac
for another cordine patch. | wasn't sure of the wisdom of giving him
another round it might send him into heart failure but | wanted it

handy if hedid need it. A flash of white caught the corner of my eye

at the far curve of the corridor, and | glanced up.

A stormtrooper, flattened against the curving wall, was just edging

around the corner, blaster up and pointed directly at me.

Ambush, | thought, very coldly and clearly, astime dowed to ahalt
around me. | couldn't seem to get in a breath--the nauseated stunned
emptiness was amost exactly what I'd felt at age Sx, after fdling

off abalcony flat onto my stomach. But my mind, trained to function
logicdly inacriss, kept clicking right dong: Thereisnt timeto

warn Hadam. Y ou're blocking the others--they can't shoot around



you.

If youfdl, Vibrion'snextinline.

You've got ablaster.

My right hand pulled the little hold-out blaster from its holster under

my left deeve, leveled it a the trooper, and fired. The shot angled
upward just enough to pass between the breastplate and the bottom of
the hemet; it took him square in the throat, and he let out a choked
gurgle and dropped to his knees. His helmet flew off as he went down,
alowing meabrief glimpse of avery young man, light brown hair damp
with sweet and clinging to hisskull, clear gray eyeswidein

amazement, before he toppled flat onto hisface.

| had just time to be amazed that 1'd actualy hit him before | was
surrounded by blaster shots: Hadlam and the others had caught on to the
fact that something was going on behind us, and were shooting over my
head in a perfectly choreographed blast-and-duck pattern that said
they'd been in Stuationslike thisbefore. The rest of the troopers,

their cover blown, had moved around the corner into the open and were
blasting away at us. | arted to turn back, with some confused idea

of shielding Vibrion with my body, but Meennahissed & me, "Stay

down!"



Her stlatement was punctuated by adull, but extremely loud, explosion

from the direction of the docking bay that shook thewalls around us.

| swallowed to equalize the pressure in my ears and got off a couple of

random shots toward the troopers, at the same time groping be
hind me

with my left hand for Vibrion'swrist. His pulse was rapid and
dightly irregular, but strong; he squeezed my hand in wesk

reassurance.

During all this, I'd forgotten to try to breathe again. | gasped, and

ar rushed into my lungs, making me suddenly dizzy. | dropped my
forehead onto my wrist; curled awkwardly in asemi-fetal postion on
the floor, there wasn't much else | was capable of. | stayed there,
clutching Vibrion's hand, until someone sharply wrenched at my

shoulder.

"Comeon!" avoice shouted roughly. "Weregoing!"

| looked up to see Gowan bending over me, helmet off and a charred
crease of blaster burn danting across his forehead where abolt had
winged him. He grasped my wrist, hauled me to my feet, and dung me
forward toward the docking bay. Behind Uslay only ahegp of white

armor, the gray-eyed boy hidden beneath his comrades.

Thefloor of the bay was smilarly littered with the limp bodies of



troopers and officers, al knocked unconscious smultaneoudy by the

blast of Liak's concussion grenade.

Hadam, at the entrance waiting for us, grabbed my arm and dragged me
up the shuttle ramp just behind Meennaand Vibrion; hewas leaning

heavily on her shoulder, knees buckling and plainly on the verge of

collapse.

Gowan, following usin, hit the door latch and headed for the cockpit

at adead run; the engines were aready roaring in startup sequence.

Hadam dumped Vibrion and me onto the passenger seat, rapidly strapped

usin, then turned to follow Mdenna aft.

"Whereareyou going?' | gasped.

"Tomantheguns™ heflung back over his shoulder, not missng a

tep.

"Guns? | thought shuttles didn't have gund™

No answer but thejolting rise of the craft; then we were flung
backwards by the steep drag of acceleration as the shuttle shot

forward. The next few minutes were arough approximation of awhirling
repulsorlift ride I'd gone on once during a Coruscant Fete Week: moving

draight



up, down, sideways, in a corkscrew, and severa

less-conceivable directions, al at breakneck speed, in pitch darkness
(the cabin lights had gone out during the second high-speed maneuver),
and thistime with the added thrill of people shooting at us. | could
dimly hear Hadam and Meenna's casua crosstak asthey shot back;
evidently this shuttle did have guns. Vibrion wastoo far away for me
to reach, but sat crumpled in hisrestraints, his eyes sunken again

into his head but sparkling. People say emergency medicsare
excitement junkies, but thiswas getting ridiculous. Hadam wasright
about Enkhet's piloting, though; even | could tell hewasdoing a
superb job of keeping usin one piece. Findly therideturnedinto a
high-gravity Aurin sandwich, pressing the breath out of my lungs asthe

shuttle made the star-stretching jump to hyperspace.

The next few minuteswere ablur, as| got Vibrion settled more
comfortably and gave him some more fluid and another half-dose of
Clondex. Hadam had taken a blaster shot to the left shoulder, which
had managed to missthe great vessels and nerve plexus; | cleaned and
dressed his and Gowan's wounds. Melenna, who'd beenin plain view of
the troopers and without armor or any other form of protection, didn't

have ascratch on her.

"That'swhy we keep her around,” Enkhet quipped cheerfully, stralling

into the common room from the cockpit. "She'sour luck.”

Méennathumped him lightly on the top of the head with aderisive



chuckle, and Enkhet tugged teasingly on acurling golden strand.

| finished Hadam's dressing and was hafway through repacking the
medpac, thinking ahot drink sounded like agood idea, when the shakes
hit. | dways get alittle trembly after acode; usudly it passes off

after afew seconds, but thistimeit got steadily worse. | kndlt on

the deck-platesin the ‘corner of the common room, face turned to the

wall, while the ugly, jeering thoughts crawled around in my brain.

Y ou shot that trooper. You killed him. | thought you were supposed

to be adoctor, remember?

| had to! It washim or us.

Y eah, right. All that pious moraizing about your oaths, and do no

harm, and the sanctity of sentient life--and none of it really meant

anything, did it?

It wasn't just me, not just my own life. | had a patient to protect.

| had the whole group to protect.

Oh, come off it! Y ou had to protect them? Who appointed you Hero of

the Universe? Face it--you can mouth off al you want to about

mordlity, but when it comesright down to it, you took a'life. You're



not ahedler, you're akiller.

"Aurin?'

A hand touched my shoulder, and | turned. Gowan knelt next to me,
looking tired and battered and absurdly young, open concernin hisdark
eyes. | just looked at him, unable to get any words around the

hessa-bd| that had suddenly taken up residence in my throat.

"Y ou know," he said dowly, "you did agood job in there.”

"I killedhim." A deep breath let me speak, but couldn't keep the

tremor out of my voice.

"I knoW. And I'm sorry you had to . . . but | can't say I'm sorry you

did." Hisvoicewaseven, quiet. "Ligentome. Aurin. .

.thisisawar. The point of war isthat if you can kill enough of

the people on the other side, they'll quit. That'sahard thing to
livewith. What's even harder is, sometimes people get caught up in
the killing who don't redly belong there. And | think you're one of

those people.”

"You can say that again." A shaky half-laugh, half-sob escaped me.

"1'm supposed to keep people dive, not... this.”



"Exactly. And that's what makes what you did today so valuable.

The Rebdlion doesn't have anything like as many troops as the Empire
does. If we can't stay adivelong enough to win thiswar, weve thrown

our livesaway. Look at it thisway: you helped keep dl of usdivea

little longer
tofight thisthing. And you kept Vibrion dive, and

that's even more important, just because of who heis. Because he can

bring in otherswho believe what we're doing isright.”

| hadn't expected such gentleness, such eogquence out of this dark man
who had barely spoken during the entire misson. The hard knot in my
throat promptly dissolved into tears. Cowan put an awkward arm around
my shouldersas| cried, hot tears of shame, of sdf-recrimination, of

grief, and of sheer reaction to the events of the day.

Thetensonsand pain gradually drained out of my body aong with the
tears. After afew minutes| smply stopped crying and dumped
exhausted againgt the wall, dashed my deeve across my eyes and smiled

shakily up at Cowan.

"I'm okay now. Redlly," | added at his doubtful look.

"Sorry | cried dl over you. I'd just . . . liketo bealonefor a

while"



He nodded and stood up. "Do you want anything? A drink?

"Not now, thank you."

He nodded and moved forward toward the cockpit.

"Cowan?'

Heturned.

"Thanks."

He nodded again and walked away. | just sat there for awhile, eyes

closed, mind drifting. For the most part, I'd done what | cameto

do.

I'd gotten Vibrion out of the prison dive; I'd madeit out mysdlf, and

s0 had therest of the team. And if dl that was partly dueto my

having violated my oath to do no harm . . . well, maybe adlowances

could be made for having done awrong thing for aright reason. Maybe

the pretty rules of medicine don't hold up aswell inwar. Either way,

there was nothing | could do about it now . . .

except to wish that gray-eyed boy oneness with the Force that binds us



al, and to go on with my lifeand my job asbest | could. | Sghed,

got up--
aching like the aftermath of a stun blast--and went in search

of that hot drink.

They gave me ameda when we got back--the Field Achievement Award, the
onethey give dl the field operatives who makeit back from their

firg misson. | dill haveit. | threw it in adrawer and haven't

looked at it Snce. But like ahaf-heded wound, | dways know it's

there,

Side Trip Part One

by Timothy Zahn The hazy edge of the planet was just disappearing from
beneath the Hopskip's control room viewport, and Ha-ber Trell was
trying to nurse alittle more power from the ship's as-dwaysfinicky
engines, when his partner finally regppeared from her tour aft. "Took
you long enough,” Trell commented as she dropped into the copilot seat

beside him. "Any trouble?'

"No morethan usud,” Maranne Darmic told him, digging ahand

underneath the sllvered clasp tying her dark
blond hair back out of the

way and scratching vigoroudy at her scalp. "The cargo straps managed
to hold through that classic Sgnature liftoff of yours. I'd say we

didnt get rid of al theitch mitesin the hold, though."



"Never mind thevermin,” Trdl growled. Next timethey had a
twenty-grade unbaanced cargo, he promised himsdf darkly, he'd make

her do theliftoff. See how smoothly she managed it. "How about our

passengers?”

Maranne sniffed. "I thought you didn't want to hear about vermin.”

"Watchit, kiddo," Trell warned. "They're paying good money for usto

smuggle these blasters out to DerralV."

"And obvioudy dont trust usten centimeterswith them,” Maranne
countered. "They wouldn't be babysitting them like thisif they

did."

Trel shrugged. "Can't say | redly blame them for being cautious.

Ever sncethat big defeat or whatever it was out in the Y avin system,

the Empire's been spitting firein - fifteen directions a once. I've

heard that some of the independents hauling Rebellion stuff decided it

was safer to take the advance money, dump the cargo, and burn space for

better havens.”

"Yeah, wel, | don't like hauling for desperate people,” Maranne said,
shifting thefocal point of her scratching to a spot farther down the

back of her neck. "They make me nervous.”



"If they weren't desperate, they wouldn't be paying sowell,” Trell

pointed out reasonably. "Don't worry, thisll be thelast time we have

to dedl with them."

"I've heard that before," Maranne said, sniffing again.

The proximity-sensor aert began to warble, and she leaned forward to

key for areadout. "Sure, thisll pay for the engine upgrades you

want; but then you'll want sensor upgrades, and--" She broke off.

"What?' Trell demanded.

"Star Destroyer," she said grimly, activating the weapons section of

her board and keying in the power boosters.

"Coming up fast behind us™

"Terrific," Trell growled, checking the nav computer.

If they could escapeto lightspeed . . . but no, the ship was ill

too closeto the planet. "What'stheir vector?”

"Straight toward us," Marannetold him. "I supposeit'stoo late to

dump the cargo and try to look innocent.”



"Freighter Hopskip, thisis Captain Niriz of the Imperid Star
Destroyer Admonitor," agruff voice boomed from the spegker. "I'd like

aword with you aboard my ship, if | may.

The last word was punctuated by a single gentle shiver running through
the deck beneath them as atractor beam locked on. "Yeah, I'd say it's
definitely too late to dump the cargo,” Trell Sighed. "Let's hope

they'rejust on afishing expedition.”

He keyed for transmission. "Thisis Haber Trell aboard the Hopskip,"

he said. "Wed be honored to speak with you, Captain.”

"Wadl," Captain Niriz said, his voice echoing acrossthe vast emptiness
of the hangar deck as he eyed the four beings standing in front of

him.

"Mogt interesting. Our records show the Hopskip as having two crew

members, not four." His gaze paused on Riij Winward.

"Newly hired, areyou?'

"Our previous ship had to leave Tramanos in something of ahurry,” Riij
told him, striving to keep hisvoice casua. ThefakelD the Rebellion
had provided him was agood one, but if the Imperials decided to dig

past it they would undoubtedly come up with his recent connection with



the Mos Eidey police on Tatooine. That wasn't a connection he was
anxiousfor themtofind. "We needed arideto Shibric," he continued,

"and since Captain Trell was going that way, he was kind enough to

offer us passage.”

"For ahefty fee, | imagine" Niriz said, hiseyes shifting to the

muscular Tunroth standing a Riij'sright. "Rareto
seeaTunrothin

these parts. You're acertified Hunter, | presume?”

"Shturlan, "Rathe Pairor rumbled, his voice dmost sub-sonic.

"That's atwelfth-classHunter," Riij trandated, trying to draw
Niriz's attention back to him. Paror's distinguished service with
Churheg's Riflemen would raise even more eyebrows than Riij'sown

record if the Imperidsfoundit.

"Excdlent,” Nirizsad. "A Hunter'stalents may prove useful onthis

misson.”

At Riij'sleft, Trell cleared histhroat. "Misson?' he asked

caefully.

"Yes" Niriz gestured, and alieutenant standing beside him stepped
forward and offered Trell adatapad. "I want you to take acargo to

Cordliafor me"



"Excuseme?’ Trell asked carefully as he took the datapad. ™Y ou want

meto--?'

"I need acivilian freighter for thisjob," Niriz said. Hisvoicewas
gruff, but Riij could hear adistinct undertone of distaste. "I don't
have one. You do. | aso don't have timeto locate someone elseto do

thejob. You're here.

Youreit."

Riij craned his neck to look over Trell's shoulder at the datapad, his
earlier trepidation about their IDs and cargo giving way to cautious
excitement. For a Star Destroyer captain to ask for help of any
sort---especialy from ascruffy civilian freighter pilot--was

practically unheard of.

It implied urgency and desperation; and anything that bothered a senior

Imperid officer that much was definitely something agood Rebel agent

ought to look into.

"What do you think?" he prompted.

Trel shook hishead. "I don't know," he said. "It'll throw our

schedule dl to blazes and back."



Riij ran aseries of highly vulgar words through his mind, making sure
the frustration didn't show on hisface. Trdl, unfortunately, was not

aRebd agent, good or otherwise, and he clearly wanted nothing to do

with any
of this. "It wouldn't take dl that long," he cgjoled

carefully.

"And dl good citizens have aduty to help out.”

"No," Trdl sad firmly, offering the datapad back to the lieutenant.

"I'm sorry, Captain, but we just don't havetime. Our cargo's due on

Shibric--" "Y our cargo conssts of six hundred cases of Pashkin

sausages,” Niriz interrupted coldly. "1 presume you're aware that the

governor has recently decreed that all foodstuff exports now require an

Imperid license.”

Trel's mouth dropped open acouple of millimeters.

"That'simpossble” hesad. "I mean, theinspectors didn't say

anything about that."

"Just how recent was this decree?' Maranne asked suspicioudly.

Niriz gave her athin smile. "Approximately ten minutes ago.”



Riij felt his tomach tighten. Urgency and desperation, indeed.

"off-hand, I'd say we've been set up,” he murmured to Trell.

Niriz'seyesflicked to Riij, returned to Trell. "1 am, however,

prepared to waive that requirement thisonetime,”" he continued.

"Provided you're prepared in turn to deliver your sausages alittle

late

"As opposed to not delivering them at dl.>" Trell countered.

Niriz shrugged. "Something likethat."

Trell looked at Maranne, who shrugged. "It's atwo-day round trip to

Cordliafrom here," shesad. "Add in delivery time, and were

talking three days, tops. It'll be a scramble, but our schedule can

probably absorb that."

"Not that we have much choicein the matter." Trell looked back at

Niriz. "1 guesswed be ddighted to help you out, Captain. What's

the cargo, and when do we leave?!

"The cargo istwo hundred small boxes," Niriz said.



"That'sall you need to know about it. Asfor departure, you'l leave

as soon as your sausages are offloaded and the new cargo put aboard.”

At Riij'sside, Pairor rumbled again, and Riij had to fight to keep
his own face expressionless. If some bored Imperid took it into his
head to poke around benesath the top three layers of sausagesin each

box . ..

"Don't worry, well keep them cool,” Niriz promised.

"Therewon't be any spoilage.”

"I'm surethey'll be safe” Trell said. "Where doesthis cargo of

your'sgo?"

"Y our guide will fill youin onthose details," Niriz said, gesturing
behind them. Riij turned to look-And fdlt the breath catch in his
throat. Stepping around the stern of the Hopskip toward them, his
stained Manda orian armor glittering in the overhead light--Trell swore

under his breath. "Boba Fett."

"It'snot Fett,” Niriz corrected. "Merely, shdl we say, an admirer of

his"

"A former admirer," the armored figure corrected, hisvoice dark and

muffled. "The nameisJodo Kast. And I'm better than Fett."



"Not that that means much,” Niriz said, hislip twigting.

"I've dways found that a competent stormtrooper could handle any three

bounty hunters without working up aswesat."

"Don't pushit, Niriz,"” Kast warned. "Right now you need me more than

| need thisjob."

"l need you less than you might think," Niriz retorted.

"Certainly lessthan you need an Imperid pardon for that messyou left
on Borkyne--" "Gentlemen, please” Trdl jumped in hadtily. "I'ma
businessman, with aschedule to keep. Whatever your differences, I'm

sureyou can lay them aside until thisjob isfinished.”

Niriz was till glowering, but he gave areluctant nod.

"You'reright, Merchant. Fine. Y ou and your crew canrest in the

ready room over there until the cargo's been transferred.

Asfor youre' Heleveled afinger at Kagt. "I'd liketo seeyouin

the
bay control office. Thereareafew things| want to make sure

you understand.”



Kast nodded gravely. "Of course. Lead theway."

Niriz stepped into the bay control office, the armored figure striding
inright behind him. The door did closed; and at long last Niriz
could let the unnaturd stiffnessdrain out of hisposture. "I'm

afraid I'm not very good at this, Sir," he gpologized. "1 hopel did

dl right"

"Youdidjust fine, Captain,” the other assured him, reaching up to

twigt hishelmet free and pull it off. "Between thisarmor and your

performance dl four of them are completely convinced that I'm Jodo

Kas."

"l hope so, gr," Niriz said, his omach tight with concern as he

gazed at those glowing red eyes. "Admird . . .

| haveto say onelast timethat | don't think you should do this.

At least not persondly.”

"Y our concernisnoted,” Grand Admira Thrawn sad, running a

gauntleted hand through his blue-black hair.

"And appreciated, aswell. But thisis something | can't delegateto

anyoneds"



Niriz shook hishead. "I wish | could say | understood.”

"Youwill,” Thrawn promised. "Assuming this plays out as anticipated,

you'l havethe entire sory when | return.”

Niriz smiled, thinking about dl the campaigns he and the Grand Admird

had been through together out in the Unknown Regions. "When hasnt

something you planned gone as anticipated?’ he asked dryly.

Thrawn smiled faintly in return. "Any number of times, Captain,” he

sad. "Fortunatdy, I've usualy been ableto improvise an dternae

approach.”

"That you have, gr." Nirizgghed. "I still wish you'd reconsider.

We could put one of my stormtroopersin the Manda orian armor, and you

could direct him by comlink from somewhere nearby.”

Thrawn shook hishead. "Too dow and awkward. Besides, Thyne's

fortresswill certainly have afull-spectrum
survelllance set up.

They'd pick up any such transmission and either tgp in or jamiit."

Niriz took adeep breath. "Yes, ar."



Thrawn smiled again. "Don't worry, Captain, I'll befine. Don't
forget, theré'san Imperid garrison nearby. If necessary, | can

adwayscdl onthemfor hep.”

He did the hdmet back over his head and fastened it in place.

"I'd better go supervise the cargo transfer--we wouldn't want Merchant

Trell's precious sausages to be damaged. I'll seeyou inafew

days."

"Yes, gr," Niriz said. "Good luck, Admira."

It was caled Treasure Ship Row, and it was billed as the most exotic
and eclectic trading bazaar anywherein the Empire. Dozens of booths
and shops of every size and description ran its length, with hundreds
more nestled up againgt its edges, weaving in and out of Coronet City
proper. Humans and aiens sat at open-air counters or stood beside
doorways, hawking their wares to the thousands of beingsjostling their

way through the narrow streets.

A vibrant, exciting place; but for Trell, abit intimideting aswell.

The merchant part of him wasintrigued by the range of merchandise

available, aswell ashy the variety of potential customersan

enterprising dedler could sl those goodsto. But at the sametime



the part of him that had driven him into the isolation of spacein the

firat placefdt digtinctly ill at easein the middle of such crowds.

Maranne, walking beside him, didn't seem to fedl any such discomfort.

Neither did the two Rebel agents, striding dong behind him. Asfor

Kadt, in the lead, he doubted any of them could tell what he was

feding. Or cared, for that matter.

"Where exactly arewe going?' Maranne asked, taking an extralong step

to get in close behind Kast.

"Thisway," Kast said, veering through the crowd toward the Sde.

The othersfollowed, and amoment later dl fivewere sanding inthe

narrow walkway between two shuttered booths. "Here?' Trdl

demanded.

"The booth you want isfive ahead on the lft,” Kast told them.

"Curio shop--owner's named Sgish. You--" he pointed agloved finger at

Trell "--will tell him you have acargo for Borbor Crisk and ask for

delivery ingructions.

"What about therest of us?' Riij asked.



"Youll goout firgt," Kast said. "Stay out of the conversation, but

watch and ligen.”

Trell looked out into the flow of the crowd, a shiver running down his
neck. Something about thisdidn't fed right, but it wastoo late to
back out now. "Maranne, make sure you're where you can cover me," he

told her.

"Therewill be no shooting,” Kast assured him.

"Glad to hear it," Maranne said. "You don't mind if | cover him

anyway?"

Kadt'sinvisible eyes seemed to bore into hers through the helmet

visor. "Asyouwish," hesad. "All of you: move."

Wordlesdy, the othersfiled out into the crowd, Kast bringing up the
rear. Trell gavethem acount of fifty to find their positions, then

followed.

The curio shop was easy to find: asmall, somewhat dil apidated open-air
booth with an enclosed back room that had been inexpertly added on long
enough ago to look almost as moldering asthe booth itself. A

lizardine creature of an unfamiliar specieswas|leaning on the counter,

watching the crowds passing by. Taking adeep breath, Trell stepped



over tohim.

Thelizard looked up as Trell approached, hisaien expression
unreadable. "Good day, good sir,” he said in adequate Basic. "l am
Sgsh, proprietor of this humble establishment. May | be of

asd stance?"

"l hope so," Trell said. "I have a cargo for someone named Borbor

Crisk. | wastold you could give me ddivery ingructions.”

A three-forked tongue darted briefly from the scaled mouth. "Y ou have

been misinformed," hesaid. "I know no one by that name."

"Oh?' Trell said, taken aback. "Areyou sure?'

Thetongueflicked again. "Do you doubt my word?' the dien spat.

"Or merdy my memory or intelligence?'

"No, no," Trell said hadtily. "Notat dl. | just. .. my source

seemed s0 sure thiswasthe place.

Sgjsh opened his mouth wide. "Perhgps hewas only dightly

incorrect.



Perhaps he meant the shop to my kill-hand.”

He pointed to hisright, to an equaly dilapidated booth that was

currently closed up. "The proprietor will return at the seven-hour.

Y ou can return then and ask him."

"I'll dothat,” Trell promised. "Thank you."

Thelizard snapped hisjaws together twice. Nodding, Trell turned and

pushed hisway back into the stream of pedestrians, face hot with

embarrassment and annoyance.

"WdI?' Maranne demanded, sidling up beside him.

"Kast had thewrong place,” Trell growled, glancing around. But the

bounty hunter was nowhere to be seen.

"Where are the others?"

"Weéreright here," Riij said, coming up through the crowd behind

him.

"Kast said to head back down the street and he'd meet us."

"Good," Trell said tartly. "I've got afew thingsto say to our



esteemed bounty hunter. Let'sgo.”

g sh and the unknown man finished their conversation, and the latter
moved away back into the mass of browsers and shoppers. Two booths
over, Corran Horn set down the melon held been examining and eased into

the flow behind him.

The stranger didn't seem to betrying to lose himsdlf in
the crowd.

Though any such effort would have been quickly negated by the company
he linked up with: ahard-eyed, competent-looking woman, ayoung man
about Corran's own age, and aydlow-skinned alien with severa short
horns protruding from his chin. For amoment the four of them

conversed; then, with the contact man leading the way, they continued

on down the strest.

At the edge of Corran'svision, a heavyset figure stepped to his

Sde.

"Trouble?'

"I don't know, Dad," Corran said. "Y ou see that foursome up there?

Tooled brown jacket, blondish woman, white-spiked collar,

ydlow-skinned dien?'



"Yes" Hal Horn nodded. "Thedien'saTunroth, by theway.

Fairly rare outsde their home system; most of the onesyou run into

these days work with high-stakes safaris, mercenaries, or bounty

hunters.

"Interesting,” Corran said. "Possbly sgnificant, too.

Brown Jacket just waltzed up to Sgjsh's booth and tried to make a

ddivery to Borbor Crisk.”

"Did he, now," Hd said thoughtfully. "Have Crisk and Zekka Thyne

patched up their differenceswhile | wasn't looking?"

"If they did, | wasn't looking ether,” Corran told him.

"Either Brown Jacket and his pasareincredibly stupid, or else

something very odd isgoing on.”

"Either way, | doubt Thynewill amply passonit,” Ha said.

"Did Brown Jacket happen to mention where they could be contacted?"

"No, but Sgysh hasthat covered,” Corran said. "Hesad they might



want the owner of the booth next to his and suggested they come back

about seven.”

"Wherethey'll be asked to have a quiet conversation with agroup of

Black Sun heavies." Hal gtretched his neck to peer over the crowd.

"Well, well--the plot thickens.

L ook who our innocents have hooked up with."

Corran rose up on tiptoes. There was Brown Jacket and hisfriends; and

with them-
"I'll be shragged,” he breathed. "Isthat Boba Fett?'

"No, | don't think s0," Hal said. "Possibly Jodo Kast, though I'd have

to get acloser look at the armor to be sure.”

"Wdl, whoever it is, weve definitely moved into the big time," Corran

pointed out. "Mandalorian armor doesn't come cheap.”

"Whenyou canfindit at al,” the elder Horn agreed.

"Thisisgetting odder by the minute. | take it you've had some

thoughts aready?'

"Only one, redly,” Corran said. The group was moving off again, and



he and hisfather set off to follow. "Thynewouldn't be stupid enough
to kill them out of hand, certainly not until he knowswho they areand
what their connection isto Crisk. That probably means bringing them

to the fortress."

"And you think you might be able to invite yoursdlf dong?’

"I know it'srisky--" "'Risky" ian't exactly theword | had in mind,"

Hal interrupted. "Getting into the fortressis only thefirst step,

you know. Y ou think you'll be able to smply march up to Thyne, dap
the restraints on him in the name of Cordllian Security, and march him

out?'

"We do havethe legd authority to do that, you know," Corran reminded

him.

"Which means nothing at dl ingde his stronghold,” Ha countered.

"Y ou have any idea how many CorSec agents have gone after top Black Sun

lieutenants like Thyne and smply vanished?'
Corran grimaced. "I know," he said. "But that's not going to happen
thistime. And if getting into the fortressisonly thefirst step, it

dill isthefirst step.”

The elder Horn shook his head. "'Risky' still doesn't begin to cover



it. For starters, we don't even know what game Brown Jacket and his

Manddorian friend are playing.”

"Thenit'stimewefound out,” Corran said. "Let's stay close and see

if we can find an opportunity to introduce ourselves."

They had gone perhaps two blocks--though where Kast was leading them

Trell hadn't the faintest idea--when they heard the shout.

"What wasthat?' Riij demanded, looking around.

"There" Pairor rumbled, pointing histhick centra finger to the

|eft.

"Argument garting.”

Trel craned hisneck. There was an open-air tapcafe that direction,
with along serving bar at the rear and perhaps twenty small tables
spread out in the open space in front of it beneath awide,
Karvrish-style woven-leaf canopy. A dightly built manwearinga
proprietor's goron was standing in the middle of the dining areg, a
half dozen large and rough-looking men wearing mercenary shoulder
patches|looming in athreatening circle around him. Thechairsfrom a
nearby table were scattered back or lying on the ground, indicating a

quick and unruly departure from them. "I think the argument's over,"



he said. "It's gone straight to trouble now."

"Comeon," RIiij said, angling that direction. "Let'scheck it out."

"Leaveit done" Kast ordered. "It's none of our business."

But Riij and Pairor were dready heading off through the crowd.

"Blagt,” Trdl growled. Stupid idedlistic gornt-brained Rebels-"Come

on, Maranne."

A line of onlookers had started to form at the edge of the tapcafe by

the time he and Maranne broke through the stream of pedestrians.

Riij and Pairor were aready to the mercenaries, who had opened their
circle around the tapcafe proprietor in order to face thisnew

distraction.

And now Trell could see something he hadn't been able to before.

Standing beside the proprietor, clinging
tightly to hiswag in

terror, wasayoung girl. Probably his daughter; certainly no more

than seven yearsold.

Trdl hissed a curse between histeeth. It took aparticularly vile



form of low-lifeto threaten achild. But that didn't mean he was
going to follow Riij'slead and chargein blindly like amad Jedi

Knight on Cracian thumper-back.

"Backup left,” he murmured to Maranne. "I'll takeright.”

"Right," she murmured back. Dropping his hand casudly onto the grip
of hisblagter, Trell sarted drifting behind the ring of onlookersto
the rightw And with a suddennessthat sartled him, the fight

Started.

Not with blasters, which had been his main fear, but 'with hands and

feet asthe two closest mercenaries lashed out at Riij and Pairor.

With three-to-one odds on their side, the mercs must have felt weapons

to be unnecessary.

They got ashock. Riij had clearly had some good training in unarmed
combat, and Pairor was alot faster than Trell would have guessed from
thedien'sbulk. Riij's counterattack sent his opponent regling back;
Pdror'sthrew hismerc damming back with a horrendous crash into one
of the other tables, sending it spinning and scattering its chairs

acrossthefloor.

Someone sworevicioudy. The downed merc scrambled to hisfeet and

rgjoined his comrades, their former casud semicircle now reformed into



adeadly, no-nonsense combat line facing their attackers. The
proprietor had taken advantage of the distraction to hustle his
daughter back acrossto the bar; heaving her up and over to the

relaive safety behind it, he turned back to watch.

For along moment the combatants stood motionless facing each other.

Trell kept drifting toward his chosen backup position, hiseyeson the
mercs, hishand tightening on his blaster. Would they draw now, in
which case Riij and Pairor were probably dead? Or would sheer pride
dictate they beat such insolent opponents bloody with their bare

hands?

The watching crowd was obvioudy wondering the samething. Trel

could fed thair tenson, their excitement, their bloodlust . . .

And then, out of the corner of his eye, he spotted movement to his
left. The mercs caught it, too, anger-filled eyes shifting that
direction-Their expressons changed, just dightly. Frowning, Trell

risked alook of hisown.

Jodo Kast had stepped forward out of the ring of onlookers.

For amoment the bounty hunter just stood there, gazing silently at the

scene. Then, stepping to one of the tables at the edge of the tapcafe,



he pulled out achair and sat down. Crossng hislegs casudly beneath
the table, he folded his arms across his chest and cocked his head

dightly toonesde. "WdI?' he asked mildly.

And with that one word the decison was made. No mercenary with a
speck'sworth of professiond pride was going to use weapons against
outnumbered opponents who hadn't themselves drawn. Not with a bounty

hunter like Jodo Kast watching.

Roaring obscure and probably obscene battle cries, the mercs waded

in.

At that first exchange Riij and Paror had had the element of

surprise.

Thistimethey didnt. They did their best, certainly--and till

better than Trell would have expected given the odds--but in the end
they redlly had no chance. Lessthan ninety seconds after that battle
roar, both Riij and Pairor were on the floor, along with two of the
mercs. Theremaining four, not al of them looking al that steedy on

their feet, were grouped around them.

One of them looked around, jabbed afinger toward the proprietor

cowering at the bar. "Them firgt," he snarled, bresthing heavily.

"Younext."



"No," Kast said.

The merc spun around to face him, amost losing hisbalancein the

process as a damaged knee tried to buckle under him. "Nowhat?' he

demanded.

"l said no," Kast told him. Hishandswerein hislap now, concedled

under thetable, but hislegswere il casualy crossed.

"Y ou've had your fun; but | need them dive.”

"Yeah?' the mere snarled. "What, you got a bounty to collect on

them?'

"You've had your fun," Kast repested, but thistime there was frosty

metd glitteringin hisvoice. "Leaveit and go. Now."

"Youthink so, huh?' the mere spat. "And who do you think's gonna

stop---?"

And abruptly, right in the middle of his sentence, he dropped his hand

to his blaster and yanked it from its holster.

It was an old trick, and one that had probably given the mere the



desired edge in many afacedown. Unfortunately for him, it wasatrick
Trel had seen used countless times before; and even before the other's

hand had reached hisblaster grip Trell was hauling out hisown

wespon.

At the other side of the ring of bystanders he spotted Maranne aso
drawing-The mere had good reflexes, dl right. In that split second he
froze, hiswegpon not quite cleared of its holster; staring from
beneath thick eyebrows at the four blasters suddenly pointed at him

from the circle of people around the tapcafe.

Trell blinked asit suddenly registered. Four blasters?

Four. Two people down from Maranne, a bulky middle-aged man aso had a
blaster trained steadily on themercs. . . and out of the corner of
hiseye, Trell could seethe fourth blaster sticking out from hisside

of the crowd. Held with equal steadiness.

The merc spat. "So that's how you want to play it, huh?"

"Werenot playing,” Kast sadicily. "Asl said: leaveit and go. If

you don't--" Trell never saw the warning twitch he was watching for.

But Kast obvioudy did. Even asthe merc started to haul his blaster
the rest of theway free of its holster there was the brilliant flash

of ablaster bolt from the direction of the bounty hunter's table, and



aroar of rage from the merc as his holster and the blaster muzzle

behind it shattered.

"--| promiseyou will regret it," Kadt finished calmly.

"Thisisyour find chance."

The merc looked like he was about two seconds short of a complete
berserk rage. But even furious and with aburned gun hand, hewasin
control enough to know when the odds were stacked too high against

him.

"I'll be watching for you, bounty hunter,” he breathed, straightening

up from his combat crouch. "WEell finish this some other time."

Kast bowed his head dightly. "Whenever youretired of life,

mercenary.”

The merc gave ahand signa. The others helped their two casudtiesto
their feet--one groggily starting to cometo, the other il in need
of basic portage--and the group straggled their way through the

onlookers and out into the crowd.

Kast waited until they were out of sight. Then, pushing back his

chair, he stood up, the blaster he'd used on the merc's weapon already



secreted back in whatever hidden holster it had been drawn from. "The
show'sover," he announced, looking around at the bystanders. "Stay

and buy adrink, or get moving."

The proprietor was dready beside Riij and Pairor, helping the former

to agtting position, when Trell and Maranne reached them.

"Youdl right?" Maranne asked, offering Pairor a hand.

The Tunroth waved it away. "l am not hurt,” he said, rolling to his

feet and flexing an bow experimentdly. "I was merdy temporarily

disabled."

"Y ou're lucky the condition wasn't permanent,” Trell reminded him.

"Y ou should have l€ft it donelike Kast told you to.”

"Yeah," Riij sad, holding his somach as he got to hisfeet with the

proprietor's assistance. "Thanks, Kast.

Though I wouldn't have minded if you'd stepped in alittle eerlier.

Say, before they started pounding on us?!

"Six mercenaries wouldn't have backed down in front of three blasters,”

Kast told him. "I needed you to take some of them out firgt."



He haf turned. "If I'd known it would be five blasters instead of

three, | might have moved sooner.”

Trdl turned to look. Thetwo men who'd drawn with them were standing

therewatching. "Thanks™" hesad.

"I wouldn't have counted on getting that kind of help in aplacelike

this"

"No problem,” the older man shrugged. "The Brommstaad Mercenaries have
always had atendency to consider themselves above the bounds of normal
civilized behavior. And I've never liked it when children get

threatened.”

"Besideswhich," the younger man added, "we were starting to get

thirgty anyway."

"Drinks?" the proprietor asked eagerly. "Of course; drinksfor al of

you. And medls, too, if you are hungry--thefinest | haveto offer."

"WEll take the long table in the back,” Kast said. "And some

privecy."

"Yes, good sr, immediatdly,” the proprietor said. Giving them aquick



bow, he scurried of f toward the table Kast had indicated.

"My name'sHd, by theway," the older man said.

"Thisismy partner Corran.”

Trell exchanged nods with them. "Pleased to meet you.

I'm Tréll; thisis Maranne, Riij, Pairor, andB" "Call meKag," Kast

cut him off. "Son or nephew?"

Ha blinked. "Whet?'

"Is Corran your son or nephew?" Kast amplified.

"There'safamily resemblance about the eyes.”

" People have mentioned that before," Corran spoke
up. "Actudly, it's

just coincidence. Asfar aswe know, we're not related.”

Kast nodded once, dowly. "Ah."

"Thetable seemsready," Ha said, pointing in that direction.

"Shdl wego st down?'



"Oh, sure," Hdl said, taking asip from his second drink.

"Everyone around here has heard of Borbor Crisk. Fairly smdl-time
crimind, though, as criminas go---gtrictly loca to the Cordlian
system. Of coursg, if you're looking for impressive intersystem

criminas, weve got some of those, tOO."

"Were not interested in impressiveness,” Trell pointed out.

"Crimind or otherwise. We've got a cargo to ddliver to this Crisk

character, and then we're out of here."

"Y es, you mentioned that,” Corran agreed, eyeing the other and trying
to read him. It was hard to believe these people wereredly the
smple errand boys they appeared, especidly after theincident with
the mercenaries. Buit if thiswas some kind of deeply clever plan, he

was blamed if he could figureit ouit.

At leadt, not from the outside. It was about time he made his pitch to
get alittle closer tothemiddle. "Thethingisthis™ hewent on,

looking around the table,

"Two things, actualy. Number one: considering who Crisk is, your

cargo isprobably illega and certainly vauable.



That means that you not only have to worry about Corellian Security
coming down on you, but aso other crimindswho might try to take it
off your hands. And number two--" he hesitated, just dightly "the

reason Hal and | cameto Corelliain the first place was hoping to find

jobswith Crisk's organization.”

"Yourekidding," Riij said. "Doingwhat?'

"Anything, redly," Hd said. "Our last job went redlly sour, and we

need to recoup our |osses.”

"That'swhy we were following you, see," Corran sad, trying for the

proper balance of assertiveness and embar
rassment. "1 overheard Trell

talking about Crisk, and thought--well--" "We thought maybe we could go

with you when you went back to see him tonight,” Hal took the plunge.
Trell and Maranne exchanged glances. "Well---" "We don't actudly know
were seeing him tonight,” Riij pointed out. "That other booth owner

may not know anything more about Crisk than Sgjsh did.”

"That'sagood point,” Trell agreed, throwing an odd look at Kast.

"Thiscould be nothing but ablind dley."

"Well, in that case, you'll need help finding him," Hal saidwitha



wonderfully genuine-sounding eagerness.

"Corran and | are locals--we have dl sorts of contacts around the

area. Wecan hep you find him."

"One of you can go," Kast said.

Corran looked & the bounty hunter, blinking in mild surprise. It was

thefirg time he'd spoken since they'd sat down at the table.

"Ah--good," he said. "Just one of us?'

"Just him," Kast said, nodding toward Hal. "Trell and the Tunroth will

gowith him. I'll be behind as rearguard.”

"What about Riij and me?' Maranne asked.

"Y ou two and Corran will go back to the ship,” Kast told her.

"Youll transfer the cargo onto the ship's land-speeder so it'll be

ready for ddivery."

Trell and Maranne eyed each other again, and Corran could see neither

was particularly happy with the arrangement.



It was equdly clear, though, that neither was dl that eager to argue
the point with the bounty hunter. "All right,” Trel saidwitha
grimace. "Hne. What happensif no one at that other booth knows

where Crisk is either?"

"That won't be aproblem,” Kast said. "Trust me"

"Interesting person, Jodo Kast," Hal commented as the three of them

headed back toward Sgjsh's booth. "Have you worked with him long?"

"Thisisthefirg time" Trdl told him, looking around
uneedly.

There were far fewer shoppers at this hour than there had been earlier,
and despite hisinnate didike of crowds he found himself feding
unpleasantly exposed right now. "Actudly, we're not working with him
S0 much aswe are working for him. Pairor, can you see where he's

gotten to?"'

"No, don't turn around,” Hal said quickly. "We might be under
observation, and we don't want to tip them off that we've got a

rearguard.”

Trdl threw him asdewayslook. Therewas something in hisvoice
right then that emphaticaly did not belong in adown-luck drifter. A

tone of authority, spoken by a person who was used to having his orders



Pairor rumbled. "Trouble" hesad.

Trell craned hisneck. He could see Sgjsh's booth ahead now, closed up

for the night.

The booth beside it, the booth they were headed for, was a so closed.

"Greet," he growled, stopping. "Still no onethere.”

"No, don't stop,” a soft voice came from behind him.

Trell fet hisheart seize up. "What?'

"Y ou heard the man," adifferent voice said, this one coming from

behind Hal. "Kegpwaking."

With an effort, Trell got hisfeet moving again. "Are you with Borbor

Crisk?'

There wasasnort. "Hardly," thefirst voice said with obvious

contempt. "Keep it casud, and don't try to be clever. We'd prefer to

deliver youin fully working condition.”

Trell swalowed hard. "Where are we going?'



"For now, behind Sgsh's booth,” the other said. "After that . .

.you'l see”

"I'm sure,” Trell murmured, heart pounding in hisears. Still, there

was one thing the kidnappers didn't know. Jodo Kast, one of the finest
bounty huntersin the gaaxy, was somewhere behind them. Any minute
now hewould jump out from wherever he was hiding, blasters blazing

with micron accuracy, and flip the tables com
pletely on them.

Any minute now, and they'd hear the roar of blasters. Any minute now

Hewas gill waiting for that minute as the kidnappers herded the three
of them aboard a speeder truck, sealed the doors, and drove off into

the gathering dusk.

Side Trip Part Two

by Michadl A. Stackpole Corran Horn's fedling that something waswrong

got abig boost from hisfirst glimpse of the Hopskip. Thefreighter

looked as if someone had taken a stock Corel-lian Yr-1300, split the



disk dong aline running from bow to stern, flopped one haf on top of
the other, then patched it together with whatever scrap metal was
conveniently at hand. Corran had seen uglier ships, but none that were

supposed to be operational .

Hewaited for Riij to close the gateway to the hangar
bay before he

made acomment. "I guess smuggling doesn't pay what it once used

to?

Maranne's hard eyes flashed angrily. "Were traders, not smugglers.”

Corran raised hishands. "Cdl it what you want. With Imp rulesand

regs out there, what startsas atrading trip could end up asa

smuggling run.”

Surprise played through Maranne's dark blue eyes, then she turned away

and scratched at the back of her neck. "I'll get the landspeeder.”

Her surprise at his comment made her statement come abit too fast, and

Corran thought perhaps he caught a hint of fear in her words.

Definitely more here than meetsthe eye. The second he saw the ship,
Corran abandoned any suspicion that these people were hard-edged
smugglers coming to deliver suppliesto Borbor Crisk. Thethings Crisk

needed to wage hislittle war with Zekka Thyne and Black Sun for



supremeacy in the Corellian underworld weren't the sorts of things that
would be entrusted to the crew of the Hopskip. Actudly, for Crisk to
depose Thyne would require a Star Destroyer, which this ship isn't, and

alegion of sormtroopers, which isn't hidden here.

Corran saw Maranne disappear through a hatch in the freighter, so he

turned his attention to Riij. " Shipping with her can't be too rough.

She's pretty easy on the eyes.

Known her long?'

The dender man shook his head, then ran ahand across his short, spiky

white hair. "Just dong for theride.

If 1 do somework, | get some pay by the time we reach our

destination." Riij smiled carefully. ™Y ou been working with your

partner long?'

"Off and on." Corran shrugged. Riij'squick questioning of Corran
about his background played to most peopl€'s tendency to want to talk
about themsdlves, It's atechnique you learn to exploit when fishing

for information from suspects. Either Riij hashad training, isvery
private, or both. "Known himfor along time, but started running

together recently. Bonded through bad times, you know?



Like you and the Tunroth.”

"Y ou recognize him asa Tunroth?'

"Ha and me, we might belocals, but that doesn't mean we've not been
around.” Corran took astep back as Maranne lowered the rear loading

ramp on the Hop-skip. "He got alife debt toward you or something?”

"Lifedebt isaWookieething." Riij frowned, then started up the ramp
tothefreighter'shold. "Ratheand | arejust traveling on the same

ship. No connection beyond that.”

"Gotit." Corran kept an easy smile on hisface while cataoguing the

information Riij had just supplied him.

Corran knew life debts were a matter of Wookiee honor, but he only knew
of them because of the Imperid warrants and advisories about Han Solo
and the Wookiee working with him. Most folks don't know Wookiees exist
or, at best, know Imps use them for dave labor. Folkswho know more

about Wookiees are usualy Rebel sympathizers.

Hefollowed Riij up the ramp and started looking around for cluesto
what the Hopskip's crew was doing in Coronet City. Asamember of the
Cordlian Security Force, Corran had access to most information about

the Rebdlion and its connectionsto Corellia. At least | have it when



that worthless Imp Intelligence liaison officer isn't around.

Whileit wastrue that two of the Alliance's heroes were from Corellia,
the Emperor'stightening of hisgrip on Corelliaand the placement of
forces on the world had kept the Rebel presence down. Corran knew
there were Rebd cdlsin residence, and held gladly have run any of
them in, but he didn't see them being so bold or so desperate asto try

to hook up with Crisk.

Corran did past the battered nose of the old land-speeder--like the
ship, it looked asif it had been cobbled together from parts. It only
had two seats, like afancy speeder, but had aflat bed grafted on to
the back. Except where dents et slvery metd show through, an even,
dirt-brown coat of primer covered the vehicle. Not fast, not strong,

but beats hauling this stuff on my back.

The bank of boxes that Maranne and Riij werefreeing
from cargo-net

tie-downsimmediately attracted his attention.

They were uniform in size and non-descript, but that struck Corran as
odd. All of them had exteriorsformed out of green duraplast that was
acouple shades darker than his eyes, yet none of the rectangular boxes

bore the streaking and scarring common on duraplast boxes.

None had holographic tags, scuff marks or other signsof use, yet al



had been bound with duraplast cables and fixed with aholographic

s

Ashelifted the first one from the top of the pile hefdlt nothing

shift ingde the boxes, nor was there aneed for him to locate the

box's balance point. He shook his head.

"Where did you guys get deight boxes?'

Maranne and Riij both stopped as Corran set hisbox down on the

landspeeder's bed. The woman frowned.

"What'sadeight box?"'

"If you don't know what adeight box is, maybe you aren't

snugglers”

Corran tapped afinger on thetop of hisbox. "It looks ordinary, but

it has alow-power repul-sorlift coil matrix and power-supply built

into the casing.

It neutraizes the weight of whatever isinsde. These boxes could be

full of thermd detonators or air, and we'd never know.

Smugglers developed them to trick customs officials, but most



customs-droids know what to scan for now."

Maranne set her box down next to his. "Interesting Sory. Seems

you've done more smuggling than we have."

"Maybe, or maybe | just know more about smuggling than you do."

Corran gave her ady smile. "For example, | know no one smugglesa

cargo that's made up of unknown items. What'sin thesethings?'

The woman shook her head, her dark blond queue lashing her from

shoulder to shoulder. "Don't know.

Don't want to know."

"I find that hard to believe." Corran frowned at her. "I don't know
what kind of game you're running here, but these deight boxes won't

fool CorSec'sdroids. If thisis
stuff being hauled for the Rebels,

they'll find it and you'll bein serioustrouble.”

Riij did hisbox onto theflat bed. "If we were Rebels and we knew
what was in these boxes and it was meant for the Rebels, wed be alot
more worried about the Empire than we would their puppets here on

Corellia"



"Y ou think CorSec's people are Imperia puppets?'

Corran flicked that suggestion away with awave of hishand.

"CorSec's concerned with the integrity of the Corellian system, nothing

more. If they tolerate Rebels here, the Imperia presence increases.

Who wants that?"

Riij's brown eyes flashed dangeroudy. "What youretdling meistha
CorSec's people are willing to repress the enemies of aviciousregime
so they don't get Vader's boot across their own necks. If | wasa
Rebd, I'd find it very difficult to tell the difference between CorSec

agents and the Imps.”

Corran forced himself to go over and pick up another box so he wouldn't
immediately snap back a Riij. The smuggler's arguments had been heard
often--and loudly--on Corellia. Corran, whose father and grandfather
had both preceded him into CorSec, had long believed that CorSec could
do the most good by keeping the Imps out of its solar system security
problems. If Corelliacould take care of itself and set itsdlf up asa

neutral party inthiscivil war, the citizens of Corelliawould

benefit.

While that position made perfect sense, and was defensible, it was also

aposition made at thetop of avery dick dope. CorSec's directors



had aready forced thelocd divisonsto accept Imperid Intelligence
Liaison officersto monitor and coordinate operations with Imperia

Garisons.

Kirtan Loor, the liaison officer his division had been saddled with,
had proved thoroughly arrogant and barely functiona. He and Corran

did not get dong at dl.

Corran hefted another box. "1 think, from CorSec'sview, they havea
hard time telling the Rebels apart from' honest criminadslikeme. |

don't, but that's because I've
got theright perspective. The Rebs

aren't honest criminasat dl "

Maranne amiled. "'Honest' criminas?"

"Y eah, honest. | know that what I'm doing violatesthe law, but | do
it because that'swhat | do. | take therisks, | make some money, or |
get sent to Kessdl. It'sdl very sraightforward.” Corran placed his
box on top of the first one held set down. "The Rebels, they do
everything | would do, but they say they are entitled to do it because
the law iswrong and the Empireiswrong. They'reredly just making
excusesfor ther actions so they can fed they're noble when they're

redly no better than | am.”

"What an interesting perspective.”



Corran spun at the sound of the faintly echoed voice.

Jodo Kast stood in the cargo hatchway, blocking most of the view of the

docking bay. Corran ducked and dodged his head to try and see past the

bounty hunter, but with no success. "WheresHa?'

"I would expect, right now, heisvery nearly at Zekka Thyne's

fortress.”

"Wha!" Riij's shout of surprisefilled the cargo hold.

"Y ou were there to protect them. What happened?’

Kast stepped into the cargo hold, then leaned rather casudly against

the bay'sinterna bulkhead. "Thyne's people were waiting for Trell

and the other two. There were seven of them--including the Brommstaad

Mercenaries.

| waited until they'd headed off east, then | returned here."

Corran dammed afist down on top of adeight box.

"East iswhere Thyne hashislittle palace.”



Kast nodded. "Hence my assumption about their destination.”

"And you did nothing to stop them?' Corran jabbed afinger in Kast's
direction. "Y ou're some hot bounty hunter in this Mandal orian armor
who can shoot the blaster from aman's hand while sitting down, and you

didn't stop them?"

"There were seven of them and only oneof me. | d
ready did the math

for you on that match-up--1 might have gotten them, but they would have

killed your people.”

Riij shook hishead. "Rathe could have taken his share of them.”

Maranne nodded. "Trell would have been good for at least one."

"And Hal could have popped acouple. . ."

"A couple wouldn't have doneit."

"... Or more, if he'd been given achance." Corran looked from Riij

and Maranne to the bounty hunter.

"Areadl three of you so naive you don't know what's going to happen to
our people? Thyne's going to ask them about their connection to Crisk

and, if they know aslittle as you do, he's going to have to work real



hard to get answers he trusts. I'm not too wild about him going a Hal

likethat."

Kast shrugged his shoulders. ™Y ou can dwaysfind yoursdf another

patner.”

"If you think I'm going to abandon Hal, I'm going to have to shuck you

out of that armor and beat some senseinto you."

Kast's head came up as he moved away from thewall, slently
emphasizing just how much bigger than Corran hetruly was. "Hardly the
reaction I'd expect from two criminal associates. Out of proportion,

redly. You're acting asif thereisacloser bond between you.”

Corran gave Kast as cold aglare as he could. He did resemble his
father abit, around the eyes and through the face, but otherwise he

was a compromise between his mother and father. Sheld been tiny and
had the bluest eyes Corran could ever remember having seen. Hisgreen
eyeswere amidpoint between her eyes and hisfather's hazdl eyes, as
his brown hair was amatch between her blond and his father's once
black hair. Even hisheight formed abridge between that of his mother

and father.

"It wouldn't matter if Hal was my clone--he's my partner, which means

I'm respongiblefor him." Corran
jabbed athumb back againgt his



breastbone. "I actualy understand what that sort of responsibility
means, Kast, and what it meansisthat I'm not going to leave Hal to

Thyne's untender mercies.

Kast folded his arms across his armored chest. "Y ou'd daretake on a

Black Sun crimelord?'

Maranne paled. "ThyneisBlack Sun?"

"Claw-picked by Prince Xizor, if therumorsaretrue.”

Corran leaned on one of the green boxes. "Hes crazy, crud and wholly
nasty, but he does operate with aprofit motivein mind. Thiscargo

may have been for Crisk, but we could offer it to Thyne and ransom our

people.”

"l don't think s0." Kast produced a datacard from a pouch on his belt
and flipped it over to Maranne. "That card has the location and time
for anew meeting with Crisk. Deliver the cargo there, then come back

here and prepare to take off."

Maranne caught the card. "Were not going anywhere if Haber isn't

here"

"l know." Kast gave her aquick nod. "It'smy intention to head out

to Thyne'sfortress and secure the release of your friends.”



Corran barked out a sharp laugh. "Y ou bak &t taking on seven
guttersharks, but you'll free our friendsfrom Thynésfortressal by

yoursdf?. Better check that math, Kast."

"The odds are substantia, but | anticipate success.”

"Yeah, well, thisisCordlial and Cordlians have no usefor odds. |

think I'd trust in your successif | was dong to enhanceit.”

"l work done."

"Ha" Corran jerked his head toward Riij and Maranne. "Y ou work with

them, you can work with me."

Corran shook hisfists out. " Save us both some trouble and just say

yesnow."

Kast hesitated and silence stole over the cargo bay. The mercenary
studied Corran and even though he could not see Kast's eyes, he could

fed the man's hard stareraking
him up and down. Corran forced

himsdf to look at the hemet's black dlit, inviting achdlenge and

ready to react to Kast's next move.

The bounty hunter'sarms dowly unfolded. "I will gofindusa



landspeeder.”

"Good." Corran redized, ashereplied, that hed been holding his
breath. Hal's going to go crazy when he hearswhat | did. Facing down
abounty hunter like Kast. It had to be done, but it could have been
done better. I'd never run away from afight with aguy like that, but

theres no virtuein picking one, ether.

Darkness swalowed Kast's form, then Corran turned and looked at the

other two. "You'rein way over your heads, aren't you?"

Riij shrugged. "'I'm not sure what's going on, but | don't like Rathe

being captured by aBlack Sun crimelord.”

"Wll, Borbor Crisk isn't much better. Were caught in the arena

between two Cyborrean battledogs. Neither of these guys playswell

with others, asyou've seen.”

Maranne brandished the datacard. "What are we going to do? We're

supposed to meet with Crisk and give him this stuff.”

"Thefira thing we do isfind out what this Stuff is"

Corran looked at the seals on the boxes already loaded on the

landspeeder's bed. "Good, heré's one that's junked. Seeif you can



find another."

Riij started looking at new boxes while Corran fished in his pocket for

asmal hydrospanner. "Thisought to do thetrick."

Maranne came over and frowned. "What do you mean the box isjunked?’

"Not the box, the sedl-tab used to bind the duraplast strips.”

Corran pointed to the round tab that connected the crisscrossing

straps. " See how the hologram imbedded in it doesn't fully line up.

Look at it from the angle here. The corona on the suns here don't

match up.”

"| found another one," Riij announced.

"Good, bring it over." Corran hooked the edge of the spanner under

thelip of the sedl. "When they don't set up right you can pop them

gpart with alittle shove and atwist." Helifted up, then twisted his

wrist.

The seal popped apart, freeing the strips that secured the box.

"Get both parts and we can resed this thing once we've peeked at

what'singde



Maranne bent to recover both halves of the seal while' Corran attacked
the other one. It came apart eadily, then he reversed the spanner and
used aflat-bladed attachment to pry the box'slid up. "By the

Emperor's black heart!"

Even before the lid came up fully Corran caught the sharp sour scent of

spice. Thebox held seven single-kilogram bricks that had been wrapped

up in heavy cdllo-plast.

They'd been dipped in awaxy coating to sed them, but the job had been

done hadtily. One of the packets had split open and spilled a

low-grade spice compound inside the box.

"What isthat?"

Corran looked at Maranne. "Y ou'rejoking, right?"

"Likel said, I'm atrader, not asmuggler.”

"Thisisspice. It'saredly lousy grade of glitterstim--the red

suff iscrysaline, long fine fibers, not apowder likethis.

Dose up with thisand you get redlly happy, &t least redly happy until

you need more and the craving flows through your veinslike plasma



Not apretty thing."

Riij curled alip digagtefully. ™Y ou know from experience?"

"Just hearsay, and watching aguy try to sdll alung to get more

gt

"Sdl alung?' Maranne shivered.

Corran shrugged. "Wasn't his. Belonged to some passerby.

Likel sad, not good stuff."

Riij pried the lid off the second deight box. "Sith-gpawn!"

He reached ahand in and withdrew a crystal spike the thickness of his
thumb and a good hand-span in length. Purplefilled the stone's core,

running from light
at either end to dark in the middle. AsRiij hed

the stone up thelight it trapped filled it with orange, yellow and red
lightning bolts. All three of them fdll sllent in responseto the

brilliant display.

corran stared at the stone, then shook his head. "Isthat a Durindfire

gem?'



"l think 0." Riij's voice-box bounced up and down as he swallowed
hard. "My father bought aring with a Durindfire for my mother on
their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. Waan't until the thirtieth

that he had the debt paid off, and that wasjust alittle sone.”

"Not too many of those stones make it off Tatooine, and very seldom

unworked like that finger there.”

Marannetook it from Riij and weighed it in her hands.

"Thiswould be enough to buy usanew ship."

Riij turned. "Let'sfind out what seisin these other boxes."

"No, stop.” corran held his hands up. "We don't have time enough to

check them out. Put the stone back, we'll reseal these two boxes and

st them in the landspeeder's front seat.”

Maranne reluctantly returned the stone to its box.

"What do you havein mind?'

"L ook, were going to need someinsurance here if we're going to get

off Cordliain one piece. We can resedl these boxes and no onewill

ever know they've been tampered with. Y ou'll take those two boxesto



Crisk and let him know you have, what, 108 more for him. He won't make

amove againg you until he hasthem.”

Riij frowned. "He can come here and take them from US."

"Y eah, but they won't be here. We load the rest onto the speeder and
take them to astoragefacility." Corran frowned asif thinking hard

about something. "Okay, | haveit. There'sa Dewback Storage
Warehouse on the main road back into the center of Coronet City. You
can rent astorage shed there and dump the other boxes. Y ou go to your

meseting and let Crisk know you'l give him the
location of the other

boxes when you're certain your friends are safe. Kast and | will go
off to see Thyne and if we're not back in due time, you use Crisk to

try to effect arescue.”

Maranne dowly shook her head. "I don't like the sound of this."

"L ook, we've got averitable fortune in those boxes. If Crisk doesn't

want to help you, set up ameeting with Thyne and ransom us.”

"How do we get in touch with Thyne?'

Corran smiled. "Y ou did that back at your first stop on Treasure Ship

Row, remember?"



"Right."

"Okay, let'sget loading.” Corran resedlcd thefirst box and then the
second. "I know you don't like the way thisis going, Maranne, but
you're the onewho said she'satrader. If thingsgo badly, you're

going to haveto trade for our freedom and, speaking for mysdlf, | hope

you strike a super bargain in the process.”

Colond Maximillian Veers glanced down at the chair offered to him, but
refrained from gtting. "Thank you for your kindness, Agent Loor, but
| do not anticipate being here very long. Y ou have looked at the

message | had sent over to you."

Thelong, dender man sat forward in his chair, amotion that nearly
tossed him sprawling up over the top of hisdesk. Loor caught himsdlf
with his hands, then brushed the lank of dark hair that had fallen over
hisface back into place. Veersfdt certain the man wore hishair the
way he did to accentuate his resemblance to the late Grand Moff

Takin.

| served under Tarkin. Anyonewho would think thisLoor isat dl

samilar to Tarkin should redlize the smilarity goes no deeper than the

kin.

"'Something wrong with the springs on your chair, Agent Loor?"



Theliaison officer snarled. "l have saboteurswho de
lightinfinding

waysto annoy me, and adjusting the chair isther latest form of

expresson.”

He reached over and hit a button on his desktop datapad. "And yes,

Colond Veers, | studied the message you sent over, as requested.

| can't comment on its accuracy beyond saying it istrue that Zekka

Thyne maintains alittle fortress east of Coronet City."

"| dready know that, Loor."

Loor's head came up. "You do? | wasn't aware that Thyne's
headquarters would have been something you studied, Colond Veers. |
was unaware the Imperial Armed Forces had been given cause to consder

Black Sun facilities potentid targets.”

Veers nodrilsflared. Theonly thing he hated more than having to
ded with arrogant intelligence agentswasturning ablind eye to the
activities of the Black Sun. He assumed the Emperor's tolerance for
the criminal cartel was based on reason, but Veers thought that
tolerance wastruly a detriment to the Empire. Allowing any outlaws
undermined the rule of authority. If people could see Black Sun as

somehow more maevolent than the Rebellion, then they could judtify



joining the Rebdllion dl that more easly.

"It isincumbent upon me, Agent Loor, to view any stronghold thet is

filled with armed individuals as a potentid target. Inthiscasel am

told that Thyneis meeting with eements of the Rebel underground.”

"Y es, but | am uncomfortable with your source. Whoisit?'

"You saw the verification code. Itisvdid." Vearsfrowned

heavily.

"There is no reason to distrust the information.

Itisaccurateand | plantoact onit.”

"So you mean you don't know who your sourceis?’

"l don't need to know."

With a superior smile dithering over hisface, Loor eased himsdlf back

inhischair. Veers hoped it would overbalance and spill him to the

floor. "If you believein thisintelligence source, why cometo me?*

Veersresrained himsdf from reaching out and dapping Loor. "'l came

to you, Agent Loor, because you are the Imperia Liaison Officer and

you liaise with the Cord-lian Security Forcein thisadministrative



sector. | want to know if they have any operativesworking in or

around Thyne."

"Areyou looking to usetheir extraction as a pretense for your attack,

or were you worried | would lodge a protest over collatera damage?”

Veers narrowed hiseyes. "Thereisno reason for good peopleto

die"

Loor shrugged lazily. "If they do die, they die heroes. If you get me

Zekka Thyne, you can be ahero, too."

"I believe, Agent Loor, | can find my own way to be ahero."

Veers spun on hished and stalked from the office. With Imperids
likeyou, Loor, | often wonder why the Rebellion has not yet succeeded
in overthrowing the Empire. If things are l€eft in the hands of people

like you, can the Empire possibly survive?'

Corran took one look at the SoroSuub X-34 Landspeeder Kast was piloting

and sghed. "Buy or borrow?"

The bounty hunter looked up at him from behind the whed. "Doesit

meatter?"



"If I'm going to get arrested for traveling in a stolen landspeeder 1'd
kind of been hoping it would be something newer and sportier, like an

XP-38."

"Y ou can awayswalk, Corran.”

"Good point.”" With hisleft hand on the windscreen, Corran hopped up

and into the passenger seat. "Punchit.”

Kast spun the landspeeder'swhed, fed power to the repulsorlift coils

and eased the throttle forward. "How did theloading go?'

"Loading? It went fine" Corran shifted around in the cramped sedt.

"They should be ready to make their rendezvous.”

"Good.", Corran heard the correct emphasis and inflection given to the
word, but somehow he thought Kast was being something less than genuine
inhisresponse. Corran tried to put hisfinger onit but couldnt,

and that bothered him. In the past he/d had an dmost sixth sense

about hardcases like Kast, but he didn't seem to be able to read the
armored mercenary. The fact that my father has been captured by aman

who will fillet him is destroying my concentretion.

Kast piloted the landspeeder in toward the center of town. Thebright

lights and raucous sounds of Coronet City and Treasure Ship Row all



started to pressin on Corran.

Asamember of CorSec he saw Dirtdock---CorSec dang for Treasure Ship

Row--as a dangerous place.

While the fringes might not be that bad--and plenty of respectful folks
dabbled in minor transgressions at some of the flashier places-there
were |ocations there where even Darth Vader would fear to tread. Most

of those establishments were controlled by Black Sun.

Corran's grandfather had lamented the changesin the crimina class
sncetherise of the Empire. Rostek Horn had been in CorSec back in
the days of Moff Hiry Vorru, back when flouting the law had been an
art. Inthose days, Corran had been told, criminas only made war on

criminds.

The abduction of Hal and Trdl never would have been tolerated back
then-civilianswould have to get involved with crimind activitiesa

lot more deeply before they were considered fair game.

Then Prince Xizor and his Black Sun organization had cometo the

fore.

Xizor had betrayed Vorru to the Emperor, in one step eiminating Vorru

and gaining favor with the Emperor. Xizor had used Corelliaas



training ground for some of hislieutenants. The most recent and most

brutal of them was Zekka Thyne.

Corran glanced out of the landspeeder as the Dewback storage facility

flashed past. Asheturned to look back in
the direction they were

traveling, he caught Kast watching him. " Something the matter?"

"Y ou seemed to find something interesting out there.”

"Yeah, | did." Think, Corran, think of something good. "It wasthe

dreet art onthewals."

"Art? Y ou think the defacement of buildingsisart?'

Corran shrugged. "It's not the work of Venthan Chassu but it beats

pedling Star Destroyer-whitefor holding my interest.”

Kast studied Corran for a second or two. "How does someone like you

know the work of Venthan Chassu?"

"I could lieto you and tel you that my mother used to take meto
museums, but you'd see through that." Corran forced himself to sare
graight forward as he abandoned the truth and started fashioning alie
from awild tale athief held once collared had started spinning for

him. "'l knew aguy who said he had a client who would buy anything in



thefine artsfrom Corellia. He said he'd dready lifted and sold a
handful of paintings, some sculpture and a couple of holographic
dioramas. The client seemed impressed, but wanted more. He was
spending credits like they were made of free-floating hydrogen atoms,
s0 thisguy said he wanted to plan aheist to hit the Coronet City
Museum of Fine Art. He wanted mein on the crew, so | cased the

place.

Kast nodded dowly. "Who wasthe clienO" "Don't know. My man talked
to abroker, then he got tractored by CorSec and caught a shuttle to

Akrit'tar. Hedied there"

"So what did you think of Chassu'swork?"

Corran frowned. Why would a bounty hunter care about art and care what

| thought about art? "It wasinteresting. The Sdonian nude studies

werewhat | liked the best--but not because they were nudes.

Sdlonians have fur, so can they ever redly be nude? And if it were

nude Selonians | wanted,” Corran held his hands up above the

wind-screen, "1 could find plenty of them herein Treasure Ship Row."

"Why did you like them?'

"Chassu caught the two essential e ements of Seloni-ans. their sensud,

snewy forms and, because their faces were always obscured, their



desirefor privacy." Corran shrugged. "Some of his other work was

fine"

"What did you think of Palpatine Triumphant?'

"Thethrone being built of bones gave me nightmares.”

Corran shivered, knowing the nightmares had not come from the skulls

and shattered bones, but the homicidally gleeful expression of joy on

the Emperor'sface. "Asafind masterpieceit doesthe job, but |

would have liked to see him return to Salonian studies.”

"Hislosswasapity." Kast's hdmet turned toward him.

"There would appear to be more to you than meetsthe--" "Oh?"

"Indeed. Thelast time Chassu's Selonian nudes were on display at the

Fine Arts museum was ten years ago."

Corran covered his surprise with asmile. "Not exactly.

New Y ear's Day, two years ago, they were displayed for aprivate
reception for Museum patrons. Four hours, ten thousand credits per
person.” Corran tapped Kast on the shoulder of hisarmor. ™Y ouwould

have loved it, but you'd have had to get a new paint job on the armor



firgt."

"And you were there."

"l was" SowasHal. My mother had volunteered with the museum for so
long that when it cameto hiring additiona security for the reception,
the adminigtration brought us on board. "I'll let you know when they

throw another of those get-togethers, if you want.”

"Please. I'll haveto seeif | can obtain aninvitation to it."

Corran laughed. "If you can do that, perhaps you can get usan

invitationto vist Zekka Thyne. How are you planning to get usin

there?'

Kadt's voice echoed from within hishemet. "I thought | would apped

to Thyne's sense of justice.”

"You'd have an easer timefinding the Katana flegt.”

Corran shook his head. "Zekka Thyneisahuman-aien mongre with big

blueblotsdl over his pink-white flesh.

His eyes are blood red except for black diamond pupilsthat are
outlinedin gold. HE's got sharp ears, sharper teeth and the sharpest

sense of retribution you've ever run into this sde of a\Wookiee



bearing agrudge. | heard he shot a spice courier because the courier
told Thyne she'd borrowed credits from a payoff, but had aready repaid

the momentary loan, with interest.”.

"What would Thyne have done had the woman not told him?"

"Killed her moredowly. Hesared artist with avibroblade."

Corran frowned heavily. "What Patcheslacksin brains he makes up for

inferd viciousness. What would you chargeto kill him?"

Kast's head came up just a centimeter or two. "Areyou asking meto

murder him?"

Corran hesitated for asecond. "No, | guessI'm not. | wasjust
wondering. | thought maybeif | did it | could consider the amount
you'd get paid as some sort of charitable deduction on my taxes. If |

paid any, that is."

"I would not be averse to seeing Thyne eliminated, but that is outside

the purview of my immediatetask.” Kast looked over at him.

"l believe, however, | can get usinto see him. | think the

diplomatic approach would be best.”



"l agree. | prefer diplomacy.” Corran tapped the blaster holstered
benesth hisleft armpit. "I'm also ready in case we have to be

undiplomatic.”

"which means?'

"which means| go low, you go high." .

Kast nodded solemnly. "That shal be our backup plan, then.”

The bounty hunter piloted the landspeeder with ease through the
darkened hills outside Coronet City. Thyne's estate had once belonged
to ashipping magnate who was arrested and sent to Kessel for smuggling
gpice. Thyne had obtained the deed at auction, after which rumors

garted through the Corellian underworld suggesting
Thyne had provided

the evidence that got the magnate convicted. Corran aways suspected
that bit of subterfuge had actually been planned and executed by Prince

Xizor, snce Thyne had not since shown himsdlf to be that clever.

Asthey crested the last hill and came down into the broad valey in

which the estate had been built, Corran pointed at the main building.

"It doesn't look like much, but those rolling hills serve as great
revetments and channe an assault force in toward areas where he has

minesin place. Up in the towers he's supposed to have E-webs capable



of sweeping any soldiers off the grounds. Thyneis even supposed to
have abolthole ready to let him get safely away if trouble Sarts,
whichisnt likely. Double-thick walls, double-paned transparisted
windows, complete el ectronic sensoring systems and forty to fifty
blaster-boys make this a pretty tough nut to crack. I've heard CorSec
has an open warrant to search the place, but without the Imp garrison

to back them up, no oneis stupid enough to try to deliver it."

"Y ou weren't joking about the sensors.” Kast directed the landspeeder
toward two men coming out of a Side entrance, catching themin the glow
of the ridelamps, then turned the speeder to the left and let it settle

to the ground. "I'll go speak with them. Y ou be ready in case things

go badly."

"Youll givemeadgn?' Corran watched the bounty hunter unfold
himsdf from the driver seat and mentally catal ogued the weapons he

could see. "Dumb question. If they fdl I'll come running.”

He watched Kast approach the two men. The bounty hunter held his hands
open and out away from his sides, but not up in any sign that could be
taken as surrender. He wants them to know he doesn't intend to kill

them, but that he's capable of doing just that given sufficient

provocation. Thetrio met and Corran could hear the buzz of voices,

but could make out no words. One of Thyne's men spoke
into acomlink,

then Kast raised hisleft hand and beckoned Corran forward with a



casud flutter of fingers.

Corran | eft the landspeeder and approached the three men, aping Kast's

open-handed posture while doing so.

One of Thyne's men came toward him, clearly intent on taking his
blaster, but Corran frowned at him. What, you think I'm stupid enough

to try to shoot my way in and out of here?

The blaster-boy hesitated, then sunk his handsinto his pockets.

The other Black Sun hireling pointed at Corran. "Go aheed, take his

blagter.”

"Y ou think he's stupid enough to try to shoot hisway in and out of

here?' Thefirst gunman shook his heed.

"L et's take them to the boss. We don't want to keep him waiting."

"True. Follow us."

Their guides conducted them to the main entrance and into afoyer that
Corran thought might have once rivaed that of the Coronet City Museum
of Fine Art for splendor. Rose granite and black marble had been inset
into the floor in acomplex and chaotic pattern. A stone staircase

spiraled up to the second and third floors, and drew the eyes upward to



the holographic representation of the night sky above them.

Smadll dcovesin thewals housed statuary and huge goldenrod wall
panels provided ample space for the display of avast array of

paintingsand origind holographic works of art.

It's amazing how something that could have been so beautiful can so
easly bemade 0. . . vulgar. It seemed asif Thyné's definition of

art was intimately wrapped up with the concepts of nudity, excessand a
color schemethat relied heavily on pinks, purplesand anirritatingly
vibrant shade of green. Some of the Statuary--whét little of it

actualy could have found ahome in the Museum of Fine Arts-had been
garishly corrected by gpplication of this color scheme, with excess

paint having spilled down the walls.

The paintings showed Corran aview of modds he
thought more

appropriate for xenobiological textbooks and the holographs seemed the

visud equivaent of ahigh-pitched scream.

"How much were you going to offer meto kill him?"

Kast whispered.

"Not enough.”



They followed their guides through the foyer and ahuge set of double
doorsinto Thyne's office. Here the clash of artworks had anew
element added to it: awar between style of furnishings. Thyne's desk
had been carved from deep brown vweliu tree wood and wasin itself a
work of art. Surrounding it were other pressed-form duraplast and
fiberplast chairs and tables--the sort of thingsthat could be left out

in aglen because westher would not hurt them. A few Sainlesssted
tables topped with trangparisted sheets completed the decor and ariot

of lamps---no two matching--provided illumination for it dl.

Corran looked over at Hal and caught a brave nod from him despite the
twin lines of blood dripping down from hisnose. Haber Trell looked in
worse shape, with argpidly swelling eye and an inert vibroblade stuck
into the seet of his chair between histhighs. The Tunroth'syelow

flesh had greyed up abit, and adollop of bluish blood trickled from

one nodtril, but Rathe otherwise |ooked aert.

Zekka Thyne smiled at Kast and Corran found the expression nothing
short of obscene. "Ah, Jodo Kagt, finaly we meet. Normaly | do not
retain anindividua | have not met, but your reputation precedes

you.

| decided the creditswere well spent.” Thyne's scarlet gaze

sharpened.



"Dont disgppoint me."

"l have no intention of doing s0." With aswift, smooth motion, Kast
drew ablaster in hisright hand and jammed the muzzle againgt Corran's
left temple. "Haber Trell and the Tunroth are nswho were hired

by Borbor Crisk to eliminate you. Their partners are even now

aranging
for Crisk tofill acouple hundred deight boxeswith the

pricefor your head."

"That'snot true!™ Haber Trell snarled angrily. "Heslying.”

Thyne silenced him with abackhanded dap. " So who are these other

two?"'

Kast grunted what dmost seemed to be alaugh. "They hired these two
localsto help them get around and as camouflage. With thesetwoin

tow, who would think they are galaxy-class ns?'

Corran started to raise a hand to massage his head, but Kast kept the
gun pressed hard againg his skull. Corran wasn't certain which hurt
more: hishead or his pride a having been fooled by Kast. He played
me very well, just like he played the rest of us. Better | wasin my

father's place because Kast never would have fooled him.

Corran glanced sdelong at Kast, then nodded toward Thyne. "Y ou know,



you redly can't trust theword of abounty hunter.”

"True, but | am more willing to trust him than some assassin'slocd

fetch-and-carry.”

Kast reached over and relieved Corran of his blaster, then lowered his
own gun. "My story isfairly easy to check out. Y ou should dispatch
some of your peopleto the Mynock's Haven. It isthe cantinawhere
Trel's partners are meeting within the hour with Crisk to findize the
payoff details. You'l find the deight boxes at the Dewback storage
yard near the spaceport. Y ou can send other of your people there and

wait for Crigk and his men to come and fill the boxes."

Corran rubbed at histemple. ™Y ou figured that out from my look at the

place? You'regood."

"That'swhy peopleretain me." Kast looked over a Thyne. "l takeit

you have detention cells here?'

"Wine cdlar isempty. Y ou can put them in acoves down there.”

"Good. | shal do that while you prepare the ambush
for Crisk."

Kast mationed with his blaster for Corran to head toward the door.



"Once your people report back, you'll know who you can trust.”

"Yes" Thyne hissed theword. "And those who arelying will pay the

ultimate price for daring to deceive me."

Side Trip Part Three

by Michadl A" Stackpole propelled by a poke in the kidneys with a

blaster carbine, Corran Horn sumbled into the makeshift cell.

He got control of himsalf fast enough to avoid bumping into hisfather
and turned back quickly, but Jodo Kast swung the wrought-iron gate
shut. That effectively sealed thetwo Hornsin asmdl, dusty grotto
that had once been home to afine collection of winesfrom throughout
the Empire. At least that'stheimpresson | get from all the broken

bottle bits on the floor.

Corran skewered Kast with the nastiest stare he could muster.

"Thisisn't over between us Kagt."

The bounty hunter regarded Corran placidly, but thetrio of Zekka
Thyne's henchmen forcing the other man and the Tunroth into asecond
grotto acrossthe cdllar laughed out loud. Their leader, the beefy;
red-haired man who had given Corran the shove, sneered at the

undercover Cordlian Security Force officer. "Youredrictly smdl



time, pd. Thebossisn't going to give you acrack at thisguy. Il

be the one to take care of you."

"Oh?' Corran gavethe man afetd grin. "I didn't redize Thynewas

into doing favorsfor the hired help. Y ou're welcometo try me any

time"

"Hewon't get the chance." Kast's voice camelow and cold. "I've put

up with your prattling and bragging and threets, Corran, and | am not

of amind to let someone e se diminate annoyances from my life.”

The armored mercenary pointed afinger at the redheaded man.

"Touch himand I will consider it amatter of honor to turn you insde

out."

Theredhead paed. "Yes gr."

Another of Thyne's Black Sun underlings closed the other gate and

secured it. "They'rein. Wannathresten any of them, Nidder?"

The redhead frowned. " Suck vacuum, Somms. Y ou think you're o funny,

you can think up jokes while you stand guard on these clowns."

Somms blond brows arrowed down toward his nose.



"They'rein here secure, they don't need guarding.”

Kast shook hishead. "No, not in here, of course not, but outside the
room, on thefirg gair landing. Thereyou can hear commotion fromin

here or the main floor and be able to respond.”

Nidder shoved his blaster carbine into Somms hands.

"You heard him."

Corran amiled. "Just what | expected, Kast. Y ou want someone

stationed between you and me."

Kast grabbed the grate'siron bars and shook it once,
hard. Themetd

rattled loudly and, startled, Corran involuntarily took a step back.

Nidder, Somms and the third Black Sunner started laughing, but their

mirth didn't stop corran from hearing Kast's reply to hisremark.

"I've no fear of you, Corran. | look forward to you getting out of

here because with Thyne sending. his blaster-boys off to ambush

Maranne and Riij, I'm pretty much assured that I'm al that stands

between you and your freedom. Y ou may be good--you may even be better

than | give you credit for being---but I'm still better.”



Corran's|eft temple throbbed from where Kast had jammed his blaster

pistol againg it. "Keep thinking that, Kast, and don't be surprised

when | prove you wrong."

"Come see me, Corran, when your boasts are not idle.”

Kast turned and herded the rest of the men from the small room.

An old wooden door closed behind him and clicked shut.

Corran stared after him for amoment then spun on his heel and swore.

"Sithspawn! That son of arancor played mefor anidiot." Helooked

up a hisfather. "I'm sorry, Dad. | redly made amessof things."

The elder Horn's hazel eyes narrowed. "How do you plot our predicament

being your fault?'

"| should have known there was something wrong."

Corran scrubbed his hands over hisface. "Their ship, the Hopskip, is
apiece of trash that Crisk wouldn't use to haul dead bodies, much less
vauable merchandise. The others had no ideawhat wasin their cargo

hold and it turned out to be full of deight boxes."



Hd frowned. "Seight boxes are hardly state of the art for smugglers

these days. It'salmogt asif they wanted to be caught.”

"Right, exactly." Corran leaned againgt afiberplast winerack built
into the grotto'swall. "Kast told Thyne the boxes are empty, but |
found some with junked holo-sedl s and popped them. One box had
spice--gtrictly joy-dust grade, but spice nonetheless--and the other

had afortunein uncut Durindfire gems. Evenif wefigurethat
one

box of gemsisit and the other 199 are spice, Crisk can usethe gems
to buy an army and use the spice to flood the market and kill Black

Sun's profits.”

Hal Horn turned awooden wine-box over and sat. "So what you're
telling meisthat we have non-smugglers bringing in two hundred
deight boxes and they have no ideawhat'sin them. Y ou find gemsand
spicein two and the shipment is headed for Crisk. Crisk himsdlf cant

put together that sort of shipment, so he has a backer. Who?'

Corran frowned. "The gems come from Tatooine. Isn't there a Hutt out

there working the spice trade?

"Jappaor Jadda or something like that, yes. He's powerful there, but
expanding into Corellia? That'stoo bold amove." Ha's mouth opened,

then he shook his head.



He motioned his son aside and |ooked past Corran toward the other

cdl.

"Haber Trdl, how long have you known Jodo Kast?'

The Hopskip's pilot stood and grasped the bars of hisprison. "I don't

know him. He'sadong for theride.”

"Yes" Hd leaned back againg the wadll and laughed lightly.

"That'sit."

Corran shook hishead. "Y ou're saying Kast is behind the shipment

going to Crisk? But that makes no sense since he'stold Thyne's people

whereto find the boxes with the spice and gems.”

"No, Corran, Kast isn't the mastermind, he'swhat's being smuggled into

Cordllia"

Corran'sjaw shot open. "It doesn't make any sense.”

"No?' Ha gave Corran an appraising glance--of the sort that in the

past had warned Corran that his father thought he was being lazy in his

thinking. "What do you make of Kast's last remark?"



Corran thought back. "Hewastaunting me."

"Agreed, but what did hetell us by taunting you?"

The sigh came up dl the way from Corran'stoes. "Hetold usthat he

was all that stood between us and freedom--that Thyne'sguysare al

gone. Hetold meto come
find him when we got free”" Corran dapped

hisforehead with the hed of hishand. "l should have seen that."

"Youdid."

"Yeah, but it took you to point it out to me." Corran shook his head

and toed the neck of a broken bottle.

"There are times when my brain just doesn't work."

"No, Corran, your brain worksfine." Ha kept histone even, but

pointed afinger at hisson. ™Y ou just need to focus your thinking.

You're angry because of how Kast tricked you, and | think you were a

bit afraid for how | wasdoing.”

"Right on both counts.”

"It's understandable, son, and appreciated in the case of your concern



for me, but you can't let your emotions and incidental things deflect

you."

"l know that, Dad. | redly do." He smiled a hisfather.

"| try to follow your example, but you're better at it than | am.”

"| have afew yearson you, Corran.”

"It'smorethan just the years, Dad." Corran winced. "l never would

have read Kast's message right the way you did."

The elder Horn's eyestwinkled. "I have to admit to you, Corran, |

cheated thistime out.”

"What?'

Hal pointed past him. "Up there, on the bars Kast shook, see what that

littlething is, will you?'

Corran turned and looked closdly at the bars. Where Kast had grasped
onein hisright hand, Corran saw asmal black cylinder about a
hand-span in length and about the diameter of ablaster-bolt. He freed
it from the bar with atug, leaving an adhesive residue on the
wrought-iron, and felt asmal button beneath his thumb, near the

cylinder'stip.



"Be careful with that, Corran.”

The younger man nodded and hit the button. All but invisbleinthe

haf-light, a ddlicate monomolecular blade did from the cylinder.

"I know what it is, and | remember
what happened to Lefty Dindo."

Corran cut carefully down with the blade and through the lock's bolt.

He retracted the gtiletto's fragile blade and swung the door open.

"Freeing usfromthiscell isabit easier than Lefty trying to use one

of theseto free himsdf from binders.”

Hal Horn paused in the door cell's doorway. ™Y ou might want to cut us

acouple of the barsto use as wespons.

Somms might not be the brightest of Black Sunners, but | think he's

going to take some convincing before he lets us out of here.”

"Agreed." Extending the blade again, Corran cut apair of
50-centimeter-long bars from the bottom of the grate and handed oneto

hisfather.



Ha swung the club againgt hisleft hand with a mesaty thwack.

"Thiswill work. Now how do we lure Sommsin?"

Corran squinted at the room's closed door. ™Y ou figure Sommsas
someone who will raise an darm immediately, or will wait to report

uccess?”

"After Nidder's giving him the duty? Hell act, then report.”

"That's my read, too. Thelanding was ten steps up and were far
enough away from the office that if we make some noise, no one will

notice, | think." Corran smiled.

"I'll do the hard work if you want to do the yelling."

"Ydlingworksfor me" Ha Horn amiled. "Becareful.”

"Right." Corran walked over to the wooden door and set the length of
the blade to a half-centimeter shy of the door's depth, then cut very
cautioudy. He scored acirclein the center of it. Once he had the
circletaken care of, he cut lines heading out from it asif achild
drawing asunburgt. Lastly he carved little semicircles around the

hinges and thelock.



He closed the blade and handed it to his father in exchange for one of

the clubs. "Okay, here goes nothing.”

"Walt!"

Corran looked over at Haber Trell. "What do you want?'

"Dont leave usin here. If you're busting out, we want to go,

too."

"I don't think so, Trell." The flesh tightened around Corran's eyes.

"Evenif you'retwice the fighter that you are asmuggler, you'l ill

beintheway."

Hal nodded in agreement, but tossed them the molecular tiletto

anyway.

"Corran'sright, you won't want to come with us. Welll head out and

ded with Thyne. Give usacouple of minutes, then go fast.

Stedl one of Thyné's airgpeeders and fly. Head back to your ship and

get out of the system.”

Trdl nodded. "Thanks"



Corran frowned at hisfather, then pointed at Trell.

"And, listen, don't put that cargo back on your ship. Y ou don't want

to be shipping spice around.”

Trell shivered and Corran took that to be an e oquent answer to his

caution.

"Ready, Dad?'

"All st

Corran smiled and ran backward at the door. Helegped up and hit it

smack in the middle with his back.

The door exploded into fragments around him, spraying large chunks of
wood into the narrow corridor outside the makeshift prison. Corran
crashed down amid it dl, yelping involuntarily instead of |etting

forth with agreat oof as he had planned. No jagged edges, but the

debrissureis tumpy.

Hal's voice flooded through the dying echoes of the door's crisp

crack.

"Keep that Tunroth away from me!™



With hiseyes nearly shut, Corran saw Somms come flying down the stairs
to the landing. The man kept his back to the stonewall as he crept

toward the cell, then he brandished the blaster carbine and prepared to
rush into the cell. To do that he prepared to pivot on hisright foot,

fill the doorway, thengoiin.

As Somms |eft foot came around in the pivot move, Corran caught it in
hisleft hand. Letting Somms momentum pull him upinto astting

position, Corran
brought his meta truncheon down on the top of the

man's pavis. Somms started to cry out, morein surprisethan pain it
seemed, when Hal appeared in the doorway and clipped him with afistin

the head.

Somms collgpsed to the floor and did not move.

Corran frowned at hisfather. "Why cut the club if you aren't going to

Useit?"

"Didnt need it." Hal snaked the blaster carbine from beneath Somms,
flicked the selector lever over to stun, and pumped a blue bolt into
him. The Black Sunher twitched once, then lay gently ill. "I expect

hell till fed the blow you dealt him when he wakes up.”

"We can but hope." Corran rolled him over and unfastened his blaster



belt. Donning it himself, Corran pulled the blagter from it and
checked the power pack. He glanced up at hisfather. "You goingto

leave that set on Sun?"

"I haven't noticed that killshots fly any more true than stunbolts.”

"True, but there's just so many moreformsto fill out when we bring

them back dive."

"Don't even joke about that, Corran.” Hisfather gave him areproving

glance that made Corran fed about asbig asahologame piece. "Set it

on stun and you won't regret accidentaly hitting afriend.”

"Yes, gar." Corran flicked the pistol's selector lever to stun and

stood up. He waved his father toward the door.

"Timeto get Thyne. Age before beauty."

"Brains beforeimpudence.” Hal tossed aquick salute to Haber Trell

and Rathe. "Luck to you, but keep your heads down and get out of here

fadt. If Thyne doesn't react well to our refusing his hospitdity, you

don't want to bein the blast radius.”

Arl Nidder matched Jodo Kast's long-legged stride as best he could.

The bounty hunter impressed him, but the armor impressed him more. Now



if | had asuit of that Mandaorian armor I'd be pretty tough. 1'd be
ableto get alot of light-years between me and the rest of the

Bromstaad boys. Maybe
| hire out to do wetwork for some Moff, or

maybe even Prince Xizor.

His ruminations ended abruptly asthey reentered Thyne's office.

Nidder liked the office because it seemed like amuseum to him. Hed
never been in area museum, but he knew they were placeswhere old and
vaued things were collected. Hetook it asamark of pridethat Thyne

kept him close enough to protect the crime lord's prized possessions.

Surrounded by beauty though he was, Thyne did not look happy. The
holoprojector plate built into his desk showed aview of Thyne's

fortress and the surrounding valey in tranducent green detall.

Moving around the areawere small orange iconsthat Nidder had seenin
Security smulations, but only when they were running worst case

scenarios to scare the wits out of new recruits.

Nidder's jaw dropped. "Arethoseredly storm-troopers?'

Thyne nodded, then snapped acomlink on. "All personne report to

battle gations. Thisisnot adrill. We have hostile deployment to

the north and east. Moveit, | want all defenses reported as



operationd inthirty seconds.”

Nidder and Deif gtarted toward the room's partially gjar doors, but
Thyne stopped them with asnarl. "Not you two. Not that | don't trust

you, Kast."

Kast raised hishands. "But you don't trust me. I'll remind you of

this next time we negotiate a price for my services"" Thelong, tall
bounty hunter pulled a chair around where he could watch Thyne on the
right and the doors at the left, but did so in such a casua way that

it took Nidder amoment or two to recognize exactly what he was

doing.

Kast looked directly at Nidder, then camly crossed hisright leg over

hisleft.

Nidder shifted uncomfortably and got the distinct impression that the
only way he'd get asuit of that armor wasto be lucky enough to be
around when someone dsekilled Kast and pedled him out of it. Of

course, the
thought didn't form itsdlf exactly that way in Nidder's

brain. Hejust knew he didn't want that suit of armor, just one like

it.

His momentary fedling of inferiority vanished as heredized Kast

wasn't as smart as he thought himsdlf to be. If the mercenary hed



turned his chair around he still could have watched the desk and doors,
but aso could see the painting of frolicking nudes onthewall. Asit
was, Nidder could fully appreciate it--though hewas a alossto
explain why the artist had included gardening implementsin the

painting--and smiled to let Kast know what he was missing.

The hologram shifted to a schematic of the house, with the corridor

outside the door rendered in yellow light that blinked on and off.

Thyne hissed furioudy. "Someoneisinthe hdl. The Impshave

dready infiltrated the building." He pointed Nidder and Deif toward

the door: Kast started speaking in aloud voice. "Of course, handling
thingsin adiplomatic manner works best." The bounty hunter pointed
toward two spots aong the wall where the Bromstaad mercenaries could
cover the doorway with amurderous crossfire. "Then again, thereare

timeswhen one has to be undiplomatic.”

Nidder marveled at how Kast's voice covered the sound of his approach
to the door. He stopped exactly where Kast wanted him to and drew his
blaster pistol. He set it to kill and waited, but shot Kast awink and
anod. When the nod was returned, Nidder even began to imagine that
Kast might take him on as an apprentice, or even a partner. He's seen

how good | am. He knowswhat helll be getting when we work together.

The exploding of the lower haf of one door interrupted Nidder's



fantasy. Through the smoke and spray of fiery debris camethe smallest
of the prisonersthey'd left below. Coming up into acrouch from the
somersault that carried him through the hole, the brown-haired man

raised ablaster pistol and triggered two shots. Thefirst
blue bolt

missed, but the second caught Deif in the somach, wreathing himin

azure energy.

Nidder brought hispistol in linewith the little man. He doesn't see
me. He doesn't know I'm here. Hismistake. Nidder started to tighten

hisfinger on the trigger when he fet himsaf moving backward.

Hefdt his shoulders hit thewal, then his head rebounded from it.

Through the exploding stars he saw a second bolt flash out from the

blaster built into the thigh of the Mandaorian armor.

In the nanosecond it took for the scarlet bolt to Szzle through his
chest, Nidder redlized Kast had positioned him so carefully and
precisely because the bounty hunter wanted to kill him. Nidder did not
fed outrage at having been so easily betrayed and daughtered, nor did
he, in his dying moment, grant Kast amodicum of respect for having
worked so coolly to day him. No, for Arl Nidder, dying ashedid to
the floor, there was only onefina thought. Now if | had a set of

that armor ...



corran saw the red bolts burn by on hisleft and sivung around in that

direction as histarget flopped to the ground. At the back of the

room, Corran saw Thyne running for whereawall pand did back to

reveal ablack recess. He started to track the fleeing crimelord, but

pulled his pistol back as Kast's head and shoulders eclipsed Thyne.

He's getting away.

Corran glanced back at the door. "All dear.”

Hal stepped through, looked at Nidder's body, then at Kast.

"That's another round of drinks on me by way of thanks."

The bounty hunter uncrossed hislegs and stood. "Pest control."

Corran pointed at the dark opening inthewall.

"Thyne went out through there.”

Hal approached it cautioudy. "Looksclear.”

Corran appropriated the blaster carbine the man he'd shot had been

carrying and st it for stun. "Let'sgofind him."

He turned to Kast. "Comeaong. We could use your



help.

Therés abounty on Thyne. Were going to get him, but the bounty can
beyours." Corran looked around the room at the garish decorations and
horrific art. "It might even be sufficient to buy somered art and

offset memories of thisplace.”

"Y ou tempt me very much." Kast shrugged. "However, someone with such
inferior taste in art should not be hard to catch. | would join you,

but I'm asimple bounty hunter and | till have ajob to do.”

Despite having no read on Kast, Corran knew he waslying. Heraised an

eyebrow. "I don't believe you're asmple bounty hunter.”

"Nor do | believe you and your father are smple hoodlums looking for

underworld employment.” Kast crossed to the desk and punched a button

on the holographic diplay unit's control panel. A view of the

surrounding area.came up and Corran saw smal orangeiconsmoving in

swarms over theterrain. "These are Imperial storm-troopers.

They'relikely to make things uncomfortableif you don't get going.

Y ou don't want to be caught here."

"Neither do you."



"] won't be."

Corran nodded. "Another time, then."

"Perhgps." Thefinality in Kast's voice told Corran there never would
be a next time, and somehow he didn't find that prospect cause for

anything but rdif.

Corran rgoined hisfather just indde the entrance to Thyne's escape
passage. The narrow corridor had been melted through the native stone

with agentle dope downward.

Every fifteen meters or so it cut back on itsdlf, forcing the Hornsto
advance carefully. The brevity of the passages meant any firefight

would be at close quarters and extremely deedly.

Corran clutched his blaster carbine in both hands and snuggled it
againg hisright flank. It had been modified dightly after its

ariva from thefactory by theinclusion of apinpoint glow rod

attached to the left side of the barrel, and more work had been done on

it to makeit what was
known in street parlance as ahotshot. The

trigger guard had been cut away, leaving the trigger free and the
weapon ligble to be fired when the trigger caught on clothing or was
otherwise jarred. Using a hotshot was supposed to indicate how tough a

person was, but it only took one view of the results of an unsafed



hotshot pistol being tucked into awaistband to convince most folksit

was afoolhardy modification.

Of course, no oneisgoing to tuck acarbineinto his pants.

Corran amiled dightly, then nodded as hisfather signaled him to come
forward. Remaining low, Corran came around the corner of the corridor,
then dropped to the ground as ared blaster bolt sizzled through the

ar abovehim.

He shot back twice, but neither blue bolt hit anything but stone.

"Corridor widens out into anatura cave.

We're probably at the rear of the property.”

"Okay, takeit dow. Losethelight.”

Corran flicked off the pinpoint glow rod and closed hiseyes. He

waited for a count of ten for his eyesto get adjusted to the darkness,

then opened them. Biolumines-cent lifeforms--lichen and the things

that ate it-gave off a purplish glow that allowed Corran to make out
shadowed shapes. Some were regular and appeared to be duraplast boxes
of varying sizes, while the larger, more menacing oneswere curioudy

hunched and gnarled stone formations. There seemed to belittle



physica modification of the cave; the floor remained uneven and boxes
had been wedged in various places where space allowed. Corran assumed
the previous owner had kept the cave inits natural state and Thyne had
soredin it precious or vital cargoesthat he did not trust to have

any placedse.

Corran crept forward, remaining low. He reached thefirst box andin
the faint glow made out the stenciled Imperid legend proclaiming it to

befull of blaster carbines.

Hewould have opened it, but the scent of spice lingered strongly

enough in theimmediate areathat he
knew what it redlly contained.

Either Thyneisjust storing spicein this, or Black Sun has some
backdoor Imperia connectionsthat are alowing them to ship this stuff

in past Customs.

I'll haveto ask Loor about that.

Corran whistled short and sharp, then heard hisfather close the gap

between them. For an older man, and one as big as he was, Ha moved

pretty quietly. | felt his presence before | picked up that dight

scuff of his sole againgt the stone.

Oh, Thyne, you don't know who you're messing with.



A return whistle sent Corran forward. He moved dowly and carefully,
wending hisway from one dark rock to another. He did hisbest to
avoid those that were glowing because he didn't want to silhouette

himsdf againg one.

Hetook gresat care to make aslittle noise as possible, and smiled as

he hunkered down behind alarge black rock.

Corran looked back toward hisfather and was set to whistle when he
heard the scrape of metal on arock. He glanced up and triggered one

shot from the blaster carbine.

The azure bolt streaked past Thyne as he legped down from alarge
dolmen, then Thyné'sright hed caught Corran in the shoulder and spun
him to the ground. His blaster carbine bounced away, firing off two
random shots. Hefdt Thynésleft arm tighten around his neck and
then he was hauled to hisfeet asthe dien straightened up, his body

shidding Thynefromfire.

The muzzle of ablaster pistol ground in under the right corner of
Corran'sjaw. A glow rod lit up, bathing the right sde of Corran's
facewith light. The muscles on the arm around his neck bulged,

condricting his breathing and killing any thoughts of struggling.

Thyne growled loudly, sending angry echoes of his voice throughout the



cavern. "Your partner isdead if you don't show yoursdf infive

seconds.”

Those five seconds took an eternity to passfor Corran, and hefilled
it with an unending series of if-onlies. If only | had tucked the
blaster pistol into my waistband when | took the carbine. If only |

hed the dtiletto. If only I'd been more quietin my
advance.....

Sdf-recriminations clogged his mind and fed the despair dowly

creeping into his head.

Then hisfather stood up and the glow rod on his carbine burned to
life. luminated by its backlight, Hal Horn stood twenty meters away,
the carbine held steady in hisright hand. He presented Thynewith a
profile--offering him atarget other than Corran. The expression on
his father's face bore a gravity Corran had not seen since hismother's
funerd. Hal's eyes seemed purged of anger and fear, but full of

intent.

"Itismy duty to inform you, Zekka Thyne, that | am ingpector Hal Horn
of the Corellian Security Force and you are under arrest. | havea

vaid warrant for your gpprehension for violations of smuggling laws.

Let your hostage go and stop making things more difficult for

yoursdf."



Thyne's chuckle came low and ringing with contempt.

"No, thisistheway it'sgoing to go. Y ou're going to remove your

finger from the trigger and lower your blaster."

"l can't do that."

"Youwill dothat." Thynetightened hishold on Corran's neck.

"My eyesight isgood enough even in full darkness herethat | can tell

if your finger so much astwitchestoward pulling thetrigger. And my

reflexes are good enough that I'll pump three shots through your

partner's head before you complete that move. Y ou may get me, but your

partner will be dead. Do it, now!"

Hd frowned. "Okay, don't do anything rash.”

"Dont, Hal! Shoot him ...."

Thyne jammed the gun harder into Corran'sjaw. "Y ou were supid enough

to join CorSec, let's not be stupid enough to die for it."

Hal'sleft hand came up. "Okay, I'm doing what you said. I'm pulling

my finger off thetrigger.”



Corran tried to shake hishead to tell hisfather not to comply with

Thyné's order. He hasto know that the second he
disssmshimsdf,

Thynewill shoot me and then shoot him. | may aready be dead, but no

reason for him to die, too.

Ha Horn'sright index finger dowly unhooked itself from the blaster
carbingstrigger. Asit did so the glow rod's backlight washed all
color fromthe digits. Thefinger straightened and Corran saw bones
pointing & him. It's over. Well both be skeletons | eft here to

molder forever.

Then the blue bolt shot from the carbines muzzle. The air crackled
and Corran's hair sood on end as the bolt sizzled past him and hit
Thyne. The blue nimbus resulting from the shot sent attingle through
Corran's body and wesakened him enough that hefdll to his hands and
knees. Behind him Thyne's body hit the ground with aheavy thump
accompanied by the light clatter of the blagter pistol dancing off into

the darkness.

Ha dropped to one knee beside his son, then pumped another stun round

into Thyne. "Areyou okay, son?'

Corran sat back on hisheds. "l will be" He rubbed at the sde of

his neck with hisright hand. "He gave me abruise to baance the one



Kast gave me. Having blaster bruises on my head and neck isan

experience | could have done without."

"Beats having the bolts hit home, as our friend here discovered.”

Corran looked a Thynein thelight from Ha's carbine.

The areaaround Thynée's right eye had begun to swell indicating where

the bolt had hit him. "How didyou . . .?"

Ha smiled. "Thelittle gold diamond in hiseye gave me agresat
target. | just focused on it--setting aside my concernsfor you so |

could--and hit him."

Hefrowned at hisfather. "No, not that. Y ou had your finger clear of

the trigger and the gun fired anyway. How did you do that?

The spice vapor back there give you some sort of telekinetic power or

something?’

"Me, move something with the power of my mind?*

Ha shook his head and brandished the carbine. "Thisisahotshot. At

the sametime| pulled my index finger off
thetrigger,-l wasableto

bring my middle finger up and stroke the trigger. Nothing specid or



unusud, just snesky.”

Despite the smile on hisfather'sface, and the cold logic of his
answer, Corran couldn't shake the fedling that his father wasn't
telling the entire truth. He probably doesn't want me to know how
chancy hismovewas, but at least he had the gutsto makeiit. |

wouldn't have wanted to be in hisbootsfor dl the spicein the

galaxy.

Hal handed Corran Thyne's blaster pistal, then hauled Thyneto hisfeet

and tossed him over hisshoulder. "l can fed abreeze from ahead.

Weredmost clear."

Corran retrieved his own blaster carbine and carried it by the
pistol-grip in hisleft hand while using the blagter pistal in his
right hand and its glow rod to light their way out. "I see something

up ahead. Starsand Seloniaout there.™

The two CorSec agents got clear of the cavern fairly easily. Themouth
of it had been blocked with alattice of iron barswith adoor in it
smilar to those of the prison they'd escaped earlier. Corran shot the

lock open then led theway out into asmal grassy clearing.

Hal laid Thyne out on the ground and brought his blaster carbine to

hand again. " Check him for acomlink.



We can cal for transport to come get us.”

Corran knelt over the body and began to search it when avaguely

mechanica sounding voice snapped an order a him.

"Drop the weapons, handsintheair.” Thefirst of eight Sormtroopers
emerged like ghosts from the trees surrounding the clearing. Their

armor bone-white in the reflected moonlight, they made themselvesvery
easy targets. Thefact that each of them brandished ablaster carbine
prompted Corran to raise hishands. | can't imagine any of them hasa

Wegpon Set on stun.

Hal lowered his carbine to the ground carefully. "I'm Ingpector Hal

Horn and thisis my partner, Corran Horn.

We're with CorSec. We'vejust apprehended Zekka Thyne."

The leader of the stormtroopers approached Hal.

"Looksasif you aretrying to help Thyne escape and arelying to

me.

Corran frowned. "What astupid conclusion to draw. | don't know why

you've got that big helmet to protect your head because there clearly



isn't anything you're putting to good use under it."

The stormtrooper sivung his gun to cover Corran. "On your feet, Black

Scummer.”

Corran glanced at hisfather as he stood. "I guesswe'rether

prisoners.”

The stormtrooper shook his head. "Who said anything about taking

prisoners?’

Hal's voice came low and calm, but full of intensity and power.

"I think I would want aspecific order from a superior about shooting
us. | think to operate otherwise would serioudy jeopardize our

career, and possibly your life”

The stormtrooper reoriented himsdlf toward Hal and Corran thought for a

moment he'd have to jump the man to prevent him from shooting Hal.

Corran would have gone for him, too, because he'd seen countless bodies
that had ended up dead for making remarks that were no where near as
confrontationd. What held him back was the way the man's movements

dowed as he watched Hal.

The stormtrooper wasn't reacting to the tone or chalengein the words,



he was clearly congdering their full import.

Will wonders never cease?

A comlink clicked indde the man's hdmet and the murmurs of
conversation hummed into the night. Corran smiled and shrugged at his

father. Hal winked back and alowed himsdlf the start of agrin.

The stormtrooper's head came up. "It be aminute or two wait."

Hal nodded, then jerked athumb back toward the cave mouth.

"Y ou'll want to have your squad secure that cav
ern. It leads back

into Thyne'soffice. Y our people can get ingde and hit the towers
from below because if shooting starts, your people are going to die

taking that place.”

The stormtrooper thought for amoment, then sent half his squad

forward. Theremaining trio set themsalves up to watch the clearing

perimeter while the leader kept hisblaster on Corran and hisfather.

The night air had become abit chilled and the fact that he'd been

swesting earlier became readily apparent to Corran.

"Mindif | lower my arms? I'm getting cold."



The stormtrooper shook his head. "Y ou can get colder.”

"Nicenight, isntit?" Corran gave the man atoothy grin and hiked

hisarms up higher.

A soldier in the olive drab uniform of the Imperial Army broke through
the brush, flanked by two more stormtroopers. The eight bar box with
rank cylinders on each sdeworn (in his chest proclaimed himto bea

Colond.

His dark-eyed gaze flicked between father and son, then lingered on
Thyne'sbody. "ZekkaThyne. Y ou may put your hands down. | takeit

you must be the CorSec agents.”

Hal nodded. "Ha Horn. Thisismy son, Corran. | have adisc that
identifiesmein my shoe. It dso contains the open warrant CorSec has
for searching this place and arresting Thyne. | can dig it out for

you, if you wish, to provewho we are.

"I'm Colonel Veersand | believe you are who you say you are. My
source indicated you would be coming out somewherein thisvicinity and
even suggested we might want to backtrack you." He glanced at the
stormtrooper who had threstened to kill them. "Apparently my reasons

for dispatching this squad around here were not fully understood.”



Ha shrugged. "No one got lit up, so no problem.”

Corran pointed to Thyne. "Weve gotten the nastiest of them out of

there. There aren't many peopleleft in there and, by now, they should

al be Thyne's people.”

Hal nodded. "Y ou can safely consder it afree-fire zone."

"I'll remember that if they giveusareasontogoin.”

Veersamiled. "You didn't happen to notice any signs of Rebel agents

or Rebdlion suppliesin there by any chance?"

"No, but as a CorSec Ingpector, | do beieveit iswithin my discretion

to ask for assstance in serving awarrant and apprehending

suspects.”

Hal looked at the hillsdes on either Sde of the valley.

"I should check with my liaison officer, but calling back to Crescent

City from here would beimpossible, so | guessI'm on my own."

Veers shook his head. "Fity."

"Indeed." Hal waved a hand toward the cavern. "Colond, if you and



your squad would care to assst me, | would be most appreciative.”

"Wedways likeworking closaly with local officias”

Vears gave Hal anod and pointed his stormtroopers at the black hole.

"Y ou heard him. No waiting for them to shoot first, were clear to

go.’

The stormtroopersjogged forward in aclatter of armor.

Vearshanded Ha acomlink. "Y our trangt codeword is

‘masterpiece.”

At our perimeter just commandeer one of our landspeedersto get your

prisoner out of here."

"Thanks." Hal, looking back toward the cave, pointed at a stream of

green laser bolts coming from one of the mansion's towerstoward the

ground. "Looks like your war has started.”

"Thenwell getinquickly andendit.” Veersgavethem abrief salute

and ran off with hismen.

Corran looked after the Imperid officer. "I thought Imps bdievedin



leading from therear.”

"Not dl of them, it seems.” Hal grabbed Thyne's hands and hauled the

man up onto his back. " Get the anklesthere, will you?'

"Sure" Corran grabbed Thyne's ankles and trailed be
hind his

fether.

"0, isthis the end of Black Sun on Cordl-lia?"

"I doubt it. Two CorSec agents, ahandful of smugglersand abounty

hunter who isn't abounty hunter aren't going to be enough to bring

Black Sun down. Even if the Colonel and his people leve that place,

Prince Xizor till has enough power and the resourcesto restoreiit to

what it was before, and you have to know there are countless

individuaswilling to take Thynées place.”

Corran shivered. "Yeah, I'm afraid you'reright. How depressing.”

"Depressng?’ Hal turned and looked back at his son.

"It'snot depressing. Aslong asthere are Hornsto catch criminds,

Prince Xizor iswelcometo send al he carestoin our direction.”

"And you don't find that prospect depressing?’ Corran frowned at



him.

"If itisn't depressng, what isit?"

"I think it'sobvious, son." Ha's hearty laugh blotted out the whines
of blasters being fired back and forth. "It'sjob security. It may

not be easy work, and it's dangerous quite a bit of thetime, but it's
work that holds evil a bay and there's nothing better you can devote

your lifeto doing."

Corran nodded and recalled a bit of conversation held had with Riij

Winward. "And what will we do when the only evil |eftinthe gdaxy is

the Empire?'

"That's agood question, Corran, avery good question.”

Weariness seemed to creep into hisfather's voice.

"It's one that each person must answer for himsdf. | just hope, when

the time comes for meto answer it, |'ll have the wisdom to choose the

right answer and the strength to act upon it.”

"Me, too."

"You will, Corran, no doubt about that." Hal gave himawink and a

nod. "When the time comes, you'l seethelight and thosewallowing in



darkness who move to oppose you will regret that decision throughout

whet littleremains of thair lives"

SideTripPat4

by Timothy Zahn Zekka Thyne's airspeeders were stored on the low end of
agplit-level section of the fortress roof, insde a bunker-like

structure with asingle entrance from the stronghold proper and a

sangle hangar bay-style exit. Two guards were on duty, but their

attention was turned outward, toward the distant blaster fire coming

from the woods around the fortress, and neither noticed the shadowy

bulk of Rathe Pairor moving quietly up behind them.

A pair of deceptively gentle-looking hand movements
from the Tunroth,

and both guards temporarily lost the ability to notice anything.

"I'll have to get you to teach methat trick,” Trell commented, ducking

down to peer through the window of alikely looking airspeeder.

The vehiclelooked ordinary enough, but in the dim light he could see

the add-on wegpons control board tucked coyly away under the main panel

on the passenger side. Perfect. "Well takethisone.

Y ou sill havethat molecular stiletto?"



"Here" the Tunroth rumbled, pausing in histask of stripping the

guards weaponsto dig the dender cylinder from his belt. "Should we
not take one of the armored vehiclesinstead?' he added, pointing his
chin hornstoward one of the three KAAC Freerunners parked near the

wide exit opening as he lobbed the wegpon in Trdl's direction.

"They'realittle obviousfor in-town driving,” Trell told him ashe

caught the stiletto. Extending the dmost invisible blade, he began
carefully cutting around the air-speeder's lock mechanism. "Thisone's
got some hidden firepower--meansit's probably got some hidden armor,

too."

By thetime pairor joined him, he had the door open and was Sitting in
the driver's seat. "Yeah, thisll do just fing" he sad, pulling the
weapons board out for a closer look. "Areyou hunters any good with
non-traditional stuff like light laser cannon and concussion grenade

launchers?'

"A ghturlan can work with al wegpons,” Pairor said, dropping his

appropriated blaster rifles onto the rear seat and peering in over

Trdl's shoulder.

"Good--youre hired,” Trdl said, garting to strgp himsdlf in.

"Il drive



Trell wasn't sure what exactly was happening out in the woods
surrounding Thynesfortress. But whatever it was, it definitely
seemed to be getting worse. The forest was dive with the muted
flickers of multiple blagter fire, the light peeking coyly out through

gapsin theleaf canopy
on at least two sides of the stronghold. "I

sure hope they're too busy out there to bother with us," he muttered as
he eased the airspeeder through the opening and onto the landing pad
just outside the bunker. "Corran and Hal are going to have their hands

full getting through dl that."

"But lesstrouble than it could be," Pairor said. "Do you not

remember? Thyne has dispersed many of his people on errands.”

Trel grimaced. "Y eah, | remember. One group to go grab our cargo,

the other to snatch Maranne and Riij."

"But at Jodo Kast's recommendation,” Pairor reminded him. "If Kast is
truly hereto oppose Thyne, then hewill not allow harm to cometo our

companions.”

"l don't buy that,” Trell growled. "Evenif Corran and Ha wereright
about that, it doesn't mean he cares dork droppings about the rest of
us. And that assumesthey were right, which we don't have any proof

of. Personally, I'd say there's an even chance that Thyne and Kast



cooked up the whole thing together to expose a couple of undercover
CorSec agents and lure'em into atrap. In which case, they're

probably aready dead.”

"If so, then we should be likewise," Pairor pointed out.

"Who are we that Kast would allow usto escape.”

"Yeah, well, we haven't exactly escaped yet,” Trell reminded him

tartly, eying the open air off the edge of the landing pad with
stomach-churning gpprehension. But procrastination wouldn't gain them
anything except increased odds that someone inside the fortress would

notice they were missing and raise theaarm.

And besides--thanks to Kast Maranne and Riij were walking into atrap

out there at the Mynock's Haven can-tina.

Had possibly dready waked into it. Riij he wasn't so much worried

about--the guy was a Rebel agent and not his responsibility.

But Maranne was his partner, and he was shragged if he'd abandon her to

Thynesthugs.

"Wewastetime," Pairor rumbled at hisside. "I will not leave Riij in

danger.”



"Likewise" Trdl sad, keying in the repul sorlifts and throwing power
to the drive. He wouldn't leave Maranne, and Pairor wouldn't leave
Riij; and asthe fortress roof dropped away benegth them he realized
with hindsight's usua clarity that Kast had probably set up the

various groupings with precisdy those different loydtiesin mind.

Though to what end, he till didn't know. And wasn't sure he wanted

to.

Hewas till mulling over the question thirty secondslater when the

two TIE bombers dropped nestly into formation beside him.

They'd been ditting in the Mynock's Haven for nearly half an hour; and
in Riij Winward's opinion, it was yet another bust. "They're not
coming,” he said quietly to the woman on the other sde of the smal

table. "Whoever we were supposed to meet here, they aren't coming.”

"I think you'reright,” Maranne Darmic growled back, scratching
vicioudy at the ngpe of her neck. "Score another big fat zero for the

great and marvelousJodo Kast."

"The greatly incompetent, you mean,” Riij said, looking with distaste
at theydlow and redjebwaflower in the center of their table. Kast's
datacard had specified the flower astheir identification marker, but

so far none of the cantina's other patrons had given it a second



glance.

Congdering the clientele, most of their first glances had been

humiliating enough.

"Yeah," Maranne agreed. "It makes you serioudy wonder about his
chances of getting Trell and Pairor and the others out of Zekka Thyne's

place.

"It makes me wonder if he even wantsto get them out,” Riij countered

darkly.

Maranne eyed him closdly. "Y ou think thiswhole thing was a sstup?’

"It'slooking more and more that way," Riij said, scowling ashe
glanced around the cantina. "L ook at the series of events. Fird he
sends Trell to the wrong booth in Treasure Ship Row, which apparently

tips off Thyne and his people that we're looking for Borbor Crisk.

Thenhe
sends Trell, Pairor, and Hal back and lets them get

snatched.

Findly, he goes there himsalf with Corran and sends us off on this
idiot's errand. Someone in Kast's business can't possibly be that

incompetent and have survived thislong."



"Y ou think it's someone else posing as Kast?' Maranne suggested.

"l mean, dl welve ever seenishisarmor.”

"Possbly,” Riij said. "But now remember where thiswhole mess

actualy started: aboard an Imperia Star Destroyer.”

"With us squeezed into running an Imperid captain'serrand.”

Maranne swore gently. "Y ou'reright. How stupid can one group of

people be, anyway?"

"Werein linefor some prizes, dl right,” Riij agreed.

"The only question iswhat exactly the gameisthat the Imperidsare

playing.

"| vote for them trying to stir up trouble between Thyne and Crisk,"

Maranne said. "Maybe looking for an excuse to come down hard on both

Sdes”

"Usng the spiceand gems as bait,” Riij sad. "Still, whatever Kadt's

going for, theré's one thing he doesn't know."

Maranne smiled tightly. "That the cargo isn't aboard the Hopskip



anymore."

"Exactly." Riij dropped a couple of coins on the table and stood up.

"Comeon, let's get out of here. Crisk's people aren't going to

"So what's our next move?' Maranne asked, standing up beside him.

"Kagt'sPlan B, | guess" Riij said, turning toward the door and

elbowing them a path through apack of loiterers.

"We take our sample boxesto Thyne'sfortress and seeif we can makea

dedl to buy Tredl and Pairor out.”

Maranne caught up to hisside. "Y ou're going to follow Kast's plan?”

she asked increduloudy. "What are you, crazy?'

"No, just desperate,” Riij conceded grimly. "Adde
from thetwo of us

storming the place, | don't see any other options.”

"What about your--" Maranne threw a quick glance around and lowered her

voice. "What about your friends?’



Riij grimaced. Hisfriends: the Rebd Alliance. A reasonable enough
request, he supposed, especialy since the only reason he and Pairor
had been aboard the Hopskip in the first place was to baby-sit the load
of blagters Trell and Maranne had agreed to smuggle to the Rebelson
DerralV. Unfortunately--"They can't hdp us" hetold her

regretfully.

"Even if theleaders agreed, it would take too long to gather together

enough of aforceto take on Thyne, Cordlian Security, and the local

Imperid garrison.”

"Y ou sure they just don't want Prince Xizor and Black Sun mad a

them?"'

Maranne asked nadtily.

"Y ou haveto pick your fights carefully, Maranne," Riij sighed.

"Persondly, | think we've dready bit off more than we can swallow.”

"l supposeyou'reright," Maranne muttered. "Fine.

Let'sgive PlanB atry."

They had reached the door now, diding their way through the middle of



an incoming group of Duros and heading out into the muggy night air.

The Hopskip's dil apidated |andspeeder was parked in the smal lot to

the left-"Excuse me?' ahesitant voice called.

Riij turned, his hand dropping automatically to the butt of his
blaster. A heavyset man had emerged from the cantinaa handful of

steps behind them, their jebwa flower clutched in amesaty hand.

IIYwI

"Y ou forgot your flower," the man said, lobbing it through the air

toward him. Automaticaly, Riij reached up to catch And suddenly there

wasasmal blaster in the heavy man'sfist. "Nice and easy,” the man

sid. "Sdty?"

"I'monit," avoice said from somewhere behind Riij.

Therewas a. quick set of approaching footsteps, and Riij felt his

blaster being lifted from its holster. Another moment, and Maranne had

been disarmed aswdl. "Got 'em.”

"Now just kegp moving," the first gunman said, gesturing Riij and

Marannein the direction they'd been going.

"Let'sgo take alook at your landspeeder.”



The parking lot was dark and deserted. But it wasn't going to stay
deserted for long. Even as Riij led the way toward the landspeeder he

could see shadowy formsdrifting infrom dl directions.

Whoever had gotten the drop on them didn't seem interested in taking

any chances.

"Y ou want to tel uswhich oneésyours?' the heavyset man asked.

"Y ou want to tell uswhose sdeyoureon?' Riij countered.

The other's eyesflashed. "Don't pushit, scum,” he warned harshly.

"Yourein enough trouble with us asitis."

"Must bewith Zekka Thyne," Maranne said ruefully.

"Must be" Riij agreed, his heart pounding alittle harder. So it was

definitely to Plan B now. "It'sthat dirt-brown one over there.”

Two of the gpproaching thugs veered toward the land-speeder, the rest
forming aloose but competent enough guard circle around the prisoners

and their two escorts.



A double-sded circle, Riij noted with interest, with as many of their

members facing outward asinward. Expecting trouble, maybe?

The thugs had the storage compartment open now and with grunts of
satisfaction hauled out the two deight boxes. "Got ‘em, Grobber," one

of them said. "Couple of deight boxes, just like the man said.”

"All sat tofill up, huh?' the heavyset man said, throwing adark look

a Riij. "I guessKast wasn't blowing smoke rings after dl.”

Riij threw aglance at Maranne, got the samelook in return from her.

They'd been right; Kast was definitely
playing some crazy double- or

triple-edged game here.

"Kast told you about this?' he asked.

"Suredid," Grobber assured him. "So what were thesefor, thefirst

payment?'

Riij shook hishead. "Sorry, but | can't help you. We were hired to

ddliver the boxes and that wasit."

"Sure," Grobber growled. "Just deliver the boxes: And if Criskjust

happened to fill them up while your back was turned--well, hey, that's



none of your business, right?

Promk, what the frink are you doing?'

"What doesit ook like?" one of the men at the land-speeder

retorted.

He had carried one of the boxes around to the hood and wasin the

process of popping the sed with aknife. "A couple of wiseguys, a

couple of empty boxes; | figured it might be fun to send 'em onto

Crisk with ther headsindde."

Riij was suddenly aware of hiscollar pressing againgt histhroat.

"I don't think that would be agood idea," he said, striving to keep

hisvoice even. "Y ou don't know where the rest of the boxes are."

"Wedont, huh?" Grobber sneered, digging out acomlink and thumbing

it on. "Skinkner? Hey, Skinkner, look dive."

"Funny, Grobber, funny," atwisted voice came back.

"What dyawant?"

"Y ou at the Dewback Storage Warehouse yet?'



"Yeah, 'course we are. If you were hoping to report usto Thynefor

dogging off, you're out of luck."

"Wouldn't think of it," Grobber said, sending another sneer toward
Riij. "Still think we don't know where the rest of the boxes are,

hotshot?"

Riij flt his somach tighten. So much for Plan B. So much, too, for
any leverage they might have had againgt Thyne and hismob. Any chance

of rescuing Pairor and Trell was now squarely in hisand Maranne's

laps.

Assuming they were ableto find away out of this, their own private

mess. Carefully, keeping hismovementsca
sud, Riij looked around the

ring of thugs, trying to formulate some kind of reasonable plan-"Mother
of smoke/" Riij jerked his head back around. Standing besidethe

landspeeder, Promk had finally gotten the deight box open .

..andeveninthefaint light Riij could see the stunned ook on his

face. " Grobber--you gotta--what the frinkingm?"

"Have you gone dust-happy?' Grobber demanded, striding toward him. He
got two steps, and then suddenly his face changed, too. "What the-->"

he gasped, al but legping the rest of the distance to Promk’'s side.



Riij sniffed the night breeze carefully, caught the faint odor of

spice. "Y ou were saying something about empty boxes?' he asked.

Grobber ignored him. "Get the other one open,” he ordered, pulling out

aknife of hisown and probing delicately into the spice.

"Sdty, get over here. Therest of you, watch for trouble.”

Sdtyjoined his boss as Promk brought around the second box and set to

work, and for amoment the two thugs conversed in low voices over the

spice box. The debate was interrupted by the crack of breaking

duraplast, and the two joined Promk by the second box.

Someonewhigtled in awe. " Grobber--are those--?" "Durindfiregems,”

Grobber said, lifting his eyes like twin turbolasersto Riij'sface.

"Let'shaveit, pd, and let's have it sraight and fast. What the

frink kind of game are you playing, anyway?"

"| told you before: were not playing any games” Riij told him.

"We were sent to deliver the cargo, and that'sit.

If theré'sagame going on, someone eseisrunning it.”



"Kagt," one of the other thugs snarled.

"Or Kast and Crisk," Grobber snarled back, yanking out his comlink

agan. "Skinkner? Wake up, Skinkner."

"What dyawant?" the other's voice demanded. "Frink it all,

Grobber--"
"Shut up and listen," Grobber bit out. "Y ou looked in any

of those boxesyet?"

"'Course not. Thyne said to just watch them until Crisk's blaster-boys

cameto fill them with--" "Y ou idiot--they're dready full,” Grobber

snapped.

"Which meansthe contract's dready beenfilled.”

The voice on the comlink swore. "Kag."

"That'smy bet," Grobber said. "Start getting your boys together--I'm

going to raise Control." He keyed the comlink again.

"Control? Thisis Grobber. Control ?'

"Grobber!" anew voice haf barked, half gasped.

"Weve been trying to raise you for half an hour--where the frink are



"At the Mynock's Haven," Grobber said. "Ligten--" "No, you ligen,"

the other cut him off. "We're under attack here, skrag it--you've got

to get back right away."

"Wait aminute, wait aminute," Grobber said. "What attack?

Who's attacking?'

"Who do you think? The frinking Imperids, that'swho."

Grobber threw a startled glance at selty. "Thelmperids?'

" Started out as some anti-Rebel operation,” Control said. "At leses,

that'swhat they told us. Then someone took ashot at them, and

suddenly herethey are, burning their way through the east wall."

"Skrag! Wherés Thyne?'

"| don't know--we can't find him."

"Must have gotten out,” Selty muttered.

"Or ducked into some private bunker,” Grobber said.



"All right, Control, werre on our way. Skinkner?'

"We're packing up, too," Skinkner's voice confirmed.

"Y ou want usto do anything with these other deight boxes?*

"To blazeswith the boxes,” Control snapped. "We need you here.”

"No, pack 'em up and bring '‘em dong," Grobber said.

"Grobber--"
"They're worth afortune,” Grobber growled.

"Thynéll have our headsif weleave'em behind. Come on, how much

trouble can afew Imperials be?’

Faintly over the comlink came the sound of adistant explosion.

"That answer your question?' Control snarled. "Get the frink back

here.

And with asudden hiss, the comlink went dead.

"They'rejamming it," Grobber growled, shoving the cylinder back into

hisbelt. " Sdlty, you take Promk and Bullkey and get these two and

their landspeeder back to the fortress. Everyone ese, back to the



airspeeders. Moveit!"

The others scattered. "Don't get any ideas,” Grobber warned softly,

glaring from under creased eyebrows at Riij and Maranne,

"Weére along ways from being done with you two yet."

With that he ssomped off after the rest of his mob, disappearing just
asthey had appeared back into the shadows again. "Get over here)"
Sdty snapped, Waving Riij and Maranne forward. Somewherein the
distance an avian or insect whistled, sounding strangely out of place

in the urban setting. "Bullkey?'

"I'mon ‘em,” adeep voice came from behind Riij, the confidence backed

up by ablaster nudge in the back.

"Com on, moveit."

Riij gtarted forward; and as he did so, Maranne veered dightly toward
him and nudged him with her bow. "Get ready,” she murmured, just

loud enough for him to hear.

At the landspeeder Promk, under Selty's direction, had picked up the
box containing the Durindfire gems and was carrying it back toward the

storage compartmen.



The srange avian whistled again; and suddenly, inexplicably, one of
the bottom edges of the box split open, spilling the gems out onto the

ground.

"Promk!" Selty squesked, aghast. "Y ou stupid idiot.”

He jumped forward, grabbing at the box as Promk tried to turn it upside
down. For amoment they both fumbled with it, the prisoners

temporarily forgotten-
And from behind Riij cameashort gurgleand a

muffled thump.

Beside him, he sensed Maranne preparing to charge.

"Not yet," he muttered, touching her warningly as he lengthened his

sride. Preoccupied with the spilled gems, Selty and Promk hadn't yet

noticed what had happened over here. Another four paces. . .

three. . . if they'd just fight with the box another few seconds...

one....

"Now," he murmured; and jumping forward, he put hisleft palm down on

the landspeeder's hood and |eaped over the vehicle to dam both feet

hard against Promk's chest.



The thug didn't even have achance to gurgle as he hit the ground, the
deight box spinning out of hishandsinto the darkness. Sty did

have timefor agtartled curse and agrab for hisholstered blaster

before he went down with Maranne on top of him. A savagejab with her

knee, and he went limp.

"Areyouinjured?' Pairor rumbled from behind them.

"No, we'refing" Riij assured him, regaining hisbaance and turning

around. Behind the Tunroth, the third thug waslying in an unnaturdly

crumpled heagp. "Nicejob with Bullkey," he added.

"Not to mention the box," Maranne added, retrieving their appropriated

blastersfrom Sdlty's belt and tossing Riij's back to him.

"How'd you manage that one?"

"That was mine," Trell said, stepping out from behind one of the other

parked landspeeders and crossing to them. "Just an exquidtey

wed l-thrown molecular tiletto.”

"A whistle code and amolecular diletto,” Riij said, shaking hishead

wonderingly. "Y ou two are just full of tricks, aren't you?"

"The diletto was agift,” Trell said, crouching down besidethe



deight box. "Blast--the blade's broken.”

"Never mind the blade,” Maranne said, crouching down beside him.

"Get thegems."

"Forget the gems," Riij told her, peering off inthe
direction Grobber

and the others had gone. The rescue had been remarkably quiet, but if
Grobber took it into his head to fly over this spot on the way back to
Thynésfortress, the four of them could till end up fertilizing a

patch of razor grass. "Let'sjust get out of here."

"But--" "No, he'sright,” Trdl said through clearly clenched teeth.

"If whatever's going on back at Thyne's place dies down fast enough we

could still find Grobber's buddies camping out in the Hopskip's cargo

bay. Just grab the box and whatever's ill |eft ingde.”

Maranne hissed something vile sounding, but she nevertheless stood up,

the now haf-empty box in her hands.

"Fing" she sad bitterly. "What about the spice?’

"Leaveit here" Trell told her. "Corran said we wouldn't want to get

caught shipping spice, and I'm rather inclined to agree with him."



"We can cdl CorSec on theway and tell them whereto pick it up,” Riij

added. "Now let'sgo."

They dl piled into the landspeeder. " Speaking of Corran and CorSec,”
Trell commented as he spun the vehicle around and kicked power to the

engines. "Turns out they're one and the same.”

"Corran'swith Cordlian Security?' Maranne asked, frowning a him.

"Yourejoking."

"That'show he and Hd weretaking, anyway," Trdl sad. "Last we

saw, they were heading off after Thyne."

Riij winced. "In the middle of Thyne'sfortress? They haven't got a

chance.

"That was aso our estimation,” Pairor agreed. "But counting the
number of Thyneswarriors here and those fighting the Imperials
outsde hisstronghold, it ssemslikely the core areas within may have

been nearly deserted.”

"'Nearly' might not have been good enough,” Maranne said. "And what

about Kast? Hewas gill there, wasn't he?”



"I've given up trying to guesswhat kind of gameKast is
playing,”

Trell said, twisting the landspeeder hard to get around a
Herglic-parked speeder truck. "All | know isthat he's the one who

gave Corran the molecular tiletto that got us out of there.”

"And we do not believe it was merely atrap,” Pairor added. "Wewere
challenged by Imperia TIE bombers aswe | eft the stronghold; yet upon

identification, we were permitted to pass.

"That had to be Corran and Ha'sdoing,” Trell said.

"CorSec's supposed to be working pretty closaly with the Imperials

these days."

"Yes" Riij murmured, thinking back to the brief argument he'd had with
Corran about the Rebellion. And now to find out Corran was actudly
CorSec. Could he have guessed Riij'strue loyadtiesfrom that

conversation?

"We were both permitted to pass," Pairor reminded him softly.

"l understand,” Riij told him. "I aso understand that the way

everything el se here's been going, that doesn't mean awholelot. If

we get to the Hopskip without running into an ambush--from any of the



sdes of this crazy powerplay--then maybe I'll believe weve gotten

away withit."

"Gotten away withwhat?' Maranne asked.

Riij spread hishands. "With whatever in blazeswe did here”

There was indeed no ambush poised outside the Hop-skip. Nor were any

of their former companionsCorran, Hal, or Kast--waiting there.

What was there was a single datacard.

"Looks like the same stuff that Kast used to stick the molecular

diletto to Corran'scdl bars" Trell commented, poking experimentaly

at the bits of adhesive residue that had been left on the datacard.

"Should weread it here, or ingde?"

"Indde," Riij sad firmly, taking the datacard from him and glancing

around. "And not until we're out of here.

Y ou and Maranne get the pre-flight started; Pairor and I'll check to

make sure no one left us any surprises.”

Trell had the engines nursed and sputtering to life, and Maranne had

the nav computer working on their course, when Riij and pairor returned



from ther tour of the ship.

"Looksclean,” Riij told the others as the two of them took their
sedts. "Or at least, theré's nothing obvious. Y ou talked to the tower

yet?

"Werethirdinlineto leave" Marannetold him. "Y ou want to read us

adeepy-time story now?"

"Sure" Riij said. From behind Trell came afaint rubbing sound--Riij
getting the last bits of adhesive off the datacard, probably--and then

the brief scraping ashe did it into his datapad.

"It'sfrom Kagt," Riij said. ""To the crew and passengers of the

Hopskip: well done.”

"Wel done" Maranne growled. "What in blazes--?"'

"Shh," Trdl cut her off. "Goon."

"'Y ou have adequately completed the mission that was assigned you,"
Riij continued.” Y ou may return now to the Admonitor and retrieve
your cargo. Thisdatacard will serve as proof to Captain Niriz that
you havefulfilled your side of the bargain and may have your cargo

returned to you." Thenit'ssigned with his name and what lookslike



some kind of ID mark."

"So he's not going back, huh?' Tredll said, an odd feding stirring in

the pit of hisstomach. "I'm not sure | like that."

"He must have arranged his payment to be delivered somewhere e se,"
Maranne said. "It didn't look like he and Niriz got dong very

wdl."

"Perhaps his payment isin the remainder of the deight boxes," pairor

sad.

"l wouldn't count onit," Riij said. "Theré's a postscript: ‘Do not

return to the Dewback Storage Warehouse for the other deight boxes.

They areempty.”

"What?' Trell growled, haf turning to glare back a Riij over his

shoulder. "Come on, now, that's just crazy.

Y ou're telling me the two boxes you happened to take to
the Mynock's

Haven were the only oneswith anything in them? What are the odds of

that happening?'

"Not too bad, redly,” Maranne said grimly. "Not when you consider



that they were the only two we knew we could open and then resed

agan. They wereleading us around by the nose the whole way, weren't

they?’

"Thewholeway," Riij agreed." 'And don't bother with either the

Durindfire gems or the spice. Both are counterfeit.”

Trell looked across the cockpit, to find Maranne looking back at him.

Theredidn't seem to be anything to say.

There was another faint scraping behind him as Riij pulled the datacard

from the datapad. "L ook, we got in and out again dive," he reminded

them, reaching over Trell's shoulder to hand him the datacard.

"My ingtructors used to say that no mission you walked away fromwas a

completefailure. Maybe well meet Corran and Hal someday and find out

what thiswholething wasal about.”

Trdl turned the datacard over in hishand. "l doubt it," he said.

"I'd say chances are good that neither of them knew what was going on,

ether.”

He did the datacard into a storage dot on his board.



"Comeon, Maranne. Let'sget out of here."

"I know this sort of thing embarrassesyou,” Captain Niriz said ashe
poured his guest aglass of aged Rdlaminera water, "so I'll only
say it once. When | heard the reports of military action on Corellia,

| was concerned for your safety. I'm glad to find out my fearswere

unfounded.”

"Thank you, Captain," Grand Admira Thrawn said, accepting the
proffered glass and taking asip. He was still wearing his Jodo Kast

armor, though without the helmet and gauntlets. ™Y ou're wrong, though,
about expression of concern and support being an embarrassment. On the
contrary, loyaty isone of thetwo qudities| value most in my

subordinates and colleagues.”

"And the other?' Niriz asked, pouring aglass of Rdlawater for

himsdif.

"Competence,” Thrawn said. "Has the Hopskip's cargo been reloaded

aboard yet?'

"It'sbeing done, Sir," Niriz said. With most people, he thought
distantly, the addition of Manda orian armor would instantly creste a

powerful air of strength and mystery.



With Thrawn, in contradt, it Almost seemed to detract from the sense of

authority that was aready there.

"The bridge has ordersto let me know when they leave."

He cocked an eyebrow. "Which reminds me: you promised to let me know

what al thiswas about when you returned.”

"And | intend to do so," Thrawn assured him. "I'm waiting for one

other persontojoin us herefirg.”

Behind Niriz, the door did open. Niriz turned, opening his mouth to
reprimand whoever this officer or crewer waswho would dare enter the
captain's private office without permisson-And an ingtant later was
scrambling to hisfeet, the harsh words dying in histhroat asif

they'd been choked to death. The armored figure striding with casud
arrogance through the door-"Ah; Lord Vader," Thrawn said, risng more
eadly to hisfeet. "Welcome aboard the Admonitor. We're honored by

your presence.”

"Aswe are with yours, Admiral Thrawn,” Lord Darth Vader said, a

digtinct edge of challengein hisdeep voice.

"You're nearly six hourslate."

"l know, my Lord, and | apologize for keegping you waiting,” Thrawn



sad, nodding his head deferentialy.

"Asit turned out, | wasforced to Sgnificantly modify theplan|

originaly outlined to you."

"But the objective was achieved?' Vader demanded.

"It wasindeed," Thrawn said. "Zekka Thyne and the Corellian branch of

Prince Xizor's Black Sun have been effectively diminated.”

Niriz looked at Thrawn in surprise. "Zekka Thyne? But | thought--"

"Y ou thought the Emperor had an arrangement with Xizor?'

Vader demanded, turning that gridy mask toward him.

Niriz swalowed. Vader's reputation concerning flag officers who had

displeased him . . . but on the other hand, Thrawn demanded absolute

honesty from his subordinates.

"Yes, my Lord," hesaid. "I did."

Vader's fiff posture seemed to ease dightly. "For the moment,

perhaps, that istrue. But such arrangements are made to be

dtered.”



He turned back to Thrawn. "Y et | understood there was Imperid action

againg Thyne's stronghold.”

"A smdl battle only," Thrawn assured him. "And the battle was

ingtigated from Thyne's sSide, as both sides recorderswill bear out.

The record will dso show the Imperidswerein the areasolely because
of information their commander received suggesting aRebe force was

gathering in the forest there.”

"Information which you supplied, of course?" V ader asked.

"Of course," Thrawn nodded. "And since there can be no possible link
between the verification code | used and any of your forces or
contacts, Prince Xizor will be unable to create any connection between

you and the mysterious informant.”

"Y et Imperial troopswereinvolved,” Vader persisted.

"Hisfirg thought will certainly be of me."

Thrawn shook his head. "Infact, my Lord, the margind Imperia
involvement will actudly tend to exonerate you in hiseyes. Hewould
expect you to launch either afull-fledged Imperid attack which he
could easily trace back to you---or elseto scrupuloudly avoid Imperid

forces entirely, relying perhaps on your quiet bounty hunter or



mercenary contacts. The ambiguity of the actud event will leavehim
confused and uncertain. Which, | believe, was one of your key

objectives.”

"It was," Vader sad, sounding alittle uncertain. "But asyou say,

Xizor knows of my bounty hunter connections.

Even though Jodo Kast is not among them, your nation of Thyne

while disguised asKast will again lead his attention to me.”

Thravn amiled. "Yes, but | didn't assassinate Thyne. | was ableto

leave hisfate in the hands of apair of undercover CorSec agents.”

Vader cocked his head dightly to the side. "I don't recdl Cordlian

Security ever being mentioned in our discussions, Admira.”

"The two agents attached themselves to my group,” Thrawn said.

"And it was obviousright from the start that they were in Coronet City

for the specific purpose of getting to Thyne. It presented such a

perfect opportunity that | decided to modify the origind plan so that

they would be the onesto dedl with him."

"Then Thyneisn't dead?"



Thrawn shrugged. "At the very least he's out of power," he said.

"Actudly, having himin CorSec custody would actudly serve your
purposes better than a quick death. It would leave Prince Xizor
wondering if the Corellians were digging any dangerous secrets out of
him. A mgor distiraction; and distraction, | believe, was another of

your key objectives.”

There was atone from the comm. Stepping to the console, Niriz keyed

iton. "Niriz," hesad.

"Hangar Bay Control, gir," avoice said. "Reporting as per orders that

the Hopskip hasjust left.”

"Thank you," Niriz said. "Signd the bridge to watch its vector when

it jJumpsto lightspeed."

IIY&, s'r.ll

Niriz keyed the comm off. "I gather the smugglers and their Rebel

friends performed their part adequately?' Vader asked.

"Quite adequatdly,” Thrawn assured him. "They provided the necessary

excuse for me to move Thyne's men out and clear the way for the CorSec

agents.”



The unseen eyes behind the black mask seemed to boreinto Thrawn's

face. "And the other part of your plan?"

Thrawn cocked a blue-black eyebrow at Niriz, "Captain?'

"Yes, gr," Niriz said. "A homing device hasbeeninddled ingde

esch of the hidden blasters they were smuggling.”

" And the boxes repacked exactly asthey were?'

"Tothemillimeter,” Niriz confirmed. "They'll have no way of knowing

the boxes were even opened, let aone tampered with."

The Dark Lord nodded. "Excdlent," hesad.

The comm pinged again. "Captain, thisisthe bridge.

The Hopskip just jumped to lightspeed. Their vector's confirmed for

the Shibric system.”

"Thank you." Nirizlooked a Thrawn, lifted his eyebrows.

The Grand Admiral nodded. "Have them prepare a course back to the

Unknown Regions," heinstructed.



"Our task hereisfinished.”

"Yes gr." Niriz gave the order and keyed off the comm.

"Unless," Thrawn added, looking at Vader, "you'd like me to dedl with

Prince Xizor directly for you."

"It isindeed atempting thought,” Vader said, hisvoice dark with

veiled menace. "One dien againg another? But no. Xizor ismine.”

"Asyouwish," Thrawn said. "Incidentally, | doubt that Shibricisthe

fina degtination for those Rebd blagters.

From their vector, and other bits and pieces | gleaned along thetrip,
my guessisthat ther ultimate collection point will be somewherein

the Derrasystem.”

"The homing deviceswill show usfor certain,” Vader said. "But the
Derrasystem is rumored to have astrong Rebel presence. I'll make

sure to have some forces waiting there.”

"Very good,” Thrawn said. "Onefina suggestion, and then | suspect we

must both be on our separate ways. |
understand the generd in

command of the Executor's ground forces resgned suddenly amonth

ago.



| was able to watch the battle outside Thyne's stronghold for awhile
as | waited to make sure the smugglers escaped; and in my opinion the
Imperid officer in command isbeing wasted in agarrison

assgnment.”

"Y our opinion carries consderable weight,” Vader said. "AsI'm sure

you know. Theofficer'sname?"

"Colond Veas" Thrawn said. "From thelevd of histactica skill,

I'd dso say he'slong overdue for a promotion.

Perhgps his palitica connections within the command structure leave

something to be desired.”

"Politica connections do not concern me," Vader rumbled, stepping to
the door. "I will seewhat | can do with this Colond Veers. Thank

you, Admird."

"My pleasure, Lord Vader," Thrawn said with arespectful tilt of his

head. " One favor for another. Perhapswell have the chance to work

again together.”

Once again, the hidden eyes seemed to probe the Grand Admira's face.

"Perhaps,” he said. "Farewel, Admird."



And with aswirl of hislong cloak hewas gone. "Aninteresing
exercise" Thrawn commented, crossing to the R'ala bottle and
refilling hisand Niriz'sglasses. "'l don't know though. | sense that

this Rebelion is more powerful and better organized than perhaps Lord
Vader redlizes. | hope our activitiesherewill dlow himto deliver a

crushing blow againgt it.”

Hisglowing red eyes glittered as he took asp from hisglass.

"But that's not our concern, at least for now. Our concernisthe

Unknown Regions, and it'stime we were getting back."

"Yes, gr." Niriz hestated. "If | may be so bold, Admird . . .

your last comment implied that you received something in return for
helping Vader againg Thyne and Black Sun. May | ask what that favor

was?'

"A very persond gift, Captain,” Thrawn said. "Whichwaswhy | fdlt

the need to persondly orchestrate Thyne's
destruction. Lord Vader

has turned over to me command of agroup of dien commandoswho have
proven themsdves highly vauableto him over theyears. Whilel won't
have much use for them in the Unknown Regions, | have no doubt I'll

eventually be returning to the Empire proper. At that time--well, we



shdl seewhat they can do."

"I never heard of Vader employing diens,” Niriz said doubtfully.

"Areyou sure hesteling--wdl--" "Thetruth?' Thrawn smiled.

"Indeed heis. Mark their namewell, Captain: the Noghri. | guarantee

you'll be hearing more of them."

Hedrained hisglass and set it down. "But now to the bridge.

The Unknown Regions are caling; and we have agreet deal of work yet

todo."
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