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Chapter 1
The children had been kidnapped.
Leia ran headlong toward the glade, leaving behind the courtiers and the chamberlain of Munto Codru, leaving her attendants, leaving the young page who—completely against protocol—had stumbled into Leia’s receiving room, bleeding from nose and ears, incoherent.
But Leia understood her: Jaina and Jacen and Anakin had been stolen.
Leia ran, now, through the trees and down a soft mossy path that led into her children’s playground. Jaina imagined the path was a starship course, set to hyperspace. Jacen pretended it was a great mysterious road, a river. Anakin, going through a literal phase, insisted that it was only a path through the forest to the meadow.
The children loved the forest and the meadow, and Leia loved exclaiming in wonder at the treasures they brought her: a squirmy bug, a stone with shiny bits trapped in its matrix—rare jewels, perhaps!—or the fragments of an eggshell.
Her vision blurred with tears. Her soft slipper snared in the tangled moss. She stumbled, caught herself, and plunged onward, holding the skirts of her court robe high.
In the old days, she thought, in the old days, I’d be wearing boots and trousers, I wouldn’t be hampered and tripped by my own clothing!
Her breath burned in her throat.
And I’d be able to run from my receiving room to the forest glade without losing my breath!
The green afternoon light shifted and fluttered around her. Before her, the light brightened where the forest opened into a water-meadow, the meadow where her children had been playing.
Leia ran toward it, gasping, her legs heavy.
She was running toward an absence, not a presence, toward a terrible void.
She cried out to herself, How could this happen? How is this possible?
The answer—the only way it could be possible—terrified her. For a short time, her ability to sense the presence of her children had been neutralized. Only a manipulation of the Force could have such an effect.
Leia reached the meadow. She ran toward the creek where Jaina and Jacen had splashed and played and taught little Anakin to swim.
A crater was ripped into the soft grass. The leafy blades had been flattened into a circle around the raw patch of empty dirt.
A pressure bomb! Leia thought in horror.
A pressure bomb had gone off, near her children.
They aren’t dead! she told herself. They can’t be, I’d know if they were dead!
At the edge of the blast area, Chewbacca lay sprawled in a heap. Blood flowed bright against his chestnut coat.
Leia fell to her knees beside him, oblivious to the mud. She feared he was dead—but he was still bleeding, still breathing. She pressed her hand against the deep gash in his leg, desperate to stop the flow of blood and save his life. His powerful pulse drove the blood from his body. Like the page, he also bled from ears and nostrils.
A dreadful, grieving, keening sound escaped him, not a groan of pain but a cry of rage and remorse.
“Lie still!” Leia said. “Chewbacca, lie still! The doctor is coming, you’ll be all right, what happened, oh, what happened?”
He cried out again, and Leia understood that he felt such despair that he wanted to die. He had adopted her family as his own, his Honor Family, and he had failed to protect the children.
“You can’t die!” He must live, she thought. He must. Only he can tell me who stole my children. “Come back! Come back to me!”
Her aides and the chamberlain hurried out of the forest, trampling the delicate high grass, exclaiming in outrage when the slender blades cut them. Leia’s children had wandered the meadow at liberty, neither leaving footprints nor receiving any harm. The grass parted before them like magic.
Magic, for my magic children, Leia thought. I thought I had protected them, I thought they could never come to any harm.
Hot tears ran down her cheeks.
The courtiers and advisers and guards gathered around her.
“Madam, madam,” said the chamberlain of Munto Codru. Out here in the wild sun and the wind, Mr. Iyon’s face was flushed and he looked uncomfortable.
“Did you bring the doctor?” Leia cried. “Get the doctor!”
“I sent for her, madam.”
Mr. Iyon tried to make her get up, tried to take over staunching the flow of blood from Chewbacca’s wound, but she pushed him away with a sharp word. Chewbacca’s pulse faltered. Leia feared he was failing.
You will not die, she thought. You must not die. I won’t let you die!
She drew on her inadequate knowledge to strengthen him. She bitterly regretted the responsibilities of statecraft that had prevented her from being properly trained in the ways of the Force.
Leia knew that if she allowed Chewbacca’s hot blood to gush past her hands, his life, too, would stream away.
The doctor ran across the field. Her wyrwulf loped behind her, carrying her equipment and supplies. The doctor’s wyrwulf reminded her that Mr. Iyon’s wyrwulf had been playing with her children.
It had disappeared as well.
Dr. Hyos knelt beside Leia. She observed Chewbacca’s wound and Leia’s first aid with a glance. “Ah,” she said briskly. “Good work.”
“Come away, now, Princess,” the chamberlain said.
“Not yet!” Dr. Hyos exclaimed. “I have only four hands, after all. The princess is quite all right where she is.”
The wyrwulf sat on its haunches between Leia and Dr. Hyos. Leia shuddered. The wyrwulf turned its massive head, slowly, gently, staring at her with great limpid liquid blue eyes. Its coat was thick and brown, with long coarse black guard hairs.
The doctor’s wyrwulf panted and slavered, its tongue lolling over its pitted fangs. Its face was grotesque. Its hot bitter breath made Leia flinch.
Dr. Hyos’s four hands, so languid at rest, moved quickly over the panniers strapped to the wyrwulf’s sides.
“Do you see what I am doing, my dear?” she said softly. “The bleeding is most important. Our princess has stopped it.”
The doctor spoke to the wyrwulf, explaining everything she did.
Dr. Hyos drew pressure bandages from one compartment as she chose the proper medicine from another. Always, she told the wyrwulf what she was doing. Her long gold fingers were deft and sure.
Leia allowed herself a moment of hope, even with her hands covered with Chewbacca’s hot blood. He had closed his eyes; he had stopped moving.
“As the bandage seals itself, my princess,” Dr. Hyos said, “move your hand from the wound.”
Leia obeyed. Dr. Hyos pressed the bandage to Chewbacca’s flank. The bandage pressed itself against Leia’s hand, clasped itself to Chewbacca, and wound its connectors through his fur. The wyrwulf watched, its tongue lolling.
Leia sat back on her heels. Her hands were sticky and her robes were smeared and she viewed everything in the clarity of horrified belief.
Dr. Hyos examined Chewbacca, frowning over the drying streaks of blood that had trickled from his nose and ears.
“Pressure bomb …” she said.
Leia remembered, as if from a distant dream, the sound of a single clap of thunder. She had thought—her thoughts had been so slow—that the morning must have turned from fair to rain; she had thought, fondly, that Chewbacca would soon bring the twins and Anakin in from the meadow. She could take a moment from her duties to cuddle them, to admire their newest treasures, to see that they had their lunch.
Now it was mid-afternoon. How could it be so late in the day, when such a short time ago it had not yet been lunchtime?
“Madam—” Chamberlain Iyon said. But he did not try again to make Leia come away.
“Close the port,” Leia said. “Block the roads. Can the page be questioned? Check the port controller—is there any chance the kidnappers have left the planet?”
As she spoke, she feared any measures she might take would be useless, and if not useless, too late.
But if they’ve fled, she thought, I could chase them in Alderaan. I could catch them, my little ship can catch anything—
“Madam, closing the port would not be wise.”
She glared at him, instantly suspicious of a man she had trusted only a moment before.
“They took your—” She hesitated, unsure what to say.
“My wyrwulf, madam,” he said. “Yes.”
“Your wyrwulf. Don’t you care?”
“I care very much, madam. And I understand our traditions, which you—I beg your pardon—do not. Closing the spaceport is unnecessary.”
“The kidnappers will try to escape Munto Codru,” she said.
Mr. Iyon spread his four hands.
“They will not. There are traditions,” he said. “If we follow them, nothing will happen to the children—that too is the tradition.”
Leia knew of Munto Codru’s traditions of abduction and ransom. That was why Chewbacca had been staying so close to the children. That was why extra security surrounded and guarded the ancient castle. For the people of Munto Codru, coup abduction was an important and traditional political sport.
It was a sport in which Leia did not care to participate.
“It’s a most audacious abduction,” the chamberlain said.
“And a cruel one!” Leia said. “Chewbacca is wounded! And the pressure bomb—my children—” She fought for control of her voice and of her fear.
“The coup-counters detonated a pressure bomb only to prove that they could, madam,” Mr. Iyon said.
“But no one is supposed to be injured, during your coup abductions!”
“No one of noble birth, Princess Leia,” he said.
“My title is ‘Chief of State,’ sir,” she said angrily. “Not ‘Princess.’ Not any longer. The world where I was a princess is long destroyed. We live in a Republic, now.”
“I know it, madam. Please forgive our old-fashioned ways.”
“They must know they haven’t a hope,” Leia said. “Of receiving a ransom, of escape. And if they should …” She could not bring herself to say the word harm.
“Please allow me to advise you in this matter,” the chamberlain said. He leaned toward her, intense. “If you apply the rules of the Republic, disaster—tragedy—will be the result.”
“The ransomers,” Dr. Hyos said, with every evidence of approval, “must be very brave. But young and inexperienced as well. The family … which would it be?” She glanced at Mr. Iyon. “The Sibiu, perhaps?”
“They have insufficient resources,” the chamberlain said.
Whoever it was, Leia thought, needed only the resources of the Force. The dark side of the Force.
Mr. Iyon gestured to the broken ground, to Chewbacca. “This required a skiff, a tractor beam. Connections with arms smugglers, to obtain the pressure bomb.”
“Ah. The Temebiu, then.”
“It could be,” the chamberlain said. “They are ambitious.”
“I’ll show them ambition,” Leia muttered.
“Madam, please. Your children will not be harmed—cannot be harmed, for the ransomers to achieve their goals. They may look upon the event as a great adventure—”
“Our friend Chewbacca has been wounded nearly to death!” Leia cried. “My children will not find that amusing. Nor do I!”
“It is a shame,” the chamberlain said. “Perhaps he did not comprehend the information on our traditions? He was meant to surrender.”
“Close the port,” Leia said again, her voice tight. She was too angry to respond to the chamberlain’s comment. “I won’t take any chances that they’ll leave Munto Codru.”
“Very well,” Mr. Iyon said. “It is possible … but we must do it carefully. We must do it … in a way to amuse rather than offend …” His voice trailed off thoughtfully.
Dr. Hyos checked Chewbacca’s pulse at the large vein the wound had come so close to piercing. “Stable. There. Good. To the surgery with you.”
Chewbacca, barely conscious, gazed at Leia with uncomprehending eyes.
“Battlefield medicine,” Dr. Hyos said. “Haven’t done any in a long time. Didn’t think I’d ever have to see a battlefield again.”
“Neither did I,” Leia said.
The wyrwulf howled.
Leia had seldom worried about the safety of Jaina and Jacen and Anakin.
Thought about it, made arrangements for it, certainly; talked about it, with the children’s nanny, Winter, and with Han and Luke and with the supreme worrier, See-Threepio. But Leia herself had seldom worried. She would be aware of any danger. Her lack of training would not hamper her perception of her children. Besides, if she somehow did not know of the danger, Luke surely would. Winter would protect the children with her life. And when Chewbacca accompanied Leia’s family, as he so often did, he spent much of his time with the young ones. Who better to ensure their safety?
And Han, Leia’s dear Han, had helped orchestrate the spreading peace. All children, not just the children of the people who brought down the Empire, should be safe.
Or so Leia had thought.
Leia followed Dr. Hyos’s assistants as they carried Chewbacca back to the surgery in the ancient Munto Codru castle.
She felt very alone. Han and Luke had left on an adventure, with her blessing. Winter had taken the opportunity of this peaceful tour to attend a conference on runaway children. She too was worlds away.
The coincidence did not amuse Leia.
She waited outside the surgery, where Dr. Hyos and her assistants worked to heal Chewbacca’s wounds. Courtiers and aides hovered until Leia, with careful courtesy, sent them away.
The wyrwulf sprawled before the surgery doors. Dr. Hyos had spoken to it, told it that it could not enter the surgery until it was older, and left it on guard. It dozed, and its head tipped forward until it balanced on the tips of its awful fangs.
Chamberlain Iyon hurried into the stark stone waiting room.
“There’s no sign,” he said. “No sign. They are very bold, very clever. Madam, we must wait for them to communicate.”
“Wait?” Leia exclaimed. “That seems … unwise … to me.” When she was younger she would have chosen a more intemperate description: Stupid. Ill-advised. Idiotic.
“The ransom demand will come in the morning,” the chamberlain said, trying to reassure her.
“Morning! By morning the kidnappers could escape!”
“They cannot escape, madam. The port is closed. And furthermore, they will not escape. They have no reason to.”
“But it’s been two hours,” Leia said. “The people who stole my children also stole two hours!”
Mr. Iyon frowned. “How, stole? Madam, you worked through the noon hour. The chronos are correct, the sun is in its proper place …” He let his voice trail off, aware that his feeble joke had failed to lighten the mood.
“They stole two hours,” Leia said again. “These were no ordinary kidnappers! Ordinary kidnappers could never get through our defenses, they couldn’t get past Chewbacca, they couldn’t steal time from us!”
“But, madam, as I explained—Munto Codru produces kidnappers of rare quality.” He looked at her sadly.
He thinks I’m reacting from fear and grief, Leia thought. If I tell him I suspect a follower of the dark side is responsible for this outrage, he’ll believe I’ve lost my mind.
The doors of the surgery opened; Dr. Hyos patted the wyrwulf’s heavy head, came to Leia, and took her hands. The doctor held each of Leia’s hands pressed between two of her own.
“Chewbacca,” she said. “He’ll be fine. His hearing will take time to recover from the effects of the pressure bomb. He’ll be weak while he builds up his blood.”
“Did he tell you—”
“He’s not in any shape to tell anyone anything. Leia, my princess, he must sleep or he’ll be in danger.”
“Did you send my message to Han and Luke?” Leia asked the chamberlain.
“Yes, madam, but I regret—they are too close to Crseih Station. The star system is most violent. The black hole, its quantum crystal companion—their influence blocks communication.”
“Then we must send a ship out after them.”
“Madam, the port is closed.”
“I closed the port! I can order a ship to leave the planet!”
Concerned and gentle, he touched her hand in comfort.
“We must maintain an illusion,” he said. “The port is closed because of a malfunction in the tracking equipment. If a ship leaves, if the emergency is revealed publicly to be a sham, we will have offered the ransomers a mortal insult.”
“But you said they’d know—”
“The kidnappers,” Dr. Hyos said. “They know, and we know. Everyone else may guess. No matter. Perception, that’s what matters. Not reality.”
“Dr. Hyos is correct, madam,” the chamberlain said. “I beg you, madam, carry on with your afternoon’s appointments as if nothing had happened. Call on the bravery for which we all honor you. For the sake of the children.”
Leia struggled to hide her trembling, struggled to think clearly.
By the time a ship could reach Han, she thought, whatever happens will have happened. I gain nothing by sending for him.
“I’ll go back to the receiving room,” she said. “I’ll finish my appointments. If we haven’t heard from—if we haven’t heard anything by sundown—”
“By morning, please, madam.” The chamberlain’s face was anxious. “By morning, I assure you, we’ll have instructions.”
“I’ll finish my appointments.” Leia left the waiting room.
“Leia—” Dr. Hyos said.
“Madam—” the chamberlain said.
“What!” She faced them both, glaring.
Mr. Iyon gestured, unhappily, wordlessly, at her bloody hands, her muddy skirt.
I’ve met ambassadors and heads of state in worse clothes than this, Leia thought. Worse clothes, and dirtier.
Leia scrubbed Chewbacca’s blood from her hands. Her gown was a lost cause, bloodied and mud stained, its delicate fabric slashed by the grass blades. She threw it into the recycler, and her slippers after it. In her bathing room, as she stood in her shift, she started to tremble. She lowered her eyelids, blotting out the reflection of her own disarranged hair and stark face and staring eyes, reaching for calm, reaching for certainty.
The fluting warble of Artoo-Detoo drifted into the room. The droid came closer. At the same time, Leia heard a person’s voice, high and childish and uncertain.
“No, I don’t remember, I don’t remember …”
Artoo-Detoo sang.
Leia hurried toward the voices. As she entered her bedchamber, the silk rugs soft beneath her bare feet, a young Codru-Ji, a native of this world, backed erratically into the room.
“I don’t know, I don’t remember,” she said.
Artoo-Detoo’s front foot preceded his cylindrical body; finally his domed head and his rear feet appeared in the doorway. He was herding the Codru-Ji to her.
“I only saw that the small ones were gone, and the large one was hurt, I only ran for help.”
It was the page who had reported the kidnapping. The blood had been washed from her face, and her abrasions treated, and her torn clothes replaced by a hospital gown.
Leia hurried forward. “Oh, my dear—” The page did not react. Leia touched her upper shoulder.
Startled by the touch, the page jumped straight up and turned around in the air. She came down with all four hands clenched into fists behind her, and backed rapidly away.
She saw Leia. Her eyes widened.
“Forgive me, forgive me—”
Leia took her gently by one lower arm and urged her into the room.
“Why are you out of bed?” Leia asked. “You should be resting—healing.”
“The small droid came to me, and I saw I must beg your forgiveness—”
“Artoo, how could you?” Leia said. “Fetch Dr. Hyos—quickly!”
The droid warbled, backed up, came forward, hesitated.
“Hurry!”
With a descending trill, the droid scooted through the doorway.
Leia led the page to a couch and tried to help her to sit. At first the page resisted.
“No, I mustn’t sit—”
“It’s all right,” Leia said. “Please don’t stand on ceremony.”
Leia tried to urge her to sit, but the page’s knees locked. Leia allowed her to remain standing, and stood beside her.
“You saved Chewbacca’s life,” Leia said. “And you gave the alarm—”
The page stared at her, uncomprehending.
“Milady, I’m sorry, I cannot hear …” She put her hands to her ears. She started to cry, her sobs shaking her silently.
“I don’t know what happened,” she said, her words broken by tears. “They were there, playing, and then—” She shuddered and flinched; Leia wondered if she was experiencing the pressure bomb all over again. “I … I must have fallen asleep, madam. I should be exiled! And when I awoke the small ones were gone, and—” She touched the shells of her ears. She made a high-pitched whistling sound in her own language. “That is to say, Mr. Chewbacca was hurt, and—and I cannot hear, madam!”
Leia held her—awkwardly, because of the difference in their forms, but tenderly—and tried to soothe her.
Dr. Hyos arrived, indignant that her patient had been disturbed.
“I can’t imagine what Artoo was thinking, to bring her here,” Leia said. “Of course she shouldn’t be up—”
“She shouldn’t be down,” Dr. Hyos said cryptically. “But you are correct, she must rest and recover.”
The page broke away from Dr. Hyos and grasped Leia’s hands.
“I am so sorry,” she said.
“I forgive you,” Leia said, slowly and carefully. “I forgive you. Do you understand me?”
The page hesitated, then nodded, and allowed the doctor to take her away.
Artoo-Detoo remained in Leia’s apartment, whistling unhappily and arcing back and forth while Leia dressed. His noise irritated her, but he would not stop and he would not stay still and he would not tell her what was wrong. He followed her from her apartments. When they came to an intersection of corridors, he rolled along one that led outside, while Leia squared her shoulders and trudged toward the meeting room.
Artoo-Detoo whistled insistently.
“I can’t,” Leia said. “I have to … pretend.”
She walked into the receiving room. The herald, usually so efficient, glanced at her, dismissed her with his gaze, took a step toward her to show her out, then snapped to attention, recognizing her at last despite her rough clothes.
“Chief of State of the New Republic, daughter of—”
“No time for the whole list!” Leia said. The herald fell silent. Everyone in the room, her aides and advisers and native Codru-Ji alike, stared at her in confusion. The chamberlain took a hesitant step toward her.
Leia crossed the receiving room, her boots loud on the polished stone floor. She took her place in the circle of chairs, leaned back, and crossed her legs. The heavy fabric of her stiff new hiking trousers rasped against itself. She forced herself to look relaxed.
“Your pardon, Ambassador Kirl,” she said to the representative from the province of Kirl. “Thank you for your patience. We had a slight … a slight domestic upset.” She forced her most charming smile. “You know how it is—” Her voice suddenly failed her.
The handsome Kirlian ambassador, who took his name from his province, spread all four hands. He returned her smile.
“I do know how it is,” Kirl said. “Many’s the time I’ve interrupted my work—as you say, for a slight domestic upset. No apology is necessary, though you are notably gracious to offer it!”
Always before, his grandiose manner had amused and sometimes even charmed her. Now it felt to Leia as if his words went on forever, each one dragged out like molasses.
The day continued, interminably. Munto Codru’s convoluted politics meant that she had to receive ambassadors from an endless number of independent political entities. No wonder the world lay at the edge—outside the edge—of importance to the Republic. It spent most of its energy facing its own international disagreements. Its citizens had little time or attention left over for the larger questions of interplanetary cooperation. They had taken years to agree to choose a chamberlain, another year to settle on Mr. Iyon.
When the evening bell rang, the ambassador bowed and withdrew. As the aides shut the doors of the receiving chamber, the people left in the waiting room whistled and sighed in the native language. The doors closed, shutting off the sound.
“Any word?” Leia asked, her voice tight.
“No, madam,” the chamberlain said. “But we must not expect to hear before morning. That is the tradition.”
“Those other people,” Leia said. “What did they want? Are you sure they weren’t the kidnappers, trying to talk to me?”
“What other people?”
“The people still in my waiting room.”
“Nothing and no one of importance, madam,” Mr. Iyon said. “Small matters—many invented so the petitioner may go home and say, ‘I met the princess—I spoke to the Chief of State of the New Republic!’ ”
“Nevertheless, I’d like to speak with them.”
“They will return. Come, now, you must eat. Tomorrow you’ll negotiate with the ransomers, and the children will come home, and everything will be as it was.”
Leia forced herself to unclench her hands from the arms of her chair.
Her fingernails had torn small crescents into the heavy satin upholstery.
Leia hurried toward the silent surgery. Inside, Dr. Hyos stood at her desk. The doctor’s eyes were closed. She dozed, standing up, with all four arms slightly extended, shifting subtly as if in a slow-motion dance or a soft breeze, balancing her. Leia had never seen a native of Munto Codru sleep.
What an odd position, Leia thought. Is that normal? Or unique to Dr. Hyos? Maybe she just fell asleep standing up. I’m about to do the same.
The wyrwulf lay at the doctor’s feet. It raised its horrible head and gazed at Leia with its horrible bright eyes. It snorted and laid its head back on its frontmost paws. But it did not close its eyes. Leia had no reason to be frightened of the wyrwulf, but it disconcerted her nonetheless.
Leia let the doctor sleep. Walking softly, giving the wyrwulf a wide berth, she entered Chewbacca’s sickroom.
He lay in a hammock that cradled his huge form. Regeneration bandages covered his leg. Leia had been afraid she would find him immersed in a bacta tank, suspended and unable to communicate.
Leia sat in a chair nearby and watched him, impatient with his sleep. His breathing was shallow and fast. She wanted him to wake. She wanted to talk to him, to find out what he had seen, to find out if he too had lost two hours or if he had observed what had happened and could confirm her suspicions about these events.
And of course she wanted to reassure him, to tell him she did not blame him—
A wave of fury rushed across her, so powerful that she gasped.
She did blame him. She was furious at him. There was nothing at all in the world that she could say to him.
Leia rose and backed out of the room. She closed the door, turned, and very nearly ran into Dr. Hyos.
“Oh—! I saw you sleeping, I didn’t want to wake you.”
“Did you speak with Chewbacca?”
“No, I—” How could she admit how she felt about her husband’s oldest friend? “Isn’t he sedated?”
“Of course. He is badly injured.”
“Have you treated Wookiees before?”
“No, Chewbacca is the first of his kind to visit our world.”
“Then how did you know how to treat him?”
“It’s my job to know. I have never treated a human, either, but when your mission was announced, I made it my business to learn something of the people who would visit us.”
“He’s lucky,” Leia said. He has no worries, she thought, just oblivion. By the time he’s healed, and awakes, I’ll know … and I’ll have lived through every hellish moment.
“He’s very badly hurt,” Dr. Hyos said. “And he lost a great deal of blood. If he were lucky, he would not have been injured.”
“Can you wake him? Just for a moment? If he saw something, anything—”
“The page saw nothing. She heard nothing. I doubt Chewbacca saw anything either. It would be a great risk to wake him.”
“But he might—”
“An unnecessary risk.”
Dr. Hyos turned Leia toward the front of the surgery and led her away from Chewbacca’s room.
“You’ve had a long, terrible day,” the doctor said. “Try to rest. A coup abduction is never easy. But tomorrow—”
A high keening sound cut off her words. She hurried into a nearby room. Leia followed, all too aware that the wyrwulf followed too. Its claws clacked loudly on the floor.
The page stood in the center of the room, still wearing the soft hospital gown, steadied in her upright position by a harness. The doctor stopped beside her, stroked her soft short hair, soothed her. They spoke to each other in their own language, whistles and warbles that passed beyond the range of Leia’s hearing. Soon the page dozed again. Dr. Hyos left her, looking worried.
“Will she be all right?”
“Are you still here?”
“Will she?”
“The bomb damaged her hearing.”
“But you were talking to her—she heard you. She’ll heal, won’t she?”
“I fear she will never recover the highest range. And yet she will live.”
“I’m glad,” Leia said.
“Are you?” Dr. Hyos exclaimed.
“That she’ll live? Of course!”
“Our hearing is more sensitive than yours, and more delicate. Our most intimate communications take place in the upper ranges,” Dr. Hyos said softly. “Imagine your body numb. Imagine all your senses reduced by half. All. Perhaps you humans could endure such an existence, but her future will be … difficult.”
“Oh,” Leia said. “I didn’t know. I’m so sorry.” She glanced toward the page with renewed sympathy. “Wouldn’t she be more comfortable lying down?”
“Adults don’t sleep lying down.”
The wyrwulf raised its head and gazed at Leia.
“Go,” Dr. Hyos said kindly. “Rest.”
Leia flung herself onto her bed with a cry of despair. How had she survived this intolerable, interminable day? Her muscles ached with tension that she could not dispel. She regretted, as she had regretted so often in the past, the duties that had kept her from studying the way of the Jedi.
I’ll bet Luke just says to his body, Enough, no more being stiff, Leia thought uncharitably. Or he says to himself, I don’t feel any pain, and he doesn’t.
How can I wait till morning to hear from the kidnappers?
She believed the chamberlain’s assurances that a coup abduction was not meant to hurt its victims. And yet she believed her children were in mortal danger. If the kidnappers had, somehow, allied themselves with a practitioner of the dark side.…
It must be. The chamberlain and Dr. Hyos, whom Leia thought admirable, considered coup kidnappers honorable. But the kidnappers of Leia’s children were ruthless and cruel: they had injured Chewbacca and the page when they were already unconscious, helpless.
The pressure bomb! Leia thought. It wasn’t detonated to aid the kidnapping—it was detonated to destroy evidence. Evidence that someone used the dark side.…
She lay on her back and let the tears come. Above her, the translucent stone ceiling shone with pearlescent light, its delicate, intricate carvings a mystery to her as to everyone. The contemporary societies of Munto Codru used the ancient castles as provincial capitals, or avoided them as haunted places. But a previous civilization had built the labyrinthine palaces. The civilization had written its history on rock walls carved so thin that they looked like water-worn glass. The civilization had disappeared, leaving only its castles and its unreadable stories.
The carvings blurred beyond Leia’s hot tears.
In the outer room of Leia’s apartment, the annunciator chimed. Leia dragged herself to her feet.
Perhaps there’s a message! she thought.
She hurried out of her bedroom. Mr. Iyon stood in the doorway.
“You’ve heard—?”
“No, madam,” he said. “Please, I assure you, they’ll communicate by morning.”
“They could be anywhere by then!”
“No, they’ll be near.”
“They aren’t near!” Leia insisted. “Sir, we’ve waited long enough. By now they’ve surely escaped!”
“But, madam, escape is unnecessary—more convenient to stay near. Especially with young children. They could even be in the castle.”
“In the castle? How could they be? They aren’t!”
“What better place to hide than right beside our ears? The castle is thousands of years old. Its basements and tunnels extend into the ground—even into the mountain—”
“I’d know! Don’t you see, I’d know if they were near! We must begin a search.”
Mr. Iyon gazed at her solemnly. Gently he took her arm and guided her to a chair. When Leia was seated, Mr. Iyon sat facing her, perched gingerly on the edge of the soft couch.
“If you order it, madam, I will of course obey—”
“I do order it!”
“—but I wish to be certain you understand what you are asking.”
“I—” She hesitated. “You have more to tell me.”
He inclined his head in a slow nod. He gazed at the elaborately patterned carpet.
“If anything disturbs the negotiations,” he said, “everyone loses face. The kidnappers will be forced to recoup.”
“By hurting the children?”
“They would sacrifice their own ambitions, if they injured anyone of noble birth.” He stopped, and continued with difficulty. “But if you refuse to negotiate, the kidnappers may feel inclined to make some sacrifice—to demonstrate their sincerity.”
Leia could not understand what he meant. How could the kidnappers make a sacrifice, if their own traditions forbade them to hurt her children?
“Your wyrwulf,” she said. “You’re afraid they’ll sacrifice your wyrwulf.”
Mr. Iyon raised his head and looked her in the eyes. He said nothing.
“But it isn’t coup kidnappers!” Leia said. “Don’t you understand, no one from Munto Codru is involved!”
“Are you certain, madam?”
She was—she had been—but she was so tired, and she was so torn by grief, so tempted to believe that in the morning, everything would be resolved, the children would be safe.
I won’t answer yet, Leia thought. For a few minutes, I can think about what Chamberlain Iyon has said.
Mr. Iyon clapped his two left hands together. One of his aides entered, carrying a tray that bore a delicate antique stone pot, a teacup, a plate of cookies. Light shone through the sides of the teapot, liquid gold moving gently among carvings of the same vintage as the castle.
“I took the liberty of bringing you some tea. It is soothing.”
She had eaten nothing all day. A moment ago she would have sworn she could never eat again, but her dry mouth suddenly watered and her stomach growled, most inelegantly, when she smelled the fragrant tea and the thin nut cookies.
“Thank you, Mr. Iyon,” Leia said, grateful for the interruption. “But you haven’t brought yourself a cup. There’s another, on the sideboard.”
“I’ve eaten already, madam.”
“I insist,” Leia said, suddenly, reflexively suspicious, and embarrassed at herself for her reaction.
The aide fetched another cup, poured the tea, and withdrew. Leia picked up her cup, and a cookie.
“These are Chef’s best sweets,” she said. “Have you had them?” She bit into one, confident that the chef would no more let someone adulterate his recipe than he would swing from the sconces above a state dinner. The cookie vanished in her mouth like air, leaving a sweet, spicy flavor and taking the edge off her hunger.
“I cannot eat sweets, madam.” He sighed. “But I will join you in a cup of tea.” He drank the cupful in one gulp.
Surprised, still suspicious, even wondering if she had made a mistake by eating the cookie, Leia sipped her tea. She was amazed at her ability to perform any normal action. She felt like she should be running, blaster in hand, chasing the enemy.
In the old days, she thought, we knew who the enemy was.
“It is good of you to bring the latest Coruscant fashions to Munto Codru,” the chamberlain said, trying to change the subject. “News travels so slowly, this far from the center of government.”
“What—?” She remembered what she was wearing: hiking trousers and a soft leather shirt and heavy boots. She started to explain that she had not been able to face putting on another fancy court dress. Then she wondered if he was subtly chiding her for her choice in clothing.
But he was perfectly sincere. Leia blushed. She searched for a way to explain without having him suspect she was making fun of him.
“It isn’t quite the height of fashion,” she said. She sipped her tea again. “But it’s comfortable, and—” She shrugged.
Mr. Iyon yawned. His thin lips pulled back from his prominent teeth. He snapped his mouth shut.
“I beg your pardon, madam!”
Leia accepted his apology with a nod, then she yawned too.
“We should have had pepper tea,” she said, “instead of this. Delicious though it is.”
Leia struggled to remember the question she was trying to answer. Mr. Iyon had said that the children must be near. Leia doubted that was possible.
If they were hidden nearby, she thought, wouldn’t I know it? Wouldn’t I feel it? They must have been stolen by a master of the dark side.…
Maybe it isn’t the dark side after all, Leia thought, desperately seeking comfort. Maybe the castle’s built on some unique mineral, maybe it disrupts my perceptions. If ysalamiri can disturb the Force, why not a phenomenon from the depths of a planet?
Leia yawned again. Like a mirror image, so did Mr. Iyon. Sleep drew Leia irresistibly.
“We must …” Her words trailed off. She could not recall what she had been about to say.
“Good night, madam,” the chamberlain said. His voice was kindly. He rose, pushing himself from the couch like a man exhausted, levering himself with all four arms. He stumbled once on the way to the door. Leia was too sleepy to be surprised by his lapse in grace.
Her need for sleep overtook her dread. She told herself to get up, but the chair was so comfortable …
I’ll just rest here a moment, she thought.



Chapter 2
Just like old times, hey, kid?” Han Solo said to Luke Skywalker.
Sitting in the copilot’s seat of the Millennium Falcon, Luke grinned.
“Just like old times except the Empire isn’t trying to shoot us out of the sky—”
“You got that right.”
“And Jabba the Hutt isn’t after your hide for dumping that spice load—”
“Yeah.”
“And nobody is trying to collect old gambling debts from you.”
“Also true,” Han said, thinking, But I might get around to running up some new gambling debts. After all, what’s a vacation for?
“Finally, you can’t ogle every beautiful woman who comes by.”
“Sure I can,” Han said, then hurried to defend himself as Luke chuckled. “Nothing wrong with looking. Leia and I know where we stand with each other, we trust each other, she’s not jealous.”
Luke burst into outright laughter.
“And you wouldn’t mind,” he said, “if she flirted with the Kirlian ambassador. Good-looking guy, that Kirlian ambassador.”
“Nothing wrong with looking,” Han said stubbornly. “Or a little innocent flirtation. But the Kirlian ambassador better watch his hands. All four of them. Hey, kid, listen, flirting is one of the best inventions of civilization.” Han grinned.
Luke hated it when Han called him “kid.” That was why he did it. He stared out into hyperspace.
“You ought to do more flirting yourself,” Han said.
“If I might be of service, Master Luke,” See-Threepio said, leaning forward from the passenger seat. “I have an extensive library of love poetry at your disposal, in several languages suitable for the human tongue, as well as etiquette, medical information, and—”
“I don’t have time for flirtations,” Luke said, “or love poetry. Not right now …”
Threepio sat back in the passenger seat. At the corner of Han’s vision, the droid looked like a shadow. To disguise himself, See-Threepio had covered his glossy gold finish with a coat of purple lacquer. Han had not yet gotten used to the change.
“Don’t be so damned dedicated,” Han said to Luke. “Don’t Jedi Knights get to have any fun? Little Jedi Knights have to come from somewhere. I’ll bet old Obi-wan—”
“I don’t know what Ben would have done!”
Luke spoke in a tone of distress, not anger. The fundamental loneliness of the young Jedi struck Han deeply.
“I don’t know what other Jedi Knights did,” Luke said softly. “I didn’t know Ben long enough, and the Empire destroyed so many records, and … I just don’t know.”
Han wished Luke could find someone to share his life and his work. Han’s marriage to Leia grew and strengthened with each year, with each day. As his own years of happiness continued, Han was increasingly troubled by his brother-in-law’s solitude.
“Take it easy, Luke,” Han said. “Take it easy. You’re doing great—”
“But the traditions—”
“So if you have to make them up as you go along, that’s not so bad, is it?” Han asked. “We always were pretty good at bluffing. In the old days.”
“In the old days.” Luke sounded glum.
“And who knows what we’ll find when we get where we’re going? Maybe some more Jedi Knights to help with the school.”
“Maybe,” Luke said. “I hope so.”
The Millennium Falcon swept out of hyperspace, diving through streamers of light into normal space.
The alarms shrieked and the radiation shields snapped into existence around the Falcon.
Han swore. He had expected a heavy radiation flux in this region—he had outfitted the Falcon to withstand it—but nothing as powerful as the X-ray storms raging around them.
When he had checked the ship’s systems to make sure none were damaged, Han took a moment to look outside. He whistled softly in awe.
A dense, brilliant starfield spread all around his ship. Two star clusters collided: Bands of red giant stars, like veins of glowing blood, meandered through regions of white dwarf stars. The stars clustered so closely that they formed one huge chaotic system, spinning around each other, pulling each other into different dances, one snatching star-stuff from the surface of another.
Chaos reigned in the impossible circle-dance of stars; no one could predict the changes each star’s pattern would take—if anyone could find a pattern to start with. Soon, measuring by astronomical time, the cluster’s stars would fly off in all directions. Or perhaps the whole cluster would collapse in upon itself. It would squeeze its mass into the size of a planet, a moon, a fist, a pinprick. And then it would vanish.
“If I may be so bold …” See-Threepio said. “Despite the extra shielding I can feel X rays penetrating my outer shell, all the way to my synapses. I can hardly imagine what they might do to your more delicate biological structure. Crseih Research Station was constructed to withstand this assault. Might I suggest that we get beneath the spaceport’s shielding as soon as possible?”
As if to punctuate See-Threepio’s comment, a bright flash of light with no apparent source streaked across Han’s vision; he recognized it as a cosmic ray traveling across his retina.
“Good thinking, Threepio,” he said.
He laid a course for the Crseih Research Station.
* * *
Han piloted the Millennium Falcon through the strangest star system he had ever approached. An ancient, dying, crystallizing white dwarf star orbited a black hole in a wildly eccentric elliptical path.
Eons ago, in this place, a small and ordinary yellow star peacefully orbited an immense blue-white supergiant: The blue star aged, and collapsed.
The blue star went supernova, blasting light and radiation and debris out into space.
Its light still traveled through the universe, a furious explosion visible from distant galaxies.
Over time, the remains of the supergiant’s core collapsed under the force of its own gravity. The result was degenerate mass: a black hole.
The violence of the supernova disrupted the orbit of the nova’s companion, the yellow star. Over time, the yellow star’s orbit decayed.
The yellow star fell toward the unimaginably dense body of the black hole. The black hole sucked up anything, even light, that came within its grasp. And when it captured matter—even an entire yellow star—it ripped the atoms apart into a glowing accretion disk. Subatomic particles imploded downward into the singularity’s equator, emitting great bursts of radiation. The accretion disk spun at a fantastic speed, glowing with fantastic heat, creating a funeral pyre for the destroyed yellow companion.
The plasma spiraled in a raging pinwheel, circling so fast and heating so intensely that it blasted X rays out into space. Then, finally, the glowing gas fell toward the invisible black hole, approaching it closer and closer, appearing to fall more and more slowly as relativity influenced it.
It was lost forever to this universe.
That was the fate of the small yellow star.
The system contained a third star: the dying white dwarf, which shone with ancient heat even as it froze into a quantum crystal. Now, as the Millennium Falcon entered the system, the white dwarf was falling toward the black hole, on the inward curve of its eccentric elliptical orbit.
“Will you look at that,” Han said. “Quite a show.”
“Indeed it is, Master Han,” Threepio said, “but it is merely a shadow of what will occur when the black hole captures the crystal star.”
Luke gazed silently into the maelstrom of the black hole.
Han waited.
“Hey, kid! Snap out of it.”
Luke started. “What?”
“I don’t know where you were, but you weren’t here.”
“Just thinking about the Jedi Academy. I hate to leave my students, even for a few days. But if I do find other trained Jedi, it’ll make a big difference. To the Academy. To the New Republic …”
“I think we’re getting along pretty well already,” Han said, irked. He had spent years maintaining the peace with ordinary people. In his opinion, Jedi Knights could cause more trouble than they were worth. “And what if these are all using the dark side?”
Luke did not reply.
Han seldom admitted his nightmares, but he had nightmares about what could happen to his children if they were tempted to the dark side.
Right now they were safe, with Leia on a planetary tour of remote and peaceful worlds of the New Republic. By this time they must have reached Munto Codru. They would be visiting the beautiful mountains of the world’s temperate zone. Han smiled, imagining his princess and his children being welcomed to one of Munto Codru’s mysterious, ancient, fairy-tale castles.
Solar prominences flared from the white dwarfs surface. The Falcon passed it, heading toward the more perilous region of the black hole.
Han set the shields as high as they would go, and sped through the dangerous radiation. The accretion disk blazed wildly, its light harsh and actinic.
Neither white dwarf nor black hole possessed natural planets, only a few bits of distant debris and a halo of frozen comets. But the white dwarf did possess one artificial planetoid.
Crseih Station had been a secret Empire research facility. During the rule of the Emperor, it had moved from covert place to hidden location to secret destination. Wherever it went, it carried with it a reputation of evil.
Most of the records of its work had been destroyed when the Empire fell. Its researchers had fled, to surrender to the New Republic or to disappear. Han knew only one thing about Crseih for certain. It had been sent to this star system to adapt the destructive power of the black hole to the martial ambitions of the Emperor.
Crseih had failed, but it still existed, hidden out here on the edge of civilization, isolated by the disruption of the exploding, dying stars. Some inhabitants remained, content to be free of the Empire. They also lived outside the New Republic, without the protection of its justice.
Without the protection, or the restraints.
Han plunged the Millennium Falcon into the shadow of Crseih Station. He breathed a sigh of relief. Light from the white dwarf still illuminated his ship, but the station blocked the intense X rays of the black hole.
Like a patchwork umbrella, powerful shielding covered half the irregular artificial planetoid of Crseih Station. As the station had grown, the patches had spread. Shielding formed the residence domes, and the corridors of the airlinks. Transparent to the visual spectrum, it protected the equipment and the inhabitants from high-energy radiation. The shielding shimmered in patterns of shadow. Wherever a particularly intense burst of radiation assaulted the shielding, it darkened.
Han set the Millennium Falcon down on a bare patch of blasted stone. Crseih had nothing much in the way of a spaceport. A few itinerant hyperdrive mechanics and refuelers. A rental company that specialized in shielding.
Han made arrangements for an extra shield for the Falcon. A few minutes later, a crawler shuffled toward them, towing the big transparent sheet.
“Efficient,” Luke said.
“Or bored. Sure isn’t much traffic.” He scowled, “Wouldn’t you know? First vacation I ever get, and I come to a backwater.”
“Threepio, where’s your contact?” Luke asked.
A few dozen other ships of various types and vintages hunkered down on the blasted rock. Most were shielded. A few had been left naked and exposed in the cosmic weather, decaying to derelicts.
“Here to meet us, I’m virtually certain, Master Luke.” See-Threepio peered nervously through the viewport. “Perhaps riding out on the crawler?”
See-Threepio fidgeted. A few weeks ago, Han had begun to receive incomprehensible messages. But Threepio recognized the language; he said it was nearly extinct. The messages passed on rumors of strange events at Crseih Station.
“It is my fault we’ve set out on this investigation,” See-Threepio said.
Han had charged Threepio with replying to the messages, using the same obscure language, and with setting up a rendezvous. Now Threepio, being Threepio, took full responsibility for the entire expedition.
“I do hope we are not following a hoax,” Threepio said.
“It’s all right, Threepio,” Han said. “It wouldn’t be your fault.”
“But I could hardly survive the embarrassment if the rumors turned out to be of no account.…”
Han gave up listening to Threepio’s worries. Han would be sorry for Luke, of course, if he failed to find the lost Jedi. But Han was content to be here, whether the trip turned out to be vacation or adventure.
He turned his attention to the outpost. The low, oblate airlinks covered and protected and connected the districts of the station, some rich and well kept, some collapsing into piles of rubble. Though the Empire’s research facilities had been abandoned, the community that had sprung up around them had continued. Some of the inhabitants had found other ways to thrive, without the presence of the Empire or the attention of the New Republic.
Representatives and ambassadors concentrated their attention on more populous worlds closer to the center of power.
And that’s a relief, Han thought. No ambassadors, no court dress. No formal dinners.
The crawler hesitated.
“How will you be wishing to pay for this service?” its operator asked.
“Letter of resources,” Han said.
“Hard credits only.” The crawler started to back away.
“Wait a minute!” Han shouted. “Do you—” He stopped. He had been about to say, “Do you know who I am?” But he was traveling incognito. Of course the operator did not know who he was.
The thought gave him a feeling of freedom.
“The letter of resources must be deposited, Master Ha—” See-Threepio’s memory programming cut off the use of Han’s real name just in time. “Sir. Otherwise it cannot be drawn upon.”
“I know that.” Han grinned. “I guess I just wanted to flash it around. All those seals and signatures.” And a fake identity.
The crawler headed for the airlinks.
“Come back here!” Han said. “Cash money.”
“Show your coin.”
Han displayed the rainbow edges of a few bills of New Republic currency. He was glad, for old times’ sake, for the sake of his smuggling days, that the Senate had failed to pass a law abandoning physical currency. Smuggling would have been a whole lot harder without hard-to-trace cash money. Of course, that was why the Senate wanted to abandon it.
The crawler pulled forward again and maneuvered until the shield covered the Falcon. It disengaged, and the shield settled. The crawler nestled up beneath the Falcon.
Han shut down the Falcon and set several security devices, some of them cleverer than others.
“Let’s go,” he said. “And remember who we are. I mean, who we aren’t.”
Threepio had put on the purple lacquer; Han had grown his beard. But Luke had done nothing to disguise himself.
“I don’t know, kid,” Han said to Luke. “I still think you ought to do something. Shave your head, maybe? Otherwise, somebody’s sure to recognize you.”
Luke gave him a quizzical glance. “I’m not shaving my head. No one will recognize me.”
Han felt dizzy. Luke’s features suddenly blurred and reformed. He became, in Han’s eyes, a different individual: darker hair, a handspan taller, thinner, his features ordinary and unmemorable.
“Dammit!” Han said. “Don’t do that to me!”
The image shivered away, revealing Luke.
“All right,” Luke said. “I won’t affect you. But no one else will recognize me.”
“Okay.”
They descended.
Han wished Chewbacca was with them, but traveling incognito, it had been too risky. With his beard, Han could probably escape identification. A human man and a chestnut Wookiee traveling together, though: throughout the Republic, that image made people think of General Han Solo and his friend, the Hero of the New Republic, Chewbacca.
At the bottom of the Millennium Falcon’s ramp, the crawler’s entryway was dim. A translucent rod barred Han’s path. He pushed it. It moved in his hand. He gripped it harder. It shivered and shook and rattled against the skin of the crawler. Several similar rods, each one segmented, each joint a faceted bulge, snapped across the doorway in front of him.
“Hey!” Han yelled.
“Let go!” the driver said.
“Let him go,” Luke said. “You’re holding on to his arm. His leg. His appendage.”
“How do you know?”
Luke just looked at him.
Han let go. “I hate it when you do that,” he said to Luke.
“Pay first,” the driver said. “Then enter.”
Han peeled off several bills and gave them over to the driver.
One of the thin, translucent appendages slid across the doorway in front of him until its four-clawed end hovered before his face. The claws were as sharp and blue as steel, and each was as long as his hand.
“Nice fingernails,” Han said. He put the cash into the claws. They closed gently, without piercing the engraved paper.
“Thank you,” the driver said. “You will pay more.”
“More? Now?” Han exclaimed. “For parking on a chunk of rock?”
“For parking on a chunk of rock under a rented shield,” the driver said, “when a new X-ray storm will approach. My rented shield. However, I will move it away if you would prefer.”
Han had considered the radiation flux strong enough to qualify as an X-ray storm. On Crseih, though, it was normal weather. When the white dwarf neared the black hole, and the black hole began tearing heated gas from its surface, the X rays would intensify into a true storm, an X-ray hurricane.
“An X-ray storm will surely have adverse effects on the systems of the Mil—of your ship,” See-Threepio said, “if it is left unprotected.”
“I know that,” Han said. He pulled off three more bills and shoved them into the driver’s claws. He thought, This is going to leave us pretty short of cash. Never mind, the letter of resources will take care of the problem.
The claws withdrew. Rustling, the other legs parted. Han’s eyes were becoming accustomed to the dim light. The driver sat on the other side of the crawler cabin, pulling its legs in around it like a pile of dry sticks.
“The ride to Crseih,” the driver said, “will be free.”
“Thanks so much,” Han said. Behind them, the Falcon drew in its ramp and locked its hatch.
See-Threepio peered around the inside of the crawler.
“You have no other passengers?” he asked.
“I will only have room to carry you,” the driver said.
Threepio said a few words in a language so strange it hurt Han’s ears. Threepio had spoken it to him before, while translating the messages from Crseih Station.
Threepio thinks this guy might be our contact! Han thought.
The driver rattled several appendages, including those with aural sensory hairs, and sharp defensive spines.
“What will you mean?” the driver said to Threepio. “Why will you irritate my auditory organs?”
“I beg your pardon,” Threepio said. “I said nothing of any importance. I mistook you for someone else.”
The crawler left the starship beneath its shield and headed toward the city.
The driver stopped the crawler in its bay. The airlink moved to meet the door. Han vaulted down and strode into Crseih Station. Luke and See-Threepio followed.
The crawler backed out and rumbled away.
“Spiders,” Han said, shuddering. “I’m sorry, but spiders really give me the creeps.”
“Spiders?” See-Threepio said. “Are there spiders? Where? I must be careful that they do not spin their webs in my joints. Why, I knew a droid once—”
“I meant the driver,” Han said.
“But the driver was not a spider,” See-Threepio said.
“Metaphorically speaking,” Han said.
“But—”
“Never mind,” Han said. “Forget I said anything.”
“He was a good businessman,” Luke said.
Han laughed. “Yeah, you’re right. He was pretty grabby.”
See-Threepio took a few nervous steps forward and looked around.
“I’m certain our contact is here somewhere!” he said, despite their being alone in the entry bay.
Han glanced at Luke. “Now what? Do you have any idea where to start looking for your lost Jedi?”
Luke shook his head. His hair fell across his forehead and for a moment he looked like the green kid he had been when Han first met him. But he was not a green kid anymore. Far from it. Over the years, he had developed an otherworldly presence that Han found both touching and alarming.
“I expected to be able to sense—” Luke shrugged unhappily. “There’s nothing. Maybe they’re shielding themselves. Hiding. After the way the Empire hunted them down, who can blame them?”
“You’d think they’d notice,” Han said, “that there hasn’t been any Empire for years.”
“But there are plenty of people who want it to return,” Luke said stubbornly.
“Okay, okay.” Han did not believe a group of lost Jedi existed. On the other hand, the longer Luke searched for them, the longer Han’s vacation would last.
Maybe I’d better go easy on the teasing, he said to himself.
Beneath the transparent radiation shields, the carnival light of the burning whirlpool turned gray and soft. Small shadows appeared and disappeared, dappling the ground.
Han glanced up. As Crseih Station spun on its axis, the black hole and its accretion disk created a violent dawn. The burning whirlpool stretched across a quarter of the sky. When it set, its white dwarf companion would rise. As the white dwarf plunged toward the center of the star system, it and its companion would rise closer and closer to the same time, until they rose together and burned the heavens.
Han was careful not to look directly at the accretion disk of the black hole, even with the protection of the shields. In an instant, the natural fireworks display expended more energy than all the celebrations conceived by civilization since the beginning of history.
He proceeded through the airlink toward the first dome of the station proper. Hot, moist air, tropical and fetid, closed in around Han. He could practically see the air, practically open his fingers and grab a handful of it.
Most of the folks who live here must be from tropical worlds, he thought. It’s easy to keep a space station cool—
But not a station like Crseih. Overworked cooling machinery vibrated the floor. The shields protected the living space by absorbing X rays. But the enormous energy reradiated as heat, and the heat had to go somewhere. The cooling machinery strained to transport it to Crseih’s night side, where the heat could be radiated into the vacuum of space. With the black hole on one side of the station, and the white dwarf on the other, Crseih’s night side was barely a sliver of shadow.
Han held his palm a finger’s width from the surface of the airlink. After a moment he pulled back. Even with the efforts of the cooling machinery, the surface was uncomfortably hot.
See-Threepio hurried on ahead, strutting stiffly, strange in his purple-lacquer disguise. He continued his futile search for his contact.
“I distinctly told our correspondent to meet us,” Threepio said querulously. “I cannot understand—”
Luke strode past Han—
He did go by me, didn’t he? Han thought. Did I see him? Or didn’t I? Damn, I hate it when he does that!
“Threepio,” Luke said, “it would be better not to broadcast our plans.”
“But, Master Luke, I never would—I assure you I wasn’t engaging my transmitter!”
“Don’t engage your vocal unit, either.”
“Very well, Master Luke,” See-Threepio said, “if that’s as you prefer it.” The droid walked on, body language as expressive as words that he had expected to be met at the landing field.
In the humidity and the heat, sweat ran down Han’s back and sides and beaded on his forehead without evaporating. He wiped his face and rolled up his sleeves, for once not worrying whether he looked proper.
Over the years, Leia and his own advisers had made him more aware of his clothing. Instead of putting on whatever came to hand out of his closet, in whatever combination the cleaner droid deposited it, he had begun to dress according to his day’s duties. Usually he could get away without wearing a formal uniform, unless his schedule included addressing or inspecting regular troops, or a diplomatic reception. Han Solo hated uniforms. He was not particularly keen on speeches or receptions, either.
On this trip, he had not even brought a uniform. And though his frayed pants and comfortable old shirt were too heavy for the climate of Crseih Station, he felt as if he were expanding with freedom.
No uniforms, no speeches, no receptions.
He laughed out loud.
“This is going to be fun,” he said.
They rounded a curve of the steamy airlink. It stretched on empty before them.
“Where’s Threepio?” Luke said.
“I don’t know,” Han said. “You probably hurt his feelings by telling him to shut up.”
“I just told him to keep our plans to himself.”
“Don’t you know where he is?”
“I could find him,” Luke said, “but I’d better not. I’d better not do anything long-range. I don’t want to give us away.”
“Why not send up a signal flare? Let the Jedi Masters find us.”
“Let’s get the lay of the land first,” Luke said. “After all, we don’t know much about the people I’m looking for. Only the rumors, and the strange stories—”
“You’re right, kid,” Han said. The longer Luke takes, the longer before I have to put on another uniform. “Absolutely right. Take all the time you want.”
“And if they are Jedi—I want to be certain they aren’t on the dark side.”
“Wouldn’t you know it—wouldn’t you sense it—if someone using the dark side was near?”
“Sure I would,” Luke said.
“Good.”
“I think I would.” Luke stared through the translucent side of the tunnel. In the distance, domes perched on flat rock between craters. He said in a soft voice, “I hope I would.”
Exasperated, Han strode on ahead. “What do I always say?” he muttered. “They’re more trouble than they’re worth.”
He burst through the exit of the airlink and entered the first dome of Crseih Station. Noise and light surrounded him, as thick and exciting as the hot, steamy air.
Luke followed more cautiously, poised at Han’s right shoulder, keeping watch.
Han wondered how far Luke could project his illusion of disguise. Did the inhabitants of the station see him as he really was, when they were at a distance, and then think they had mistaken what he looked like when they got nearer? Or did his local effect of disguise surround him like a cloak, and project his image to anyone who glanced at him?
Han could not tell, for Luke had kept his promise to leave his partner unaffected. As far as Han was concerned, the young man beside him was Luke Skywalker, pilot, brother-in-law, and, incidentally, Jedi Knight. He wore his robes, which fortunately were not much different from the everyday garb of many humanoid beings. They did not mark him as Jedi, and they did conceal his lightsaber.
Han stroked his beard, a habit he had picked up while it was still growing. Those last few weeks before he and Luke began this trip, he had been eager and anxious to be on their way. Stroking his beard surely had not made it grow any faster, but the motion was a talisman, a reminder that in two more weeks—if he could just get through this review, then in one more week—if he could just get through this speech—he would be away and on his own again.
The enormous first dome of Crseih Station spread out like a carnival around him. Bands and jugglers, acrobats and merchants demonstrated their abilities or displayed their wares.
A group of Brebishems lay in a heap on the side of the path, wriggling and rolling together, twisting their long snouts and flapping their wide leaf-shaped ears. They squeezed so close together that they resembled one organism, as if their soft wrinkled mauve skins had touched and melded. A low continuous moan emanated from the group. It was impossible to tell if one or all made the sound.
Luke threw a coin into the basket sitting before the Brebishems.
“What’s that for?” Han said.
“Appreciation for their art.”
“Art?” Han looked at Luke askance, but Luke was perfectly serious.
“It isn’t any stranger than dancing, or bolo-ball.”
“You’re entitled to your opinion,” Han said. An image came to him, unbidden, of the last time he and Leia had danced. Some reception somewhere, he could not remember when or even what planet the event had been on. Only that there had been a few minutes free of diplomacy, toasts, and salutations, and he and Leia had held each other close in the mirror-fractured light on the sparkling dance floor. A sharp pang of desire and loneliness touched his heart.
“Please, honors, a small coin left for me?” An individual only as high as Han’s hip plucked at the sleeve of his shirt. A long gray-green pelt concealed the being’s form. “Has it got a coin in its pocketses for me?”
“No, I don’t have any change on me,” Han said. He pushed the long thin fingers, like brittle twigs, away from his pockets.
“Wait,” Luke said. “I have some.” He gave the being a coin. His voice was very gentle when he spoke to the being. The bony fingers snatched the coin, which vanished somewhere beneath the long coarse fur.
The being snuffled and went past them, toward the airlink.
“Other passengers coming?” the being said hopefully.
“Just us,” Han said.
Several other beggars, guides, and tchochke-sellers converged on Han and Luke.
“They’re mine, mine!” the being cried. “Find your own!”
They all ignored the hairy being’s protests.
“No, thanks, we don’t want any,” Han said, sidling through the group and dragging Luke with him. He imagined Luke passing out all the rest of their spare credits before they made it beyond the entryway.
It did not take them long to escape. The beggars, guides, and sellers retreated to their places near the entryway and waited for more receptive customers.
But the hairy being had followed Han and Luke through the crowd. It circled them warily, muttering, “Mine, mine.”
“The droid who came in with us,” Han said. “Did you see him?” He craned his neck to look across the chaos of the welcome dome. In any group of standard humans, Han Solo could look over the heads of most of them. Within the mix of sentient life-forms gathered at Crseih, he was of no more than average height. And he had to remind himself that he was looking for a purple droid, not a gold one.
“Droids never have spare change,” the hairy being said. “Droids never have pocketses. No reason to ask droids.”
“Maybe you could help us,” Luke said. “In another way.”
“Help?” the being asked suspiciously. “Work?”
“Just show. Show us where there’s a good lodge. Help us get our bearings at Crseih Station.”
“I can find us a lodge,” Han said, insulted. “I haven’t been out of touch so long that I can’t even find us a lodge!”
“Shut up!” Luke whispered fiercely.
Startled, Han stopped his protest.
“Lodge, yes, lodge,” the being said. “And places to eat and places to buy nice clothes, specialize in human fit.” The being loped off, its heavy fur bouncing against its sides.
Luke followed it. Han glanced at the ceiling in supplication. As the ceiling neither replied nor did anything to help, he shrugged and went along, muttering, “Damned if I’ll take fashion criticism from a guy in a hairy suit.”
The hairy being led Han and Luke through several airlinks and as many completely different domes. The noise and excitement of the first dome faded away. They passed into a region of huge machines and warehouses, then into a lush park, where alien vegetation clambered up the walls and moderated the whirlpool light with leaves in all the colors of the rainbow.
“Where are we going?” Han demanded. “There’s got to be lodges back in the carnival dome.”
“Not for you,” the hairy being said. “Not good enough for you.”
They traveled farther away from the lights and the noise and the action, into quieter regions. Gardens and low, organically engineered buildings surrounded them. Instead of being excited by the atmosphere, Han felt as if the very air were wrapping him in hot, damp blankets.
“Luke,” he said under his breath, “we’re never going to find anything, out here in the middle of nowhere.”
“Be patient,” Luke said.
“Patient! I’ve been patient! We’ve been walking half the day.”
Except to grin at Han’s exaggeration, Luke ignored the complaints and continued on after the hairy being.
They entered the largest dome so far. The top curved so far overhead that small clouds floated at the apex, and a breeze circulated the heavy warm air. The being led Han and Luke to a building that followed the contour of a crater. The front of the building spilled down to a pool at the crater’s floor, and rose to a tower at the crater’s rim. Two wings of the building followed the rim of the crater.
“Here,” the hairy being said. “Here is perfect.” It pointed through an irregularly arched opening.
Han stepped over the threshold into a cool dim room filled with the sound and scent of running water. He glanced back. Luke stood in the doorway, silhouetted by the harsh light. Han started. For a moment he could see both Obi-wan Kenobi and Anakin Skywalker, Lord Vader, in Luke’s stance. Luke came toward him, gazing around curiously, and the illusion vanished.
Han returned to the entryway and looked outside. The hairy being had disappeared. He scowled.
“Why’d you want to follow that guy all the way out here?” he asked Luke, who sat on his heels at the edge of the indoor pool, scooped his hand through the running water, smelled then briefly tasted it.
“We needed a native guide.”
“We’re supposed to have one,” Han pointed out.
“And he might be useful to us,” Luke said.
“I doubt it,” Han said.
“And … he reminded me of Yoda.”
“You think he might be one of the Jedi?”
“I thought he might be. Now I don’t think so. But he could have been.”
Han started to make a crack about Luke’s highly honed decision-making abilities, but thought better of it for the moment. Luke’s uncharacteristic lack of composure and self-assurance troubled him.
“Hey!” he shouted. “Anybody here? Is this a lodge or not?” It occurred to him that the place might not be a lodge; the hairy being might have brought them to a business or even a private house as a joke.
“Yes, human being, I am here.”
An image formed above the pond, flickering, reflecting, shooting shards of light throughout the irregular room. Han could not make out a definite shape amid the hypnotic aurora.
“We want three rooms,” Han said. “Two for humans, one fitted for a droid.”
“For what duration?” The musical voice took on color, like the image.
“We’ll be here indefinitely.”
“Payment two standard days in advance, if you please.”
Han slammed the door as he entered his room. The lodge now possessed all but the very last of his ready cash.
Not that the room wasn’t worth it. It was luxurious, with everything from instant-delivery high cuisine in the alcove to a patio overlooking the spectacular crater lake far below. Nevertheless, if he could not negotiate the letter of resources, he and Luke would be on a dangerously short rein.
He had a bad feeling about the letter of resources. Crseih Station was too far off the spaceways; it had been left too far outside the embrace of the New Republic. The rights and privileges and services he took for granted did not exist here.
Crseih was the kind of place he had known inside out, before he became General Han Solo. The kind of place where he could land the Falcon, walk into any establishment, and blend in or stand out, as he chose. He wondered if he still had that ability.
You’ve gotten too soft, he said to himself. Too complacent, too secure. It’s time to make some changes.
And time to repair our finances.
He knew Luke would disapprove of his plan.
As Han grabbed his jacket and left, Luke knocked on the connecting door between their rooms. Instead of answering, Han left by the front door, closed it softly, and hurried away down the corridor.
The letter of resources was a worthless piece of trash in Han’s pocket. His immediate impulse was to rip it to shreds and throw it into the nearest crater. But that would be stupid as well as impossible. It was printed not on paper, but on a practically indestructible sheet of archival plastic. The edges would cut his skin before they would tear.
As far as he could make out, no one in Crseih Station was the least bit interested in honoring a letter of resources drawn on the assets of the New Republic. One entrepreneur had negotiated to buy it. Han would have had to be a lot more desperate to consummate the deal; the offering price had been ridiculous. It would have been a fine bargain for the entrepreneur, for it was negotiable by the bearer. Negotiable almost anywhere but here.
“Hell with it,” he muttered.
“Have you a spare—”
“No!” he said without looking around. “No spare change!”
“—minute, sir?” The ghostling placed herself in front of him, as delicate as a reed in a spring pond. “I want nothing from you but a moment of your time.”
“Sure,” he said, “I have a minute.” Ghostlings had always mesmerized him. They looked like humans, but were not. Their ethereal beauty tantalized humans and they in their turn were fascinated by human beings. They were as seductive as incubi and succubi, but as fragile as spiderwebs. For a human and a ghostling to enter into a physical relationship meant certain death for a ghostling.
But there’s no harm in looking, Han said to himself.
The ghostling smiled. Her long fine green-gold hair spread around her head like a halo, and her wide black eyes searched his gaze. She touched his hand with her delicate fingertips. Her gilt-tan skin glowed and her golden fingernails dimpled his skin. Han shivered.
“What do you want?” he asked, his tone harsh.
The ghostling smiled. “Nothing. I want to give you something. The route to happiness—”
“To your death!” Han exclaimed.
“No,” she said. “No, I’m not like that, not one of them, I used to—” She broke their gaze and looked at the street, at bits of trash that skittered past her bare feet.
She stood on tiptoe. Her feet had never evolved to stand flat. Her feet and legs were more like those of a faun than a human being.
“I used to plague humans,” the ghostling said. “I was fascinated with your kind. I followed, I teased—you are so exciting!—and I thought, It might be worth it just to partake of a human, even as the last experience of my life.” She smiled again, her expression beatific. “But I saw the error of my ways, of my thoughts, and I’ve dedicated myself to helping others see the truth! The truth that we are all the same, that we may commune in joy if we give ourselves to Waru!”
Han laughed out loud. The ghostling sprang back, at first startled and frightened, then distressed.
“Sir? I’ve said something to amuse you?”
“Something to surprise me,” Han said. He gestured around him, at the dome, the taverns and lights, the establishments at which one could get anything one wished, if one had the price. “I didn’t expect to be proselytized—not here.”
The ghostling smiled again, and moved close. “But where better? Come with me, I’ll show you. We’re the same. Waru will give us joy.”
“Thanks,” Han said. “But, no. Thanks.”
“Perhaps some other time,” the ghostling said, her voice a soft promise. She tiptoed away, waved over her shoulder, and vanished into the crowd.
Han chuckled and strolled into the nearest tavern. He forgot about his encounter with the ghostling, as he had forgotten about every other encounter with a ghostling. It was pointless to remember them, pointless to dwell on the impossibilities.
The tavern was hot and dark and smoky; intoxicant incense tinged the air and mixed with the pungent scent of wine. Han sat at the bar and relaxed. He could identify the homeworlds of about half the customers in the place; the other half were unfamiliar to him.
Borderland, he thought. A real borderland.
He smiled to himself, then laughed again.
It had been too long since he had crossed a border.
“Two-element minimum.”
Han turned to the bar. No one was there. He looked up, then down; still nothing.
A slender tentacle tweaked his cuff.
“Two-element minimum.”
All along the bar, the slender tentacles waved or waited or curved around mugs or wineglasses or flagons. Han rose to look over the edge of the bar, but the slender tentacle stretched before his face and motioned him back.
“If you wish to imbibe, you are in the right place.” The voice sounded like a falling stack of steel rods. “If you wish to indulge your curiosity, may I suggest the museum in the next dome?”
“Sorry,” Han said, offended.
“No offense taken. Two-element minimum.” The tentacle was poised to serve him.
Han subsided onto his barstool. “Then give me two elements,” he said. “How about polonium and plumbum?”
“I serve neither here,” the voice said.
“Two glasses of the local ale will do,” Han said.
“A fine choice for a brave individual.” The tentacle snapped out of sight behind the bar.
Han searched his memory for a shy species with many tentacles, but he came up with no one who would suit. He leaned against the bar, content. When he returned home was plenty of time to research the species he had never met, and perhaps to start an expedition to invite them to join the New Republic.
He scouted out the tavern. This was not a family establishment. The light was low, the intoxicant smoke thick, and small groups of people leaned close together over heavy tables and the occasional meeting pond. Han could hear the low tones of many conversations, none loud enough to make out.
Two glasses of ale thumped on the bar behind him; the serving tentacle vanished before Han turned around. Ale sloshed over the lips of the tankards, splashing on the dented wood.
Han took a gulp of ale, expecting watery swill or throat-stripping solvent, instead, the soft strong ale traced its flavor across his tongue. He swallowed. The ale glowed pleasantly in his stomach. He finished the first tankard and started in on the second, still checking out the patterns of the tavern.
A damp tapping drew his attention. The slender tentacle patted the bar, gently at first, then more insistently, till one of the suckers on the tentacle fastened to the bar and released, over and over, with a loud wet pop.
“Careful, you’re going to get tangled,” Han said. He laughed. The ale warmed him with an agreeable buzz. He could hear the conversations better; he could almost make out the words. He took another gulp of ale.
“You have already proven your bravery, sir human,” the barkeep’s voice said. “No need to push your luck by failing your obligations.”
“My what?” Han said.
“Your obligations! You occupy my space, you ingest my comestibles—”
Han chuckled. “This isn’t your native language, is it?”
“Certainly not,” the barkeep said in a highly insulted tone.
“It works better if you speak plainly.”
“Pay!”
“That’s plain enough,” Han said. He took a coin from his pocket and tossed it on the bar. The tentacle coiled over it, placed one sucker delicately on its surface, and lifted the coin. The tentacle snapped away behind the bar, and when it reappeared, the coin had vanished.
“What do you folks do for entertainment around here?” Han asked.
“We are doing it.” The tentacle waved its tip toward each corner of the room, each table, each meeting pond. “Do you require additional entertainment?”
“I don’t mind a game now and then.”
“Bolo-ball? There is a league.”
“I was thinking of something more sedentary … and riskier.”
The tentacle twisted into a knotted shape, rising over Han’s shoulder, pointing. Han turned around, and ran nose-first into the chest of a giant.
Han looked up. An enhanced human grinned merrily down at him.
“A sporting man?” The enhanced human, her size increased by genetic manipulation and her strength increased by surgery, was a head taller than Chewbacca.
“I’ve been known to place a bet from time to time.”
“Will this suit your fancy?” She opened her hand. In her wide palm lay a deck of cards. A design of complex knots decorated the back. The enhanced human moved her hand, and the deck flipped over. Chance & Hazard, illuminated with gold and emerald paint, topped the stack.
Han grinned. “That will do fine,” he said. “Just fine.”



Chapter 3
Anakin wriggled furiously in Jaina’s arms, trying to get down.
“Bad mens, Jaya!” he said. “Bad mens!”
“Stop wiggling, Anakin,” Jaina said. She hugged her little brother, but that just made him struggle even more. His face was streaked with furious tears. He had stopped crying, but he was still so angry and scared that his whole body trembled.
“Papa!” he shouted. “Papa! I want Papa!” He started to cry again.
Jaina was scared, too, and confused. She pretended not to be.
They were on a perfectly circular patch of Munto Codru feather grass. Jacen and Mr. Chamberlain’s black-furred wyrwulf slept on the grass beside Jaina. Jaina wanted to wake Jacen up. But she had just woken up. Waking up had hurt. It never hurt to wake up before. Never before in her whole life.
The patch of grass was not part of the meadow anymore. It was in a big metal room. It sat in the middle of the metal floor, as if someone had cut it out with a big round cookie-cutter. Metal walls rose very high above, all around. Jaina could not see any doors. She could not see any windows. Big lights glared down at her from the ceiling.
“Don’t cry, Anakin,” Jaina said. “Don’t cry. I’ll take care of you. I’m five, so I’ll take care of you, because you’re only three.”
“Three and a half!” he said.
“Three and a half,” she said.
He sniffled and rubbed his sticky face. “Want Papa,” he said.
Jaina wished Papa was here, too. And Mama. And Winter. And Chewie. But she did not say so. She had to be the adult. She was oldest. She was almost already getting her grown-up teeth. Her right front tooth was really loose. She wiggled it with her tongue while she thought what to do.
She was two years older than Anakin. Okay, one and a half years older. She was only five minutes older than Jacen. They were twins, even though they did not look exactly alike. Her hair was light brown and very straight. Jacen’s was dark and curly. But she was still oldest.
“Down!” Anakin demanded. “Jaya, down!”
“I’ll let you down,” Jaina said, “if you promise to stay on the grass.”
Anakin stuck out his lower lip. His dark eyes sparkled with tears of frustration and anger. He was always stubborn when anyone said no to him. About anything.
“Promise?” Jaina said.
“Stay on the grass,” he said.
She let him down. He dashed across the grass. He peered over the edge. Jaina took her gaze off him for a second. She crouched down next to Jacen, wishing he would wake up. The wyrwulf twitched and moaned.
Jaina looked around for Anakin. He was sticking his foot over the edge of the grass. Jaina ran after him and pulled him back.
“I said stay on the grass!”
“Am on the grass,” he insisted. He pointed toward the floor. “Just a floor, Jaya. No krakana!”
The last place they had been, on Mama’s tour, they had not been allowed to swim in the ocean. Mon Calamari was mostly ocean, and its ocean was full of krakana. Krakana would eat anything, even children. Especially children.
Now, every time anybody told Anakin “no,” he would argue by saying, “No krakana!”
Jaina did not want to scare him. She did not know if there was anything to be scared of yet. She wished she knew how they had gotten here. Something bad must have happened, but maybe getting taken away like this was how they got rescued.
She wished Mama and Papa and Uncle Luke and Winter and Chewie and Mr. Threepio were here. Or even just one of them.
Jacen whimpered. Jaina grabbed Anakin’s hand and pulled him across the little patch of grass to her twin’s side.
“Hold Jasa’s hand,” Jaina said. Anakin grabbed Jacen’s hand in both his little fists. Jaina took Jacen’s other hand.
“Jasa, Jasa, wake up,” Anakin said. “Sleepy-bones!”
Jacen opened his eyes. “Ouch!” he said, just as Jaina said, “Ouch!” She could feel what he felt. He could feel what she felt. Jaina’s head hurt, like somebody was screaming in her ear.
Their eyes were filled with tears. Jaina’s lower lip trembled. She pressed her lips together to keep from crying. Her front tooth wiggled.
She made the scream and the hurt go away. From her and from Jacen, before he was all awake.
She was not supposed to use her Jedi abilities unless Uncle Luke was with them. Jacen was not supposed to. Anakin especially was not supposed to. Uncle Luke was teaching them what to do. How to do it right.
But sometimes it was hard not to do something. Like now.
Jacen sat up. Bits of grass stuck to his homespun shirt. Some were stuck in his curly dark brown hair. Jaina brushed her hands against her own hair, but she did not find any grass blades. Her light brown hair was very straight, so hardly anything ever got tangled in it. Jacen roughed his fingers through his hair, leaving it rumpled as usual. The grass fell out.
“Okay now?” she said.
“Okay now,” Jacen said. He looked around. “Where are we?”
“Remember what happened?”
“We were playing with Chewie—”
“—and he jumped up—”
“—and then he fell down—”
“—and then I went to sleep.”
“Me too.”
“Skiff!” Anakin said. “Jaya forgot the skiff!”
“What skiff?”
“I saw it!” Anakin insisted.
“This isn’t a skiff!” Jacen said.
He was right. The room they were in could hold a whole skiff.
“Maybe the skiff brought us here.”
“Where?” Jacen said.
Jaina shrugged. They might be on a spaceship. They might be in a great big building. They might even still be on Munto Codru, underground. Jaina and Jacen had explored under the castle. They had found halls and caves and tunnels. But they had never found any place that looked like this.
“Are you okay, wyrwulf?” Jacen bent over Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf and stroked its fur. The black undercoat shone beneath the rougher, duller black guard hairs. The wyrwulf’s eyelids flickered. It whimpered and sat up, panting.
“Good woof,” Anakin said.
Jacen looked around. “Maybe Chewie is here someplace, maybe he’s still asleep too.” He jumped to his feet and walked right off the edge of the grass.
Nothing happened.
“See, Jaya?” Anakin said, pleased with himself. “No krakana!” He ran after Jacen. The wyrwulf trotted after them.
Jaina took one step after Jacen and Anakin. She stopped. She was sure that if they stayed on the grass, nothing could hurt them. But she did not want her brothers to go off alone. She was the oldest, after all.
She ran back to the center of the safe patch. She stooped and pushed aside fronds of feather grass. She was looking for her multitool. She knew it was here. She had brought it to the field to look at things with. When Chewie fell down, she had jumped up. Then she had fallen asleep. She must have dropped it.
There!
Jaina snatched up the tool. She shoved it deep into her pocket to keep it hidden. With her multitool she would be safe.
She ran after her brothers.
Her feet clanged on the metal floor. She caught up to Jacen. He was looking at the wall. Anakin did not bother to look. He kicked it.
“Bad wall!”
“Don’t do that, you’ll hurt yourself,” Jacen said.
Anakin glowered and bumped the toe of his shoe against the wall. Not kicking. Not kicking for real.
“There’s got to be a door,” Jacen said reasonably. “For us to come in.”
“Maybe there’s a trapdoor,” Jaina said. “A secret door.” She rapped her knuckles against the metal. The knock was very solid. She looked up. “Here’s the support,” she said.
Jacen, too, looked up at the ceiling. Narrow metal beams curved over them. The lights hung from the beams.
“We have to look for a door between the beams,” Jaina said. She walked around the room, knocking on the wall. She found some hollow spots. But she could not find a door. She took out her multitool. She opened the drill part.
“You aren’t supposed to do that,” Jacen said.
“I didn’t!” Jaina said. But she touched the drill part to the wall. She was only supposed to use it on something she was making in the workshop.
Not on walls or floors or furniture. Anyway it would not work on metal, only on wood.
She tried anyway, wiggling her front tooth with her tongue while she concentrated. But the drill would not do anything. It hid itself back inside the handle.
When Jaina was seven she could have a multitool that worked on metal. If she was good. If she was responsible.
She wished she was seven. Seven was a long time away.
She opened the lens part instead. She used it to look at the wall as close as she could. She thought she found a seam. A crack?
A door opened.
Jaina jumped back. She grabbed Anakin’s hand and pushed him behind her. At the same time she shoved her multitool back into her pocket.
She and Jacen stood side by side, defending their little brother.
The wyrwulf crouched and growled.
Anakin wailed and tried to burrow his way between Jaina and Jacen, to see what was happening.
A tall and very beautiful man walked out. He had gold- and copper- and cinnamon-colored striped hair, very pale skin, and very big black eyes. His face was sharp and thin, all corners. He wore a long white robe.
He smiled down at Jaina.
“You poor children,” he said.
He knelt in front of them.
“My poor children! I’m so sorry. Come to me, I’ll keep you safe from now on.”
“I want Papa!” Anakin shouted. “Mama!”
“I’m very sorry, sir,” Jaina said with her best court manners. “We can’t go to you.”
“We aren’t allowed,” Jacen explained. “We don’t know you.”
“Ah, children, don’t you remember me? No, how could you, you were only just born. I’m your hold-father Hethrir!”
Jaina stared at him, uncertain. She had never heard of any Hold-father Hethrir. But she and Jacen had lots of hold-fathers and hold-mothers. Anakin had lots of hold-fathers and hold-mothers.
“Candy?” Anakin asked hopefully.
The beautiful man smiled. “Of course. As soon as we get you cleaned up.”
Their hold-parents always brought them toys, and treats that were not often allowed otherwise.
“Do you know the password?” Jaina asked. Mama had told her never to go with anyone who did not know the password.
Hold-father Hethrir sat cross-legged on the floor in front of them.
The wyrwulf flopped to the deck, leaning its head on its fangs, and stared at Hold-father Hethrir.
“Children,” Hethrir said, “a terrible thing has happened. I came to visit you, to see my sweet friend Leia and my old comrade Han. To meet your Uncle Luke. But when I came, I saw a horrible thing! An earthquake!” He cocked his head at Jaina. “Do you know what an earthquake is?”
Uneasily, Jaina nodded.
“I’m sorry, children. The castle—it was so old! It fell down, and …”
He stopped, and took a deep breath. Jaina’s lower lip started to quiver again. Her eyes got all blurry. She blinked. She did not want to hear what Hold-father Hethrir had to say.
“Your mama was in the castle. And your papa, and your Uncle Luke. You were in the meadow—do you remember?—and the ground opened up and swallowed friend Chewbacca, and you were about to slide down into the horrible crack in the earth, but I was right there and I swooped down and I saved you. But I couldn’t save friend Chewbacca, and …” He glanced down, and wiped a tear from his cheek, and looked up again. “I’m so sorry, children, we could not rescue your mama or your papa or your uncle.”
Anakin started to wail. “Papa! Mama! Uncle Luke!”
Jaina clutched his hand and pulled him close. “Don’t cry,” she whispered. Anakin stopped wailing, but he still sniffled and sobbed.
“But Papa and Uncle Luke—” Jacen’s voice was trembly, but suspicious.
Jaina nudged him. He shut up.
“None of that, now.” Hold-father Hethrir smiled.
Somehow, he knew what she had done. And it made him angry, though he was smiling. Scared, Jaina pulled back inside herself. She pretended she had never touched Jacen with her mind.
“If I had landed, if the earthquake had not happened, your mama and papa would have introduced you to me. They would have told me your password. We would have had a party, and we would have been friends!”
He stretched both his hands toward Jaina and Jacen.
“Your dear family is gone, my children. The Republic asked me to take you, to keep you, to protect you and teach you. I am so sorry … that your mama and papa are dead.”
Jaina huddled together with her brothers. How could it be true? But why would anyone lie about it?
“We—we’re supposed to go with Winter,” Jaina said. Her voice trembled. “If anything hap—”
“Winter? Who is Winter?”
“She’s our nanny,” Jaina said.
“She went on a trip,” Jacen said.
“Are you keeping us till she comes home?”
“Can we call her?” Jacen said hopefully.
“She’d come right back,” Jaina said.
“Her services are no longer necessary,” Hold-father Hethrir said. “Children, children! You are important! Your abilities are precious! You cannot be raised, you cannot be taught, by a servant.”
“She isn’t! She’s our friend!”
“She has her own life to live, she cannot raise you properly with no one to pay for you.”
“We wouldn’t eat much,” Jacen said hopefully.
Jaina wanted to say Hold-father Hethrir was a liar!—and run away. But she had nowhere to run. And maybe Papa and Uncle Luke had come home, while she and her brothers were in the meadow, and maybe the earthquake had come before Papa came out to greet them, and maybe Hold-father Hethrir really had rescued them.
And maybe Winter really wouldn’t come back. Not ever.
Or maybe Hold-father Hethrir did not know that Papa and Uncle Luke and Mr. Threepio had gone on a secret mission. No one was supposed to know about the secret mission, except Chewbacca and Mama—but Jaina did! And she had told Jacen, of course, because he was her twin. Maybe no one could tell Hold-father Hethrir because then Papa and Uncle Luke would be in danger. That meant Papa and Uncle Luke might be all right. But she could not say so, because then she would put Papa and Uncle Luke in danger.
Anakin huddled against her, sniffling. He was trying not to cry, but his tears left a cold wet spot on her shirt. Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf had edged closer to Jaina, too, and leaned unhappily against her side.
Or maybe, Jaina thought, Hold-father Hethrir isn’t who he says he is. Maybe he’s making it all up, about the earthquake.
Maybe he stole us.
Maybe Mama and Papa and Uncle Luke and Chewbacca are all right.
Jaina looked at Hold-father Hethrir. His huge dark eyes gleamed with tears. He gazed at her, his hands outstretched.
A second set of eyelids swept across his eyes. Jaina could see through the second eyelids. They looked like smoke. They pushed away the tears. Then they disappeared again.
Without meaning to, without wanting to, Jaina started to cry.
Don’t cry, she said furiously to herself. Don’t cry. If you don’t cry it means Mama is alive!
She made herself stop crying.
“Jacen,” Jaina said, “you have to say whether we believe him. Because you’re the oldest.”
“I’m oldest,” Jacen said. “I’m oldest, Hold-father Hethrir!”
“I remember,” Hold-father Hethrir said. “I remember when you both were born, your mama and papa were so happy, they said to me, ‘Here is Jacen, our firstborn son, and here is Jaina, our beautiful daughter.’ ”
He’s a liar! Jaina thought. A liar!
“We believe you, Hold-father Hethrir,” Jacen said.
For just a second, Jaina thought maybe Jacen really meant it. But then she thought, No, that’s stupid. She was afraid to touch him for reassurance, because Hold-father Hethrir would know.
She started to cry again.
It’s all right to cry now, she thought. Because I’m just pretending, because I have to, and Mama and Papa and Uncle Luke and Chewbacca are all alive!
She and Jacen and Anakin huddled together, all of them crying, Anakin wailing, “Papa! Papa!”
Hold-father Hethrir took Jaina’s hand. He took Jacen’s hand. He squeezed gently. His skin was very cold. He pulled on Jaina’s hand. She had to move nearer to him. She wanted to move away from him.
I don’t believe he’s really my hold-father! Jaina thought. I’m not going to call him that anymore.
Hethrir put his arms around her and her brothers. Jaina shivered.
“Poor children,” he said. “Poor little children. I’m so sorry your mama and papa are dead.”
Anakin cried harder.
Jaina and Jacen cuddled him. He sniffled. He started to hiccup. He fell asleep with his cheek pillowed on Jaina’s shoulder. He hiccupped again.
“There, there, poor children,” Hethrir said. “You’ve had such a hard day. Come along, it’s time for bed.”
Jaina stood up. She picked up Anakin. He was heavy.
“We always have our supper before we go to bed,” she said.
Hethrir stood up. He was very tall. He smiled down at her.
“But you live with me now,” he said. “And at my house, it’s time for bed.”
He urged them toward the doorway. Jaina saw another person standing in the darkness. Scared, she stopped.
“Come forward, Tigris,” Hethrir said. “Don’t stand there hiding in the shadows.”
Tigris took a step forward. He was not scary at all. He was not even grown up, only twelve or thirteen. He wore a brown robe. Jaina thought it was ugly. It needed to be washed, and the hem had come down.
He had striped hair like Hethrir’s, but his was silver and black. It needed to be washed, too. And combed. Her mama would never let her go outside looking like that. He had pale skin and big black eyes, also like Hethrir’s.
“Don’t make our new sister carry the child,” Hethrir said. “Show your manners.”
Are they brothers? Jaina wondered. How could they be, Hethrir is so old. And Hethrir doesn’t act like Tigris’s brother. I’d never talk to Anakin in such a mean way.
Tigris tried to take Anakin from Jaina. She stepped back. Jacen jumped in front of her to help protect their little brother. Together, they created the barrier Uncle Luke had taught them to make. No one would be able to get through it. They would not let Tigris take Anakin!
The barrier shimmered around Jaina.
And then it fell apart like a sand castle in the tide.
“Now, now,” Hethrir said. “None of that! Didn’t your uncle ever tell you not to behave like that? You’re being very, very bad.”
He knelt down in front of them again.
“I’ll teach you to use your abilities. The same as your Uncle Luke. But you must only use them under my supervision, until you’re grown up.”
Jaina hugged Anakin tighter.
“Do you understand?”
Jaina knew what was going to happen. She knew she could not stop it.
“Do you understand?” Hethrir demanded.
Jacen had backed up right against Anakin. Their brother was protected between them. The wyrwulf growled.
Suddenly the wyrwulf slid across the deck and crashed against the wall. Jaina cried out. The wyrwulf yelped and lay still.
“Woof!” Anakin cried.
Hethrir took Jacen’s shoulders and pulled him forward, away from Anakin. He pulled him aside. He did not even bother to move Jacen with the Force powers he had revealed. He did not need to. He was a grown-up. Jacen tried to wriggle free, but Hethrir would not let him go.
“Do you understand?”
Tigris took Anakin from Jaina’s arms. His eyes were sad and hopeful. Jaina could not stop him. She could not move. She could not extend her mind to her brother’s. She did not know what Jacen was thinking. He looked back at her, scared. She did know one thing. He did not know what she was thinking either.
“Jacen!” she said. “Anakin!” She could talk! But she did not talk to Hethrir.
“I see that you understand,” Hethrir said.
He grabbed Jaina’s hand and Jacen’s hand. He pulled them along after him.
“What about Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf?” Jacen shouted.
“You’re too old to keep a pet,” Hethrir said.
The door closed. Behind them, the wyrwulf howled.
Hethrir was so tall and he walked so fast that Jaina had to run to keep up. Tigris strode along after them.
Jaina could hardly see anything. She tripped. Hethrir jerked her to her feet and kept going.
“Stop!” Jaina shouted. “Stop! No! Help!” She screamed.
“Help!” Jacen shouted along with her. “Help, leave us alone!”
“Jaya, Jasa!” Anakin cried.
Jaina dragged back on Hethrir’s hand. She struggled to look over her shoulder. Anakin wriggled to escape Tigris’s arms. Tigris held him tighter. Tight enough to hurt. Anakin’s eyes were bright with tears.
“You leave my brother alone!” Jacen shouted. He too fought to get away from Hethrir.
Anakin pushed at Tigris.
Tigris yelped with pain. He nearly dropped Anakin. He held on to him till Anakin’s feet touched the ground. Then Tigris grabbed his own hands together. He shook them and rubbed them against his grubby robe.
Hethrir stopped. He dropped Jaina’s hand, and Jacen’s.
Jaina ran to Anakin. She hugged her little brother. He burrowed against her shoulder. Jacen knelt on the floor beside them, hugging them both. Jaina knew his determined look.
Hethrir loomed over them. He looked angry. He stared, intent, at Anakin.
Then he smiled.
He crouched beside them. He stared hard at Anakin.
“As I hoped,” he said softly. “As I expected, from the Skywalker line.”
He reached past Jaina and stroked Anakin’s hair. The tangles smoothed out under Hethrir’s touch. Suddenly he grabbed a lock of Anakin’s hair and yanked it hard.
Anakin screamed in surprise and pain and outrage. Furious, Jaina bit Hethrir, right through his robe. Jacen pummeled Hethrir’s arm with both his fists.
Hethrir did not even flinch. And Jaina had bitten him hard.
Anakin’s abilities erupted around them all. The dark hallway lighted up. Light shone through Hethrir’s fingers. Jaina gasped. Hethrir’s hand looked like a skeleton’s.
Anakin’s light went out.
Jaina felt as if a wet cold blanket had fallen around her.
Tigris pulled Jaina and Jacen away from Hethrir. Jaina’s loose tooth fell out and stuck to Hethrir’s sleeve. Jaina was so surprised she stopped biting. Anakin stared at Hethrir, his eyes wide.
“Be quiet!” Hethrir said softly before Anakin could say a single thing. Hethrir’s voice was scary.
Jacen grabbed Jaina’s hand. She could hardly feel his fingers.
Staring up at Hethrir, scared, really scared, Anakin shivered. Jaina tried to go to him, she was responsible, she was oldest. But Tigris took her by the shoulder and stopped her.
“Do what you’re told,” he said. “Then nobody will hurt you, nobody will hurt your brothers.”
No one had ever treated her this way before. Jaina could not understand why anyone was treating her this way now.
Uncle Luke could affect her abilities, and Jacen’s, and even Anakin’s. A good thing, too! Anakin was too little to always know what he was doing. But Uncle Luke never made Anakin’s light go away. He never smothered Jaina and Jacen with a horrible wet cold blanket that Jaina could not even see, or grab, or pull off and throw on the floor. Uncle Luke helped guide her abilities so she used them properly and learned more about them. Sometimes he even added to her power to help her, to show her how to do what she was trying to do.
Not like this!
“Take these two to their rooms,” Hethrir said to Tigris. “Then return to me.”
“I will obey, Hethrir,” Tigris said. His voice was full of admiration.
“I want my tooth,” Jaina said.
Hethrir shook his sleeve. Her tooth fell on the ground. Tigris would not let her go get it.
Hethrir picked Anakin up. Jaina’s little brother did not resist. He could not resist.
“Please let him stay with us,” Jaina said. “He’s only three—”
She stopped for a second. Anakin would say, “Three and a half!” But he said nothing.
“We’ll all be good if you let him stay with us,” Jaina said desperately.
Hethrir gazed down at her. Now she knew the kindly look in his eyes was all a lie, and so was everything else he had said.
“If you’re good,” he said, “I might let you visit with your brother. In a few days. Or a week.”
He turned, his long white robe swirling at his heels, and carried Anakin into the darkness. The last thing Jaina saw of her little brother was his wide, scared eyes.
Tigris pushed Jaina and Jacen along the hallway, then around a turn. The wet cold blanket of Hethrir’s power still surrounded Jaina.
“It’s freezing,” she whispered.
“Nonsense, it’s perfectly warm,” Tigris said.
Jaina felt hurt and embarrassed, scared and mad. Even when she was little, no one had ever treated her like this. She always tried to use her abilities properly. To be responsible. As soon as she had understood what the word meant, she had known it would be important in her life.
She wished she had Mama to talk to. She was never, never, never allowed to use her abilities to hurt someone. But what about if she had to, what if it was to keep somebody from hurting her or Jacen, what if it was to defend her little brother? She was as responsible for Anakin as she was for the right use of what she could do.
She was supposed to use the barrier for defense. But she already knew that would not work.
Hethrir can stop the barrier, Jaina thought. He wouldn’t do that, if he was really our hold-father. I don’t believe he knows Papa and I don’t believe he’s friends with Mama.
Finally she thought—the thought was like the sun coming up, here in this dark hallway—And I don’t believe Mama and Papa and Uncle Luke are dead!
This time she really believed it.
She tried to catch Jacen’s eye, to see if he knew Mama and Papa were alive.
She turned her head to look at Jacen. Tigris put his hand on the side of her face—his hand was warm, and he was not mean, but his purpose was clear—and made her look forward again.
“Here we walk straight and tall,” he said. “With our eyes straight ahead, to see what we must face.”
“That’s silly,” Jaina said. “Then you miss a lot!”
“And we do not contradict our elders,” Tigris said.
“What’s ‘contradict’?” Jacen asked.
“Don’t be impertinent,” Tigris said.
“What’s ‘impertinent’?” Jaina asked. She did not know what either word meant, so if Tigris was trying to tell her that they meant the same thing, she still did not know what he meant. Now he acted as if he was angry, saying nothing and urging them faster into the dark.
Jaina wondered if she could burrow her way through the wet heavy blanket. It followed her and stayed wrapped around her. It was invisible, and when she touched her own arm she could not feel anything surrounding her.
But all the time, she felt like Hethrir had his cold hard hand on her shoulder. She kept trying to wriggle out of it, like Anakin wriggling out of her arms when she carried him. Trying to get free exhausted her.
The corridor ended in a big square stone room. The room was dim, but at least it was not all dark like the corridor. Faint gray light glowed from the ceiling. The ceiling was very low compared to the ceilings Jaina was used to. If Tigris reached up, he would be able to touch it. Hethrir would hardly have to reach to touch it.
The stone room had no walls, only wooden doors. Each door touched the door on each side of it. All the doors were closed. There were no windows. Jaina wondered if she could find her way outside, somehow, back the way they had come.
Or I’ll have to try every single door, she thought. There must be at least a hundred. Maybe seven thousand!
One of them must lead outside, she thought.
Then she realized, If this is a spaceship—which she had not been able to figure whether it was or not—then getting out won’t do us any good at all.
She was so tired. She tried to pretend she did not want to take a nap—naps were for little kids, like Anakin—but her eyelids kept drooping.
Tigris urged Jaina and Jacen into the big stone room. It echoed all around. He stopped, standing between the twins. Jaina was so sleepy that she leaned against him. She almost fell asleep standing up.
Tigris’s hand lay on her shoulder. It was the only warm thing in her whole world. For a second—just a second—his touch felt like a friendly hug. Jaina thought he might pick her up and carry her to a place where she could take a nap, and tuck her in like Winter did. And everything would be all right.
Then she remembered where she was and what had happened, and maybe Tigris remembered that too, because he shook her shoulder and made her wake up.
“Here!” he said. “None of that. Here we don’t sleep unless we’re in our beds. There’s no time for lazy napping!”
“I wasn’t asleep!” Jaina said, which was sort of true.
“Me either,” Jacen said.
He sounded as sleepy as Jaina felt. He must be wrapped in one of Hethrir’s heavy cold blankets, too.
But when we’re in bed it will be all right, Jaina thought. It will be warm and I can sneak my hand out of the covers and he can sneak his hand out of his covers and we can hold hands. And even if we can’t think at each other we can whisper.
Jaina’s eyes filled with tears and her vision blurred. She had never before had to think about sneaking just so she could hold her brother’s hand. She never had to think about sneaking before at all! And she could not remember the time before she could think at Jacen. She felt so cold and tired and hungry and lonely that she almost burst into tears again. She only kept from crying because she knew that pretty soon she could talk to Jacen and they could figure out what to do.
Tigris urged them forward. They reached one of the little doors. Tigris opened it. Jaina thought there would be another long corridor beyond it. She did not think she could walk down another long corridor.
There was hardly anything at all beyond the door. Only a tiny room, just the width of the door and only about twice as deep.
Jaina stopped, confused. Maybe there was another door at the back of the tiny room. But she could see no handle, no automatic controls, no mark where the door’s edge would be. The open door was heavy, scarred wood, while the inside of the room was the ugly, gray-glowing rock.
Tigris let go of Jacen’s hand and pressed him a few steps forward into the little room.
The door thudded shut behind him.
“Jacen! Jacen!” Jaina cried. She snatched herself out of Tigris’s grasp and ran to the door, grabbing for the handle. But Tigris pulled her away. From the other side, Jacen cried out her name. She could barely hear him.
“Come now,” Tigris said. “Don’t be a baby. Here we don’t shout and scream. We’re brave.”
Jaina turned around furiously. “I am brave!” she said.
She tried to hit him, but he caught both her hands and held them still, and she could not do anything.
“I am brave, and I want my brother!”
“It’s time to sleep,” Tigris said. “You won’t act so foolish in the morning. Come along.”
Maybe I can still talk to Jacen through the wall, Jaina thought desperately. Maybe it won’t be too bad.…
She turned hopefully toward the door next to Jacen’s.
Tigris led her away from Jacen’s room, all the way across the huge square hall. He opened a door to a tiny room just like Jacen’s, but as far from her brother’s as it could be.
Tigris let go of her hand. She looked up at him.
“Show me that you are brave,” he said. He glanced into the room and Jaina knew he wanted her to go inside without being told.
She looked up at him, directly into his large dark eyes.
“I want to go home,” she said.
“I know,” Tigris said softly. He hesitated, then gestured to the tiny room. “But … you cannot.”
She went in. She had no other choice. He closed the door behind her.
The ghostly gray stone faded toward darkness. Jaina searched for another opening. Another exit. A way to take apart the lock or the hinges of the big wooden door. She could find nothing, except a few splintery scuff marks where someone had kicked at the wood.
Jaina walked around her tiny room. She touched the walls. She found nothing. She knocked on the side walls, but the sound was very hollow, and she received no reply.
At the back of the room, her feet sank. She dropped to her knees and felt the floor. It was soft and squishy. The ghost glow was almost gone. She could see her fingers, but the floor was dark. She could push the floor down. The soft spot was just big enough for her to curl up on. She tried it out. She was cold, but that was because of Hethrir’s invisible blanket. She wanted her own bed. She wanted her own comforter, and Eba, the soft Wookiee doll Chewbacca had brought her, with a twin doll Aba for Jacen, after his last trip home.
The light went out. The room was very dark. Jaina shivered.
I’ll pretend, Jaina thought. We’re on a campout. But all the camping stuff got lost. Or maybe it fell in the water. It’s all wet. We have to fix it.
She thought of a soft camp mattress under her, just dried out, nice and warm. And her smart camping blanket. It knew when she was cold and it knew to warm up. It knew to snuggle down around her to keep out the wind. It liked to get wet sometimes—it liked to swim. Then it lay flat on the ground, because it did not have any feet. And it wriggled and shook until its fur was dry and warm and Jaina could wrap it around her shoulders and go to sleep. When she was little she even liked to sleep with it at home.
Mama is on the camping trip, too, Jaina thought. And Papa, and Winter, and Chewbacca, and Uncle Luke, and Mr. Threepio, and Artoo-Detoo didn’t come because he doesn’t like getting dirt in his treads, but he’s back home all safe. We had toast over the campfire, and Anakin is sleeping over there, and Jacen is here too, and we made cocoa …
A small warm point of light appeared before her, flickering like flame. She reached her hand out, and Jacen wrapped his fingers around it, and Jaina stopped shivering.…
* * *
Tigris hurried back to Lord Hethrir’s chambers.
I was foolish, he thought. Foolish and weak to coddle the children. I did them no good, to try to comfort them. I only make them foolish and weak as well!
He knelt at Lord Hethrir’s door. He did not knock. Lord Hethrir knew he was here. The Lord would acknowledge him when he was ready, when the time was appropriate.
Tigris used the waiting time to consider the errors he had made.
Finally, when Tigris’s knees had begun to ache, Lord Hethrir’s door swung open. Tigris felt the weight of Hethrir’s gaze upon his shoulders. He raised his head and looked into Hethrir’s eyes.
“You took longer than necessary,” Hethrir said.
“Yes, Lord Hethrir.”
For a moment, a moment only, Tigris thought to lie, to blame the extra time on the little children. For they were contrary and impertinent. But their impertinence had not caused him to take the extra time.
“I erred, Lord Hethrir. I spoke to the children. I instructed them, as you wished, but I spoke to them at unnecessary length. I was … weak and foolish.”
Hethrir loomed over him. He did not express anger. He never expressed anger. Tigris wondered if he ever felt anger, or if his mind was too advanced for any such defect.
“You disappoint me, Tigris,” Hethrir said.
Tigris felt the disappointment. He was disappointed in himself. He never pleased Hethrir; he always failed.
“But you have confessed your error, so I will give you another chance. Get up.”
Tigris obeyed. Hethrir returned to his chambers, then glanced back impatiently.
“Come along!”
Astonished, Tigris followed Hethrir. Hethrir seldom invited him inside. He felt mightily honored to be brought into the beautiful receiving room, with its thick patterned carpet over golden tiles, its polished body-wood walls, its curving pipes of light tracing designs on the ceiling.
The smallest new child, Anakin, sat quietly in the middle of the rug. His energy was much diminished since Tigris last saw him. He had begun to shine again, with a weakly flickering light.
“You have confessed your weakness,” Hethrir said again. “That will help you find your path to strength. I will forgive you. What do you think of this child?”
Tigris regarded the little boy.
“He could be very strong,” Tigris said. “His light shines. You have placed him within a veil.”
Hethrir nodded. “An adequate observation.”
Tigris was thrilled by the compliment. Not precisely a compliment, but as near as Hethrir ever gave him. For once he had not displeased his master!
“Thank you, Lord Hethrir.”
“I shall take him to be purified,” Hethrir said.
“To be purified?” Tigris said, so startled he forgot his place.
This child, an Empire Youth? he thought. If my lord will present this contrary child for purification, why won’t he present me?
“My lord, he has no training—he isn’t a Proctor, he isn’t even a helper—!”
Hethrir gazed at him, without anger or comment. Terrified, Tigris fell silent.
“I will take the child to be purified,” Hethrir said again, as if Tigris had never spoken. “Take my message to the helpers: they are to prepare my ship.”
“Yes, Lord Hethrir,” Tigris whispered.
Tigris rose, then hesitated.
Lord Hethrir cannot have forgotten the reception tomorrow morning, Tigris thought. Is he testing me again? I long to serve him some other way than carrying messages! I long to earn the right to be purified. I’m not afraid of the danger!
Perhaps, Tigris thought, Lord Hethrir believes I forgot the reception. Perhaps he thinks my hopes are so arrogant that I cannot remember my duties.
“Is a member of the Empire Youth in residence, my lord?”
“Certainly not. They are all working for the Empire Reborn, undermining the New Republic.” Lord Hethrir sounded impatient.
“Then, sir, shall I ask the Head Proctor to negotiate with your guests?” Tigris asked.
“My guests—?” Hethrir said. “The Head Proctor?”
“Tomorrow morning, sir.”
Hethrir paused.
“I’d no more leave the Head Proctor to receive my guests than I’d leave you, foolish Tigris!” he said sharply. “I have no intention of departing before my guests arrive! Why did you think I might?”
“I misunderstood.” Tigris said quickly. “I beg your forgiveness.”
Hethrir sighed. “You continually apologize, but you never change in such a way as to make apology unnecessary. That is what you must strive for!”
Tigris hung his head. He could not think of anything to say, except that he was sorry, and he did not want to say he was sorry again. He was aware of the depths to which he had disappointed Lord Hethrir. He picked at the cuff of his ragged brown robe, knowing how far he was from replacing it with the rust-colored tunic of a helper, or the light blue jumpsuit of the Proctors.
Hethrir rose. His white robes rustled. The soft fabric slid across itself as the Lord moved. The sound made Tigris shiver.
The whining hum of Lord Hethrir’s lightsaber filled the room, and the silver-gray light of the blade cast shadows on Tigris’s empty hands. Tigris raised his head, to gaze in wonder as he always did at the radiance of Lord Hethrir’s saber.
The blade vanished.
“Try once more.” Lord Hethrir said, and gave the handle of the lightsaber to Tigris.
The handle of the saber felt warm in Tigris’s grip. The lightsaber was too large for Tigris’s hands, but he clasped it as best he could.
He knew what Lord Hethrir wanted him to do.
The blade of Lord Hethrir’s lightsaber could only be activated by the use of the Force. Hethrir would not accept anyone into his inner circles who could not complete the circuit and generate the blade.
Tigris tried, how he tried, to make a connection to the Force, to extend himself, to create the blade.
The child Anakin raised his head and watched with interest.
Nothing happened. The saber remained cold and dead.
“Mine!” Anakin said, stretching his hands toward Tigris.
Lord Hethrir smiled fondly at Anakin. “No, little one,” he said. “You have no need of my lightsaber.”
He returned his attention to Tigris, and sighed again. He took back his saber and fastened the handle to his belt, beneath his outer robe. Tigris caught a glimpse of the second lightsaber he carried, a smaller one, which Tigris had never seen him wield. Tigris was convinced that if Lord Hethrir would let him try that lightsaber, the smaller one, he would be able to succeed. But Tigris had tried to hint at the possibility, just once. The memory of his lord’s abrupt silence kept Tigris from ever again making such a suggestion.
“Go,” Lord Hethrir said.
“Yes, Lord Hethrir,” Tigris said.
He had disappointed his mentor. He had disappointed himself. And he was frightened.
Children who could not touch the Force did not deserve to remain in the presence of Lord Hethrir.
Jaina woke up because she was so hungry. It was very dark! Where were the moons and the stars?
Maybe it’s all cloudy, Jaina thought.
And then she remembered what had happened.
She gasped and sat up. She stuck her hands out in front of her—Jacen had been holding her hand, hadn’t he?—but she could not see him and she could not hear him and she could not find him.
The soft place in the floor turned solid again. Startled, Jaina jumped up. The spot the room used for a bed had disappeared.
She felt her way to the door. It was still the same splintery wood. The hinges were outside and so was the latch.
“Let me out,” she said. The door did not respond. “Open,” she said. “Please.” Nothing happened. She tried a couple of other languages. None of them made any difference.
She sighed.
I didn’t really think it would work to ask, she thought.
She was scared to use her abilities to explore the door latch, but she was more scared not to try.
The moment she reached into the latch, the heavy cold blanket of Hethrir’s power fell around her.
Jaina flinched and pulled away. She had managed a brief glimpse of the latch. It was simple but very big and heavy. A handsbreadth of wood stood between the latch and Jaina.
I could take it apart, she thought. I know I could. If I could just get to it. I could even put it back together and not have any pieces left over.
She shivered again. Hethrir’s blanket lay cold and wet around her. She guessed it would go away again, if she was good. She pushed her cold hands into her pockets. She just wanted to get warm.
Her fingers closed around her multitool.
She snatched it out of her pocket.
How could I forget? she thought. She opened the wood tool. She touched it to the door. She was not supposed to use her multitool on houses or furniture. But surely this was different.
A few splinters fell away.
The door cracked open. Dull light washed over her. She jumped back and shoved the multitool into her pocket to hide it.
“Ow!” It was so dark in her room that the light hurt. She squeezed her eyes closed.
“Come out,” Tigris said. Jaina could not see him but she recognized his voice. Blinking and rubbing her eyes, she came outside.
Tigris closed the door behind her.
She saw Jacen across the room, standing in front of his door. His shoulders drooped.
She ran toward him. Tigris grabbed her and stopped her. She wriggled but she could not get away. He made her stand in front of her door. She looked around the room. A child stood in front of each door, all different children from all different worlds. None of them moved. They all looked scared and tired, and their clothes were ragged.
Older children in rust-red tunics stood straight in a double line in the middle of the big stone room.
“We do not run, here,” Tigris said. “We wait for permission from the Proctor.”
Tigris pointed toward the front of the big room. A tall young man wearing a light blue jumpsuit stood at the entryway, watching everything. He folded his arms.
“And then the helpers show us how to line up, and we walk where we are told.”
The helpers fanned out, precise and expressionless, spacing themselves as if they were herding the ragged children. The children turned obediently to face the Proctor. Across the room, Jacen stayed stubbornly where he was.
Jaina glared at Tigris and did not move.
“Why?” Jaina asked. “I want Jacen! Where’s Anakin?”
“I told you we are not impertinent here!”
“I wasn’t, I don’t even know what it means!”
“Turn!” Tigris said sharply.
Jaina glared at the floor, just like Jacen across the room.
“Do you want your breakfast?” Tigris asked.
Jaina looked up. “Yes!”
“Then do as you are told.”
Jaina scowled and looked at the floor again. Tigris had to push her around. One of the helpers did the same to Jacen.
“Walk!” Tigris said. The other children walked forward, all in step. Tigris pushed Jaina along with them.
But she did not walk in step.
Jaina scuffed her feet on the concrete. Tigris tightened his long sharp fingers around her shoulder. But he did not tell her to stop, so she kept scuffing. The noise came in between the regular tramp, tramp, tramp of the other children’s marching feet. A second scuffing added itself to the sound. Out of time with her own!
Jaina shot a glance across the room. Jacen grinned at her. Then the helper beside him turned Jacen’s head straight forward.
But the damage was done. Jaina skipped a few steps, one foot, hop! the other foot, hop! All around her, other children broke step and hopped and skipped and jumped.
A red-gold centauriform child tapped her hoofed feet in a quick dance. She cantered in place, flicking her long tail across her spotted flanks. She raised her head and yodeled a joyful howl, and both Jaina and Jacen answered her.
Tigris hauled Jaina back.
“Stop! Be quiet!”
His fingernails dug into her skin.
“Ow!” she shouted. She could pretend it did not hurt, but she saw no reason to pretend she was not outraged. “Stop it! That’s mean!”
His grip opened for a moment, then tightened again, even harder. He made her stand still. Her abilities trembled at the brink of exploding, but she controlled herself. Hethrir’s power had begun to ease away. She was scared it would come back.
The other children stood still. Across the room, a Proctor clamped one hand around Jacen’s arm.
“We all must accept discipline,” Tigris said. “You’re a child. You can’t know what’s right for you. You must obey me, as I obey the Proctors and Lord Hethrir.”
“Why can’t I skip? Why can’t I run? Why can’t I shout?”
“Because it is bad discipline. You must learn to control yourself.”
That stopped her. Classes with Uncle Luke were mostly about learning to control what she could do.
“But Uncle Luke let me run and skip!” she said. “That didn’t have anything to do with—”
“Luke Skywalker is dead,” Tigris said.
“But—”
“No more argument!” Tigris said. “Stand in line quietly and follow the child in front of you.”
Jaina was glad Tigris had interrupted her. She had almost told him she knew Uncle Luke was alive!
And Mama too, she reminded herself, and Papa, and—
Suddenly Hethrir was beside them. Jaina imagined that she could see silvery symbols on his robe, across his shoulders and his chest.
“Lord Hethrir!” Tigris exclaimed. He fell to his knees.
“What is this commotion?” Hethrir demanded.
“I was explaining our ways to the child,” Tigris said, keeping his gaze on the floor.
“Do not explain,” Hethrir said. “Command.”
“Where’s my brother?” Jaina said. “Where’s Anakin?”
“You have behaved badly,” Hethrir said. He raised his voice so all the children and the helpers could hear. “I have canceled breakfast because of the behavior of this child. You will all proceed directly to the study hall.”
“That isn’t fair!” Jaina cried. “No breakfast—no breakfast for anybody—because I skipped?”
“Hush!” Tigris whispered.
Hethrir strode from the room without speaking to her again. His white robe swirled across the floor.
Jaina was so hungry her stomach growled. She and Jacen had had nothing to eat since lunch yesterday. Her mouth watered when she remembered the chowder and sandwiches, and the fruit for dessert …
“It isn’t fair!”
“You broke the rules.” Tigris climbed to his feet. “You’re part of a group. The rules apply to the whole group.”
“But—”
“Be quiet,” Tigris said. “Lord Hethrir hasn’t canceled lunch—yet.”
Jaina looked around at all the other children. She thought they would all be mad at her. No one said anything or looked at her. She saw, for the first time, how thin they all were, as thin as they were ragged, and she thought how hungry they must all be. She wanted to say she was sorry. But she was afraid if she spoke, Lord Hethrir would take their lunch away too.
She subsided. When the line of children moved forward, she walked along with everyone else.
But her steps were a little out of time.
Jaina was so hungry she could hardly think, and so bored she could hardly stay awake. She did not understand why she had to sit in this tiny cubicle with no sunlight and no fresh air, memorizing information that popped up in the air in front of her. Most of it she knew already, like her letters, and her times tables. The stuff she did not know, she could not understand why she would want to know. She stopped bothering to remember it. The score of wrong answers mounted in big numbers hovering over her head. She did not care.
She fell asleep.
“You must be a very stupid little girl.”
Jaina jumped, wide awake. She had not heard Tigris come up behind her. She stood and glared at him.
“I am not! I’m smart! Why are you so mean?”
He stabbed one finger into her ghostly score of wrong answers. His fingernails were dirty and bitten.
“You mustn’t think of me as mean,” Tigris said. “I’m only helping you learn discipline.”
“You act mean.”
“If you don’t want me to act mean, then you have to answer the questions.”
“They’re stupid questions!”
“You’re an impertinent child. Do you think you know what’s better for you than Lord Hethrir does? You’re very ignorant!”
“I’m not! I’m not! I like to learn things! These are dumb things!”
“How high is the highest waterfall on the world of Firrerre?”
“I know how to decide what stream is the headwater of a river,” Jaina said hopefully. “I know how to figure out how high a waterfall is, even if you can’t get to the top!”
“But Lord Hethrir didn’t ask you those questions,” Tigris said. “He asked, ‘How high is the highest waterfall on the world of Firrerre?’ ”
“I don’t know. That’s a dumb question, too—who cares what the answer is? I can look it up.”
“It is one thousand two hundred sixty-three meters high. Lord Hethrir thinks all educated people should know these facts. Sit down at your screen and learn what he offers.”
She could not see that she had any choice.
“It’s still a dumb question,” she whispered.



Chapter 4
Leia dreamed in sounds. She was surrounded by darkness, but whistles and warbles came to her from all directions. The voices formed shapes in the night. She cried out, reaching for the shapes, three small figures, so fragile and precious.
Leia gasped and woke with a start. She had fallen asleep in the chair. The lights sensed her motion and brightened.
What a horrible nightmare, she thought.
Then she remembered: it was not a nightmare.
At her side, Artoo-Detoo whistled plaintively.
“Oh! You frightened me,” she said. “What’s the matter, Artoo? Is there news—?” There was not. “Did you wake me up to go to bed?” She smiled sadly. “I don’t think it matters where I am anymore.” She pushed herself to her feet. Tension stiffened her neck and her back.
She felt lethargic and groggy. It was the middle of the night. Still hours till dawn.
“Mr. Iyon did drug me!” she exclaimed. She shook her head, trying to fling away the daze of sleep. “Why, I’ll—!”
Then she remembered that Chamberlain Iyon had drunk the tea along with her. That was why he had yawned, that was why he had stumbled. And perhaps he had hurried to his room and collapsed into drugged slumber.
She was angry to have been sedated without her knowledge. But considering his beliefs, and his fears, she could hardly blame him.
Artoo-Detoo rolled toward the doorway.
“Good night,” Leia said.
Artoo-Detoo rolled toward her, then away again.
“What’s the matter?”
The droid whistled peremptorily. It whirred toward the door.
It waited.
“Where are you going? Do you want me to go too?”
Artoo-Detoo scooted through the doorway.
Leia followed.
“But where are we going? Is Chewbacca awake, is that it?”
She followed Artoo-Detoo into the corridor. The castle was silent and dim. In the corners of her vision, the carven figures on every surface shifted and played out their stories. When she looked at them straight on, they remained still, mere carvings in the stone.
Artoo-Detoo did not take the path to the surgery.
“This way,” Leia said.
The droid rolled off without stopping. Curious, troubled, Leia hurried to follow.
Balmy night air flowed around her as she followed Artoo-Detoo out of the castle. She had not even known this doorway existed. The castle was so big, so labyrinthine, that she had only memorized routes to the places she needed to reach.
Above, the several moons of Munto Codru waltzed in the sky. The cries of night creatures eased the silence.
“Where are you going?” Leia whispered.
Around her, all sounds ceased. She stopped, spooked by the change. She stood quietly, and the night sounds slowly began again, first distant ones, then nearer cries, finally small chirpings almost at her feet.
Artoo-Detoo whistled. The droid’s voice blended with those of the night creatures. They continued their calling, unafraid.
Artoo entered the woods and rolled along the trail that led to the meadow. At the edge of the field where the children had disappeared, Leia hesitated, then plunged ahead. When she entered the woods on the other side of the clearing, she suddenly gasped for air. She had been holding her breath.
You’re acting like a scared child, she said to herself. Then added, Or a terrified mother …
Soon she realized where Artoo-Detoo was going. She caught up to the droid.
“What’s at the field? Artoo, do you know where the children are? Are they hidden in one of the ships?”
A few spaceships stood in the small landing field on the castle grounds. Larger ships had to put down at the main spaceport, for the facilities here were primitive. But if the kidnappers had access to one of the local ships, they might have hidden here. No one would have thought to look, because they could not take off. Not without clearance from the main spaceport, and the main spaceport was not giving clearance to anyone.
“Tell me, Artoo!”
Artoo-Detoo did not reply.
Three ships stood on the small landing field. One was a courier, the ship she had wished to send after Han and Luke. The second was an antique local craft of intricate design, a Munto Codru vessel put at the disposal of the chamberlain.
The third was Alderaan, Leia’s pride and joy. Alderaan was a sleek little ship with hyperdrive capabilities. Luke had chided her for spending the time to learn to fly it that she could have used to study the ways of the Jedi. But the truth was, it was much easier and faster to learn to fly Alderaan than to learn to be a Jedi Knight. And a great deal more fun. Maybe that was why she loved the little starcraft so much. Her responsibility to the Republic kept her from having much fun.
The same was true of everyone she knew. Luke worked himself to exhaustion. Leia thought that he deliberately worked himself beyond exhaustion, either to test himself or to take himself to another level of achievement. But he scared her, sometimes. She wished they had grown up together; she wished she had known her brother as a child, so she could understand him better.
Han did not deliberately push himself beyond his endurance. He had passed plenty of tests in his life; he never needed to give himself more. But he did press himself to his limits without meaning to. Often Leia would come home after a diplomatic reception or a long meeting with her advisers to find Han facedown at his desk, snoring. Once he fell asleep in his bath. Leia was convinced that if she had come in five minutes later, he would have drowned.
That was why he and Luke had gone on a quest together. They were both burning out. They needed time off.
She doubted Luke would find any other Jedi Knights on his quest, but she hoped he would find some rest. And she hoped Han would let loose, like in the old days.
Leia followed Artoo-Detoo onto the field. She expected the droid to stop at the courier. When Artoo-Detoo passed the courier she drew in a long, distressed breath. Could the droid be heading for the chamberlain’s ship? He had always been kind and helpful to her. Even when he drugged her he had meant well. But if the children were in his ship, if he had kidnapped her children to increase his prestige on Munto Codru …
Artoo-Detoo passed the chamberlain’s ship and continued on toward Leia’s.
Leia ran after the droid.
No one can get into Alderaan without my consent! she cried to herself. No one! Not even Han. And certainly not the twins or Anakin! The kidnappers couldn’t have forced them to open the ship, because they don’t know how to do it.
Her heart raced. A powerful practitioner of the Force might be able to get into her ship without setting off the alarms.
She calmed herself. Wait and see, she thought. Wait and see.
Artoo-Detoo stopped beside Alderaan.
Leia laid one hand on the silver flank of her ship. No distinguishing mark marred its limpid finish, which looked like puddled mercury. It was registered to a person who did not exist, a second identity Leia had established so that someday, sometime, somehow, she would be able to take a few days off and fly away to a pleasant place without being recognized. Its ship’s signature did not even list its name, only its number, because the name of Alderaan gave too great a clue to the true identity of the ship’s owner. Almost all the citizens of Alderaan had perished in the attack of the Death Star. Only a few had survived. Princess Leia Organa had been one of them.
“Is someone in there, Artoo?” she whispered.
The droid made a soft faint hum, the sound Alderaan made as it powered up for liftoff.
“All right. I’ll stop them before they can take off. Don’t worry.”
She executed the entry sequence. The hatch opened. Leia entered her ship and moved silently down its corridor.
She had no feeling of intrusion, no sense that anyone was aboard. Artoo-Detoo followed on silent treads. Leia kept the lights off; she could find her way around in Alderaan with her eyes closed if need be. She glanced into her stateroom. Nothing. No one was hiding in the second cabin, in the head, in the storeroom, in the galley. She crept toward the cockpit. Her pulse pounded.
The cockpit, too, was empty.
Could they be hiding in the engines? That was the only possibility left.
At the engine hatch, she stopped and listened carefully. She could hear nothing, no sounds of conspiracy, no cries of frightened children, no shrill squeals of Anakin in one of his brief, intense tantrums. Perhaps they were all asleep.
A soft faint hum surrounded her.
She glanced over her shoulder, expecting to see Artoo-Detoo mimicking the sound of her ship again.
The corridor behind her was empty.
The hum increased. Someone had begun the takeoff procedure.
Leia slammed the hatch and pelted her way back to the cockpit.
Artoo-Detoo had extended connectors into the ship’s systems and powered up Alderaan’s drive.
“Stop it, Artoo!” Leia exclaimed. “What are you doing, I can’t—”
A display flashed into being before her.
The display traced out the spaceways of Munto Codru. Traffic was light around this old world. No ship had arrived or departed for several days.
Except one.
A single distinct trail led from the surface. It reached escape velocity, streaked away from the planet, reached for hyperspace, and disappeared.
“What is this, Artoo?”
The droid trilled at her.
Leia gasped and sat down hard in the pilot’s couch.
She was looking at the trace of a ship that could belong to the kidnappers.
“Why didn’t anyone show this to me before?”
Artoo-Detoo showed her that the information had disappeared from the spaceport’s records. The only uncorrupted information lay within Artoo-Detoo’s compact shell.
“They got away …” Leia whispered. “How did you know, how did you find out?”
Artoo-Detoo sang her an explanation. The droid might have to navigate through local space at any time, and, as a precaution, made a habit—or an instinct—of tracking spaceship traffic. When the kidnappers struck, Artoo compared memory banks to the spaceport report, and noted a disparity.
Artoo-Detoo believed the contradiction was a clue to the kidnappers.
Leia agreed with Artoo’s conclusion. Munto Codru attracted little starship traffic. The disparity in the records, coming as it did just at the time of the children’s disappearance, was too suspicious and too convenient.
The hum of Alderaan’s engines increased.
Leia knew she should shut Alderaan down, return to the castle, and confer with her advisers. Talk for hours, trying to decide what to do, what was prudent, waiting on the whim of the people who had stolen her children.
Arguing with Chamberlain Iyon about whether it was a coup kidnapping …
“You understand, don’t you,” Leia said, as much to herself as to Artoo-Detoo, “if we leave, and if we’re wrong—if it really is a coup kidnapping—we’re risking Mr. Iyon’s wyrwulf.”
Artoo-Detoo warbled a descending call.
Do I hear uncertainty? Leia asked herself. Or is it my uncertainty I feel?
It would be so much easier for her to believe Mr. Iyon, to wait for a few more hours, negotiate with the Munto Codru family, see her children rush happily into her arms. Followed by Chamberlain Iyon’s massive and horrifying black-on-black wyrwulf.
But she did not believe. She did not believe a coup kidnapper could penetrate her security and whisk her children from Chewbacca’s protection. She believed the kidnappers to be altogether more powerful, more sinister.
They wounded Chewbacca and set off the pressure bomb to disguise their true actions and their true intentions, Leia thought. They made us oblivious to the passage of two hours’ time. And they abducted Mr. Iyon’s wyrwulf—to add to their illusion of a coup kidnapping, to distract us, while they escaped.
If this was true, the children were far from Munto Codru, and they were in deadly peril.
She laid one hand gently on Artoo-Detoo’s carapace.
“Yes,” she said. “You’re right. I have to take the risk.”
Artoo-Detoo emitted a shrill of agreement.
“Mr. Iyon, I’m sorry,” Leia whispered. “I hope I’m right.”
She dragged the safety straps across her body and fastened herself in and engaged the controls. She went through the countdown sequence fast, pushing the safety margins. Her ship came alive around her.
Activation.
Alderaan lifted off.
As soon as Alderaan rose above the clouds, the spaceport sensors reacted. A sleepy traffic controller sent her a message.
“Munto Codru Spaceport to WU-9167, do not proceed.”
If Leia replied, they would know who piloted the ship. She would have to explain, justify herself—and she could not justify herself. She only knew she had no choice.
But she could not let it become known that the Chief of State of the Republic had begun to behave erratically.
“Munto Codru Spaceport to WU-9167, return to your base, the hyperspace supervision systems are under repair. Proceeding could be dangerous to your health!”
“Tell them we have our own supervision systems,” Leia said to Artoo-Detoo. Alderaan streaked upward through the atmosphere. Its skin grew hot.
Artoo-Detoo warbled a transmission.
“Munto Codru Spaceport to WU-9167, that isn’t an acceptable response. You risk censure, a fine, and confiscation of your spacecraft.”
Artoo-Detoo replied with a soothing explanation.
The chamberlain’s secrecy worked against him now. As far as the spaceport police knew for certain, she was only breaking an administrative order. They could record a fine against her. They could plan to confiscate her ship or take her license, when and if she returned. But this was not a police matter. They did not suspect that she was an escaping kidnapper, because they did not know anyone had been kidnapped.
“Munto Codru Spaceport to WU-9167, if this is an emergency, we can send a tractor after you.”
“Oh, Artoo!” Leia said. The last thing she needed was to have to dodge around a space tug and its tractor beam.
Artoo-Detoo broadcast a loud electronic raspberry and shut down the transmission.
“Got that one from Han, did you?” Leia said.
Alderaan reached the upper atmosphere. In the thinning air, heat dissipated rapidly. The temperature of the ship’s skin dropped, from very hot to very cold.
The blue sky turned indigo, then purple, then black. The stars came out.
One of the stars moved: light glinted off the battered skin of the orbital space tug as it changed its path to intersect Leia’s.
Setting itself to stop her, it put a tractor beam between Alderaan and the hyperspace point through which the kidnappers had escaped.
“How strong is it?” Leia asked. “How far do we have to go to avoid it?”
Artoo-Detoo evaded her questions.
“And here I thought you were perfect,” she said.
Instead of changing Alderaan’s course, Leia accelerated. Artoo-Detoo whooped in warning.
“I don’t care. We have plenty of power. If the beam grabs us we’ll just have to break it.”
“Munto Codru Spaceport to WU-9167, we’re tracking you. Stay calm, we think we can counteract your acceleration. Pilot, are you injured? If you can pull the plug on your engines you’ll make our work a lot easier.”
The controller kept his voice calm. If Alderaan had been in distress, Leia would certainly have appreciated the reassurance.
Alderaan accelerated toward the tug’s tractor.
Leia’s display showed her the beam, waiting to surround her ship with an energy field as thick as molasses. She poured on more power.
At least we aren’t in combat, she thought. There’s no risk to them, trying to stop me. I don’t have to worry about their safety.
Her own safety struck her as inconsequential.
“Munto Codru Spaceport to WU-9167, secure yourself for tractor, it’s going to get rough in five, four …”
Artoo-Detoo snapped treads into the safety recess and hunkered down. Leia glared at the droid.
“Why do I think you do know the strength of the tractor beam?” she said.
“… three, two, one, engage!”
Alderaan shuddered violently as the tractor beam grasped and slowed it. Leia pushed the engines to their limits. Alderaan quivered around her. The strain on her ship hurt her.
Alderaan’s shields resisted the tractor. For an instant, Leia’s little ship slid free. The space tug, responding with surprising speed for such an old and obsolete vessel, snatched at Alderaan again. Alderaan struggled in its grip. The shields wavered, compressed to the edge of their strength.
Alderaan slowed, plowing through the beam as if through a powerful current.
If I were in trouble, Leia thought, I’d be desperately grateful for whoever’s keeping that tug in such good shape …
The shields rallied. Alderaan seized more distance, another step toward escape.
Alderaan shuddered.
The tractor beam broke. The change buffeted Alderaan and flung Leia into the pilot’s couch so hard it knocked the breath from her. Struggling against the streaks of pain through her vision, she corrected her ship’s course.
Alderaan responded, steadied, and plunged.
“No!” the spaceport controller cried, at the end of his reassurance. “I’m sorry—”
Every star exploded into a multicolored line, radiating around Alderaan’s path.
“We made it!” Leia exclaimed.
A cry of distress and relief echoed through the ship.
“What was that?” Leia exclaimed.
She snatched away the restraint, jumped up, and ran to the rear of the ship.
In the second cabin—the cabin that had been empty when she checked it for kidnappers—Chewbacca lay in the bunk.
“What—how—?” Leia cut off her words.
Artoo-Detoo rolled past her and stopped beside Chewbacca, warbling happily.
“You let him in?” Leia exclaimed. “How could you? Is that why you let me think my children were hidden under the engines? So you had time to let him in? He’s hurt! How is he going to heal? What am I going to do with a wounded Wookiee?”
She stopped. She tried to calm herself. She was so angry she could barely speak, much less make sense.
Chewbacca roared.
Leia still had to concentrate hard to understand him. She had listened and learned for a long time, to be able to communicate with her husband’s oldest friend. She still could not pronounce Chewbacca’s language, but she had made some headway in comprehending it.
Chewbacca expressed distress and regret and sorrow that he had failed Jaina and Jacen and Anakin, but not a moment’s remorse that he had come along.
“I’m not going back,” Leia said to Artoo-Detoo. “I’m not taking him back to Dr. Hyos. I hope you thought to bring enough medicine!”
Alderaan carried medical stores, of course, but Chewbacca was large and his wound was serious. Leia herself had only the most rudimentary of medical training, picked up on the fly in the old days.
She crossed the cabin and stood beside Chewbacca, gazing down at him. He moaned.
“I’m sorry you’re hurt,” she said. “And I know you want to help. But I wish you’d stayed back on Munto Codru. Everyone will recognize you, that’s why you couldn’t go with Han! Even when you’re well enough to get up, you’re going to have to stay in the ship.”
Chewbacca snarled a quick retort.
“I suppose you’re right,” Leia said reluctantly. “You and Han, people would recognize. You and me … maybe not. I’ll have to think about it.”
His huge palm touched the back of her hand; his fingers, very warm and gentle, curled around her wrist. Leia jerked away, fighting her anger at him, but losing.
“Go to sleep,” she said. “You’re supposed to be asleep.”
She fled before her anger could hurt him any more.
Leia flung herself into Alderaan’s pilot’s chair.
She breathed deeply, slowly. The exercise felt ragged, for she was still angry and distressed. The calming ritual was one of the few Jedi abilities she had begun to learn, though when she had told Luke she knew how to do it, he had replied that no one ever completely understood Jedi techniques.
“Every time you reach a new stage,” he had said, “you realize that you really don’t understand anything, you have to go back to the beginning, to the most basic practice, and learn what you didn’t see the last time through.”
“That’s very encouraging,” Leia had said in a dry tone that Luke chose not to acknowledge.
“It is,” he said. “It’s wonderful, isn’t it? There’s always something more to learn. There’s always something new.”
Her pulse and her breathing slowed and steadied. For the first time since morning, she felt a glimmer of hope, a glimmer of the presence of her children. The center of her being yearned toward them.
Behind her, Artoo-Detoo entered the cockpit.
The glimmer vanished.
“I’m not speaking to you,” Leia said.
With a plaintive whine, Artoo-Detoo rolled away.
She had to start all over again. In a state of calm, or in a state of frenzy, she could begin to use her untrained potential. She had more control when she was calm, more power when she drove her potential with fury. With fury came great danger.
Hyperspace glowed and writhed around her. Somewhere in its patterns she would find a trail.
She must find it.
She thought she saw it, she grasped for it, it eluded her and disappeared.
Relax, she said to herself. Relax, and maybe you can find them.
That was like ordering herself to stop worrying: it was impossible.
She abandoned her quest for detached calm. She discarded her pretense of composure.
Instead, Leia loosed her rage and terror and pain. Tears sprang to her eyes, blurred her vision, and rolled down her cheeks. Anger spiced the terror. She pounded her fists against her pilot’s chair. She began to sob, to groan, to mutter the basest curses of Han’s roughest smuggler friends.
Leia screamed.
Rage and terror and pain all shattered around her, and disappeared. The force of her love and grief broke through into a brilliant blue-white reality.
A vivid scarlet line streaked across the glowing blue-white domain and stabbed into the soft rainbow colors of hyperspace: Leia saw it, felt it, heard its color. She tasted and smelled it.
She snatched the controls of Alderaan and plunged along the bloodred trail.
Artoo was right, Leia thought. The children did come this way, it wasn’t a coup kidnapping.
Leia shivered with relief, and with fear. She had made the correct choice. But her children were in even more danger than Mr. Iyon’s wyrwulf.
Just outside the cockpit, Artoo-Detoo rolled nervously back and forth, whistling with confusion and distress.
* * *
The crystallizing white dwarf plummeted toward Crseih Station, falling toward the black hole. The two stars rose and set in opposition, creating long days, short nights.
Grateful for even a few hours of relative coolness, Han strolled into the lodge, along the pathways between the quiet streams and glassy pools.
In his room, the only illumination was the reflection of shore lights off the crater lake.
Han threw down his jacket, kicked off his boots, and flung himself onto his bed. It was a long walk from the first dome of Crseih Station to the park dome of the lodge. He felt tired but exhilarated.
The humming whine of a lightsaber startled him. He whirled around. The blue light filled every corner of the room and even lit a dust-mouse beneath the bed, as if the light were too powerful to cast shadows.
“Where’ve you been?”
Luke slouched on the deep couch in the corner, wrapped in his robes, his legs extended. The lightsaber flicked off again, plunging the room into darkness.
“Out enjoying my vacation,” Han said easily. “How about you?”
The hum of the lightsaber pierced Han’s inebriated brain as the blade snapped into existence.
“That really hurts my head,” Han said.
Luke performed a couple of ritual cuts. A slash, a parry, a thrust. The air vibrated. The blade barely missed the wall, and a hanging tapestry, and the arm of the couch.
In the light of his blade, Luke looked haunted. He let the energy blade withdraw.
“What were you doing?” Luke asked.
“Repairing our finances.” Han raised the light level in his room. He grabbed his jacket, reached into the pockets, and pulled out handsful of credits. He let the bills flutter to the bed, to the floor, even over Luke’s feet.
Luke gazed at the bills dispassionately.
“We didn’t need our finances repaired,” he said.
“We’re on the border!” Han exclaimed. “You show a letter of resources on the border and they laugh at you. And maybe knock you on the head in an alley to grab it and take it someplace they can use it.”
“But gambling winnings,” Luke said dryly, “are perfectly safe.”
“I couldn’t lose tonight, kid,” Han said. “They thought they could lure me in and take me, but I couldn’t lose. I could have made us rich instead of just comfortable, but I thought, No, why be greedy? Why risk one hand too many? So I picked up my winnings and I thanked them for a fine time—and fine ale—and here I am. Safe, and sound, and flush.”
“I was worried about you!” Luke said. “You disappeared without a word—”
“I didn’t want to argue with you,” Han said to his brother-in-law. “You wouldn’t have come along—”
“How do you know? You didn’t ask.”
“Would you?”
“No.”
“See?”
“It’s beside the point! I’ve got a mission here, a purpose, I—”
“What’s wrong?” Han said, suddenly concerned. “What are you so upset about?”
“Something strange is happening at Crseih Station,” Luke said. His voice was tight and intense. “Something strange, and I don’t know what it is. I think we should be careful.”
“I’m on vacation,” Han said, trying to make a joke of it. “Being careful is the last thing on my mind.”
Luke stared in silence out the dark window.
“I’m tired,” Han said. “I’m going to sleep. In the morning I’m going to sleep in, and have breakfast in bed, and maybe I’m going to have lunch in bed too. And then maybe I’ll go back to the tavern.” He yawned. “Do the same thing, kid. Relax. If there’s anybody here for you to find, you’ll find them. Or they’ll find you.”
He sat up long enough to pull off his shirt, but he was too tired to take off the rest of his clothes. He flopped back onto his bed.
“And tomorrow you can try to find Threepio,” he said to Luke.
“I already did that,” Luke said, matter-of-fact.
“Oh yeah?” Han mumbled, half asleep. “Where is he?” He fumbled for the edge of the blankets to pull them around himself before he fell asleep.
“Right here, Gen—sir.” Threepio stepped into Han’s room, almost invisible in his new purple skin.
“Fine, great,” Han said sleepily. “Tomorrow you and Luke can get on the hunt and find our mysterious informant.” His eyelids drooped and he heard himself snore just as he fell asleep.
“I have done that, sir,” Threepio said. “She is here.”
Han woke with a snort. He sat up, still half asleep.
“Her? Here? What’d you bring her here for?” Struggling to wake up, he thought back over what they had said. Luke had been playing with his lightsaber—had he even been using his disguise?—and Han had not been careful with his tongue. Maybe the informant already knew Luke Skywalker and Han Solo were investigating the strange reports from Crseih Station.
“Because we need to speak.” The new voice was light and soft, but very serious.
Han turned over, rolling himself up in his blankets with a groan of exhaustion, hiding himself from the intruder.
“Come back in the morning,” he said through the muffling bedclothes. “On second thought, come back in the afternoon.”
“We have no time to waste, Solo.”
He bolted up, snatching the bedclothes away from his face. She did know who they were—
Luke’s saber hummed, and the blade stroked a line of light across Han’s dim hotel room. In the ghostly illumination of the Jedi weapon, Han saw their informant’s face. He did not recognize her.
“You no longer know me, Solo,” she said with resignation. “I should not be surprised, but I am disappointed that you wiped me from your memory.”
It was her voice that let him remember. He caught his breath.
“Permit me to introduce—”
“Xaverri? Xaverri!” Han said to Threepio, “We’ve already been introduced.”
Luke let his lightsaber blade vanish. The room turned pale with the dawn of the burning whirlpool.
Han finished untangling himself from his blankets and stood up. His heart beat wildly; he felt as if he had run a race.
Xaverri faced him. She was nearly his height. She used to look him straight in the eye, but she was not wearing the high-heeled boots that had been so much a part of her style in the time he had known her. Nor was her heavy, curly black hair elaborately dressed, for she had cropped it into short, tight curls. Instead of revealing silks, she wore homespun trousers and shirt.
“I do remember you, Xaverri,” Han said softly. “Of course I remember you. I could never forget you.”
When he had known her, she had acted both carefree and careless, avoiding any responsibility, moving on a whim. She took extraordinary risks. For a long time, Han believed she simply sought excitement because she enjoyed it. Exhilarated, they had taken the risks and experienced the excitement together.
Finally, Han discovered that she did not care if she lived or died. He had not understood why, back then.
But now he did understand.
Xaverri had risked her life against the chance that she could outsmart and outrun high officers of the Empire. She had always won.
Han had begun to wonder, in those heady days of excited terror, if she won because she did not care if she lost. If she lost, she would die, and her grief would end. When she won, revenge eased the grief a little.
She had changed. When he knew her in the old days she had hidden herself behind makeup and expensive clothing and jewels. She had heightened the gold glow of her skin and disguised the round lines of her smooth face. She had concealed the soft brown of her eyes behind iris-enhancers of opaque silver, piercing green, or eerie faceted diamond.
Yet her beauty and intensity had always glowed through her veneer of sophistication. Now she no longer hid behind anything, and her spirit shone as strongly. Han would not have recognized a picture of her. But her voice was the same, and her strength.
“How did you know it was me?” he asked.
“How could I not?” Xaverri asked. “I sent you the message.”
“Why didn’t you say it was you? Why didn’t you use a language I know?”
“Because I did not want my message to be easily read.” She hesitated. “And … I did not know you would respond, if you knew the message was from me.”
Han started to protest, but kept his silence.
She might be right, he thought. I’m ashamed to admit it, but she might be right.
“At first I did not know you,” she admitted. She touched his beard. “But as soon as you spoke—”
Han felt as if he had plunged back into the old days, when his thoughts and Xaverri’s mirrored each other with eerie precision.
He could not speak directly about those old days. He was surprised at the turbulence of his feelings and the strength of his pain.
“What have you been doing, all these years?” he asked. “What have you been doing in the Republic, now that all the Empire officers are gone?”
“They are not gone, Solo,” she said.
She had always called him Solo. In the society of Xaverri’s birth, the given name came last, after a long list of ancestral references. She had assumed his given name was Solo, and that he was of low class or an orphan, with only a single prename. Once they got that straightened out, she was used to calling him Solo and he was used to hearing it.
“They are not gone. Some—some that you fought—are dead. But many are hiding beneath respectability, waiting and working for your government to falter and fail. Waiting for their chance.”
“They’ll wait a long time,” Han said.
“I hope so. In the meantime, they are as greedy and venal as they always were. They are as susceptible to temptation, when I offer them more wealth.” Her smile was joyous and unmerciful. “And they are even more vulnerable, because they have fallen from power. They do not dare draw the attention of your authorities. I wrong them dreadfully—and they cannot complain.”
Han laughed, imagining the arrogant Empire officers he had known, brought low by fear and Xaverri’s predations. Then he sobered.
“You should tell me who they are,” he said. “Who they’re pretending to be. So the New Republic can bring them to justice.”
“My justice is harsher,” Xaverri said, “and more satisfying. Perhaps, when I have taken sufficient revenge, I will tell you the names of the ones I have humiliated and impoverished. And then I will humiliate and impoverish more of them, and tell you who they are. Thus I will have my justice, and the Republic will have its justice.”
Han wished he could ease her memories, and her need for vengeance. But he could not help her in the old days, and he could not help her now. He wished he had embraced her as soon as he recognized her, but now he felt awkward about doing so. He backed away a step, and looked around for his boots. His exhaustion had vanished.
“You’ve met Luke and Threepio, I see,” he said. He sat on the edge of his bed to pull on his boots.
“Yes.” Xaverri inclined her head to Threepio. “I am not often received with such diplomacy.” She turned toward Luke. “And I had not expected the New Republic to respond to my warning with such illustrious investigators.”
“We decided—”
“—that the report deserved a serious response,” Han said quickly, cutting Luke’s words off. Luke might have said the same thing. Then again, he might have let it slip that Han was using her strange report as an excuse for a vacation. He did not want her to know he had not taken the message seriously.
“Your report,” Luke said. “You wouldn’t tell us the source of the strange phenomena. Will you now?”
“No,” Xaverri said.
Luke jumped to his feet. “But you must! Who—?”
“I will show you,” she said.
“Just tell me!” Luke exclaimed.
“You would not believe me. You must see for yourself.”
Jaina trudged down the hallway, one of many in the long line of children. The helpers made sure the line stayed straight, while a Proctor oversaw the whole group. Tigris walked nearby.
Is that what they always have for lunch? she thought. She could still taste the rancid grease of the soup she had been given. She had tasted one bite, and then—politely, as she had been taught, she did have good manners no matter what Hethrir and the Proctors said—she had said it was rotten. She did not mean it tasted bad—well, yes, she did mean it tasted bad. It was also spoiled.
She had not eaten it. Everyone else had. She had given hers to the red-gold centauriform child. But a little bullyboy named Vram had snatched it away and thrown it on the floor and gone and told on them. The helpers had given him a piece of fruit as a reward. They liked Vram.
Jaina’s stomach growled. She was very, very hungry.
Someone nudged her shoulder. She glanced back.
“Play, soon,” said the red-gold centauriform child. “Play, now.” She spoke with a heavy accent, but Jaina understood her.
She cantered one quick step in place, just as she had when Jaina skipped across the gathering room. Her dainty hooves tapped on the stone.
Tigris glanced back to stop the cheerful noise. But the red-gold child was plodding along with everyone else by then. Her tail switched briskly.
Jaina wondered what the red-gold child meant.
Play? she thought. I don’t believe nasty mean Tigris will ever let us play. Why can he tell me what to do, he isn’t a Proctor, I don’t think he’s even a helper!
The children marched down another long hallway. Jaina wondered why it was so far between places, in these endless underground tunnels. They must have been hard to build. The castle at Munto Codru had been honeycombed with tunnels, but the tunnels connected hundreds of rooms and storage chambers and spy-windows and secret places. Here the tunnels had no windows, no doors, no twists or turns. Each had only a beginning and an ending, with maybe one curve or corner in all its long length.
Jaina saw light! Real light, white and full of color, not this ghostly gray. It blazed down at her, silhouetting the children ahead of her. She wanted to run toward it. She wanted to shout with joy.
Ahead of her, the other children climbed stairs and walked out into the light. It washed over them, bathing them in radiance. But they just kept walking. When Jaina saw the sun, she would raise her face to it and let it pour down over her. She would run into the brightness—
“Stop.”
All the children stopped at the Proctor’s command. Jaina was only a few steps from the dazzling brightness at the bottom of the stairs. She caught her breath. She feared they would take her back into the darkness.
The Proctor gestured sharply to Tigris. Jaina yearned toward the light in dismay, certain Tigris would pull her from the line and make her go back to the dim study cubicle, or the dark sleeping cell.
Tigris raised her chin and turned her toward him and made her look up at him.
“You can walk, in the play yard,” he said. “You can speak quietly in the play yard. You can’t shout. You can’t run. You can’t dig the sand. You mustn’t pick the leaves. Do you understand?”
She nodded. His grubby fingers pinched her chin. He let her go.
“And you can’t go near the fence!” he said.
“Why do you have so many rules?” Jaina asked.
“That isn’t a rule,” Tigris said. “If you go near the fence—the dragon will eat you!”
A dragon! Jaina was entranced.
The Proctors allowed the children to move forward again, and Jaina climbed out of the pit into the sunlight.
It was bright and hot, much more intense than she was used to. She blinked the sparks away from her vision, looking for Jacen, anxious to see him, trying to discover where she was and how they might escape for home.
Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf ran toward her across the sand. She fell to her knees and flung her arms around its neck.
“Oh, you’re all right! Did they leave you out here all alone? You’re lucky, though, you don’t have to study those dumb lessons!”
The heavy black guard hairs of the wyrwulf’s coat felt rough against Jaina’s face. A heavy metal and leather collar had been fastened around the wyrwulf’s throat. Jaina tried to free the wyrwulf.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I can’t get it off.” Her fingers were not strong enough to unfasten the collar.
The wyrwulf whined and leaned against her.
“Let’s explore.” Jaina got to her feet. “Let’s see if there’s a way out of here.”
She looked around.
The play yard was the bottom of a canyon. The canyon was not very deep, but its sides were very steep and smooth. They would be hard to climb.
There was some way to get up there. On the cliff high above, the Proctors in their light blue uniforms spun and struck and slashed, practicing with lightsabers.
Jaina stared at them in disbelief. Why did these bad people have lightsabers? Lightsabers were for good people, for Jedi Knights. She wanted to be a Jedi Knight. She wanted to be old enough to build her own lightsaber, and learn to use it. She also wanted to be a mechanic, and a raceship driver, and a drum player.
She turned her back on the Proctors, up on their high cliff, and kept looking around for a way to escape. Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf trotted after her.
A fence closed the far end of the canyon. Jaina walked toward the fence. It might not be as hard to climb as the stone cliffs.
She was not on Munto Codru. She was not on any world she had ever visited. It was a very small world. Past the fence, the horizon lay very close. And the horizon curved. The tiny hot sun moved in the sky, so fast the shadows moved.
This isn’t a real world, Jaina thought. It’s too small. It’s a made one, a built one. Otherwise it wouldn’t have this much gravity. And it spins so fast, its day is only a couple of hours long!
A few prickly plants struggled to grow in the dry sand. Jaina could not imagine wanting to pick their thorny leaves.
There was nothing to play on, only the bare canyon sand surrounding the staircase pit, and the fence locking them all inside.
Someone nudged Jaina from behind. The red-gold centaur child danced around in front of her. Her sides and back were spotted with white. Velvety knobs above her temples poked through her wild, curly hair.
“You’re different,” the red-gold child said.
“I’m Jaina.”
“I’m Lusa.” Lusa looked sidelong at the wyrwulf. “Does it bite?”
“No, it just has big teeth. Do you see my brothers?” Jaina looked around, but there were only half as many children in the play yard as there had been in the gathering room.
Lusa took Jaina’s hand. “Every day, they mix us up. Every day, it’s different. Tomorrow your brothers are in this group, I’m not. Tomorrow, you’re in their group, I’m still here.”
It took Jaina a little time to figure out Lusa’s way of talking.
She tells me different things that could happen, Jaina thought. But that’s okay. At least they aren’t awful things. Except that I want to see Jacen now, not tomorrow or the next day. And I want to know if Anakin is all right.
Hand in hand, Jaina and Lusa walked across the yard. Every few steps, Lusa hopped, springing into the air and coming down on all four feet.
“I want to run,” she said sadly when she saw Jaina watching her curiously. “I want to gallop, and jump.”
“Me, too,” Jaina said. She jumped up in the air, like Lusa, and came down on both feet. It was not the same as running, but it helped. The wyrwulf watched.
The edge of the play area ended ten paces from the fence. All the other children were walking around, but no one entered the undisturbed border.
Jaina took a step toward it.
“Don’t!” Lusa said, keeping hold of her hand. “The dragon—it’ll eat you.”
“I want to see the dragon,” Jaina said.
Then she thought, Why should I even believe there’s a dragon? Hethrir told me my mama is dead. I don’t believe that. I don’t believe anything he says. I don’t believe anything mean nasty Tigris says.
She looked around for Tigris, but he had disappeared. A few bored helpers stood together and gossiped, hardly paying any attention to the children.
“There’s no dragon out there,” Jaina said.
“There is,” Lusa said. “A dragon lives there. The sand hides the dragon!”
Beyond the fence, wind had blown the sand into low rolling dunes.
“There’s no place for a dragon to hide,” Jaina said.
She took another step.
A huge lizard erupted from the sand. It roared. The sound was like thunder, like wind.
Sand showered up around it, and over the fence, and into Jaina’s hair.
She shrieked in fear and delight. The wyrwulf yelped. The other children ran away, toward the safety of the stairwell. Jaina wanted to stay where she was, on the undisturbed ground, to see what the dragon would do. Lusa pulled her to safety. Lusa tried to run all the way to the stairwell, pulling Jaina, but Jaina pulled against her and stopped them both.
Just beyond the undisturbed sand, they turned back to look at the dragon.
It was like Jaina had suddenly turned invisible. The dragon crouched on all fours, lashing its heavy tail. It growled. It peered this way, that way. It was beautiful, Jaina thought, not very graceful but powerful. It had thick, muscular legs and a short heavy tail with a spiked knob on the tip. Its huge long head was mostly mouth. Big jaws and big thick drippy teeth.
Its scales looked like shiny beads, black and tan and pink.
“It hides in the sand,” Lusa said. “The sand looks like its scales.”
The dragon snorted and blinked. It backed up a few steps, wiggling its tail. It dug itself a basking spot and used its big feet to flip sand up over its back. Lying between two of the low dunes, it looked like a sand dune itself.
“It’s wonderful!” Jaina said. She wished Jacen were here. Jacen would love it.
Maybe I’ll get a chance to tell him about it, she thought. Just a second is all I’d need, practically.
She almost tried to think at him about the dragon. Just the idea brought her up against the hovering cold cloud of Hethrir’s power.
She decided to wait.
“What does it eat?” Jaina asked.
“Children,” Lusa said, her voice gloomy. “Us when we’re bad.”
“Oh, silly,” Jaina said. “Did you ever see it eat anybody?”
“No, but they told—” Lusa blinked her red-gold eyes. “They told us … they made it roar. It didn’t eat us, it only roared us.”
She switched her tail and flung back her tangled hair.
“It only roared us!”
Jaina grinned.
The other children came cautiously out of the stairwell and gathered behind Jaina and Lusa.
“It didn’t eat you!”
“I bet it doesn’t even eat children,” Jaina said. “I bet it eats … bugs or fish or plants or something.”
“There aren’t any fish!” Vram said in a stuck-up voice.
“Sand fish!” Jaina retorted. “Haven’t you ever heard of sand fish? You’ve never been anywhere!”
The other children nodded. But no one stepped onto the undisturbed ground. Jaina had to admit the dragon was pretty scary, when it jumped up out of the sand. It might not eat her. But it might knock down the fence and step on her, without even meaning to.
Suddenly three ships screamed down out of space and streaked across the sky above the canyon.
“Look!” Jaina cried out with excitement, knowing, just knowing, that Papa had come to save her with the Millennium Falcon, or Mama had come with Alderaan.
The wyrwulf pointed its nose in the air and howled after them.
Jaina did not recognize any of the ships. Two were dark, like the Falcon, and one was bright like Alderaan, but the two dark ones were shaped wrong, and the bright one was gold rather than silver.
The other children stared after the ships. They all fell silent and scared. Jaina expected one of the helpers to come and tell her to be quiet. Maybe even send them all to bed without dinner. Jaina was so hungry now that she wished she had eaten the icky soup. She was sorry she had shouted.
All the helpers, and the Proctor overseer, had disappeared.
“Don’t they watch us while we’re out here?” Jaina asked.
The other children looked around. A whisper of fear passed among them.
“What’s the matter?”
Without a word, the other children clustered together. Lusa pranced nervously.
“What’s the matter, Lusa? What’s going to happen?”
Lusa raised her head, her eyes wide with fear. Her long curly mane flew around her face.
“They come for us, they take us—” Lusa put her hands protectively over the velvet knobs on her forehead. “They cut off your horns!”
“You’re gonna get sent away!” Gloating, Vram pointed at Lusa; he pointed at Jaina. “You’re gonna get sent away-ay, you’re gonna get sent away-ay!” he chanted. “Whenever the ships come, Lord Hethrir sends the bad ones away!”
Jaina thought, Where could we go that would be worse, why is Lusa so scared?
“Good!” Jaina said. “Who wants to stay in this rotten place?” She grabbed Lusa’s hand. “We’ll go away together, and my papa will come and rescue us!”
“You don’t know anything!” Vram shouted. “You’ll all go away to different places! You’ll be all by yourself!”
That scared Jaina. Lusa was trembling. They could make Lusa go away. They could make Jacen and Anakin go away!
Vram jumped up and down with glee and pointed at Lusa.
“I heard them say, they’re going to take you away and cut off your horns! Cut off your horns forever. Serves you right!”
Lusa cringed away from him.
I don’t have any horns to cut off, Jaina thought. So what would they do to me?
She held Lusa’s hand tighter. Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf leaned against her.
Lusa edged toward the other children, till she and Jaina became part of the group. Lusa kept pushing between the other children till they reached the center.
If I hold Lusa’s hand, Jaina thought, it will all be all right. They won’t take either of us away.
Lusa’s fingers felt warm in Jaina’s hand. The centauriform child was trembling. She hunched down and ducked her head. She shook her hair forward. But no matter what she did she was still taller than the others. And no matter what she did, her velvety horn-knobs poked out through her curls.
“They wouldn’t cut off your horns,” Jaina whispered. “Why would they? Your horns are pretty!”
“They cut off your horns to make you ugly,” Lusa said, her voice shaking. “They cut off your horns to make you obey. But my horns haven’t come through the velvet yet.” She stared at Jaina, fear in her eyes. “If they cut the velvet, I’ll die!”
Jaina hugged Lusa. She wanted to hit Vram for scaring them all, for scaring Lusa. But Mama always said not to hit. She thought that if all the children stood around Vram in a circle and glared at him, though, they could make him be quiet.
Before she could try to get everyone to test her theory, a double line of helpers marched out of the stairwell. A Proctor overseer followed. The helpers surrounded the children, the way Jaina thought the children should surround Vram.
“Line up,” the overseer said. “Line up, and stand up straight and tall.”
“He said line up!” Vram pushed one of the smallest children out of the group. The little child stumbled.
Jaina jumped forward to catch her. Lusa pulled Jaina back. Jaina slipped out of Lusa’s grasp and ran toward the little one. When Vram raised his hand to slap the little one, Jaina grabbed him. She was right behind him. She pulled his hand over his shoulder. He fell down, almost on top of her feet. She had to jump away.
Lusa pranced beside her, and the wyrwulf growled. All together they faced the bully. Vram flinched down against the ground.
He’s scared of us! Jaina thought.
Then she thought, I’d be scared, too, if Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf growled at me!
Vram’s fair skin looked grayish and his spiky hair flattened against his head. He backed away. The little one scampered back to the group of children.
Vram suddenly straightened up, swaggering. His skin flushed with satisfaction.
“You better get in line,” he said.
“Do line up, children.”
Hethrir’s voice made Jaina shiver.
Hethrir stood at the top of the stairwell. He spoke softly, but there was no mistaking his tone. Frightened, the children broke up their group and shuffled into a ragged line, scuffing their feet in the sand.
Vram ran to Hethrir and gazed up at him. “I was getting them to line up! I was making them, Lord Hethrir!”
“I see that you were,” Hethrir said kindly. He placed his hand on Vram’s head, ruffling his flattened hair.
The fast-moving sun touched the canyon wall. In a minute it had set. Floodlights came on all around, so bright Jaina had to blink.
Hethrir strode forward. The hem of his long white robe whispered against the sand.
All the Proctors, in their clean blue uniforms, their medals polished and their epaulets glittering, marched behind him. Their lightsabers hung at their belts.
More helpers followed, guiding the second group of children. Jacen’s group. Jaina wanted to run over to him, but she was afraid she would get everyone in trouble again.
And finally Tigris climbed to the top of the stairwell. Anakin slept against Tigris’s shoulder!
But it was nowhere near Anakin’s naptime.
What’s the matter with him? Jaina wondered. Did they hurt him? I hope they just made him sleep again. Like they made us sleep in the meadow when they stole us.
The helpers lined up Jacen’s group so they faced Jaina’s group. The Proctors lined up in front of Hethrir, and the helpers lined up behind him.
In the center of the square, Hethrir turned to Jaina and Lusa and Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf. Vram grinned nastily at them. Lusa stamped one hind foot. Vram ran behind Hethrir.
“Get in line.” Hethrir’s voice scared Jaina.
“No!” She wanted him to be mad at her, so he would send her and her brothers away.
Suddenly she was in line. She felt like someone had slapped her. I won’t cry! she thought furiously. I won’t!
From the stairwell, Anakin wailed sleepily, then fell silent. Jaina wanted to run to him, but she could not move.
Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf growled. Suddenly it yelped and flattened its ears and crouched down, staying very still.
That left Lusa standing all alone. Hethrir froze the centaur child with his gaze.
“Perhaps you will regret defying me,” he said. He turned his back on her.
The centaur child fled to the line. She was shaking. The wyrwulf slunk to Jaina’s side.
Hethrir nodded at the line of Proctors. One strode forward, strutting with pride.
“You have proven yourself,” Hethrir said. “You are worthy to join my spearhead. You are worthy to join the Empire Youth.”
Two Proctors marched out and held a knee-length coat for the Youth. The coat was not quite white, but the palest shade of blue. The Youth slipped into it.
He stroked the fur lapel. His face glowed.
“Thank you, my lord! The Empire Reborn!”
“The Empire Reborn!” the Proctors shouted, so loud Jaina jumped.
The Empire Reborn? Jaina thought. What’s that?
She knew the Empire had been evil. Why would anyone ever want to bring it back?
Hethrir beckoned to one of the helpers.
“You merit purification.” Hethrir placed one hand on his head. “You are now a Proctor. I shall take you to be reborn in the service of the Empire.”
Three Proctors surrounded the boy. When they stepped away, he stood proudly in a light blue Proctor’s uniform.
Finally, Hethrir put his hand on Vram’s head.
“Good boy,” he said. “You are now one of my helpers.”
A helper came forward, carrying a rust-red tunic. Two other helpers pulled off Vram’s stained shirt and his ragged trousers. They lowered the tunic over his head.
Vram preened and smiled and strutted.
Hethrir turned to the children in Jaina’s line. He looked straight at Lusa. She cringed back from him, afraid.
Hethrir gestured. Lusa pranced forward nervously.
Hethrir held out a lightsaber. Except it had no lens at its end, only a small glass bulb. Jaina tried to figure out what the fake lightsaber really was.
“Watch,” Hethrir said.
The glass bulb lit up, then went dark again.
“Take it,” Hethrir said to Lusa.
The centaur child obeyed.
“Turn it on,” Hethrir said. “As I did.”
Lusa turned it over and around, trying to figure out how Hethrir had activated it.
“Use your mind,” Hethrir said. “Watch, again.”
He nodded to the new Empire Youth. The Youth drew his lightsaber. Its blade hummed into existence.
His lightsaber was different from Uncle Luke’s. He had to turn it on by using the Force. That was what Hethrir wanted Lusa to do with the fake lightsaber.
And Lusa could do it! For a second, Jaina perceived that her friend could touch the Force and use it. She was untrained and inexperienced, but she had the ability. Jaina imagined herself and her friend as Jedi Knights, traveling through the galaxy and defeating evils.
Evils like Hethrir, and his Empire Reborn.
Hethrir’s power slipped over Lusa. It blocked her talent. The bulb of the fake lightsaber remained dark.
“No fair!” Jaina cried.
Hethrir’s cold wet blanket fell around her. She gasped. Lusa dropped the test machine and sprang to help Jaina. Halfway through the leap, Hethrir’s power flung her to the ground. Struggling to get up, she whimpered.
“You have failed,” Hethrir said to Lusa.
Two of the helpers pulled Lusa to her feet and dragged her away.
“No.” Lusa’s voice rose. “No!”
“Do not defy me,” Hethrir said. “I’m doing this for your own good.”
Jaina struggled up and ran to Lusa and flung her arms around her neck. The wyrwulf ran back and forth, confused and upset and growling. Lusa hugged Jaina and pressed the warm soft knobs of her horns against the top of Jaina’s head. Hot angry tears burned Jaina’s eyes.
Slowly, slowly, Hethrir’s force drew them apart. No matter how hard Jaina tried to stay in one place, Hethrir’s power easily overcame her. She felt like she was falling off the edge of a cliff. Jaina’s hands slid from Lusa’s neck, and down her arms. Lusa braced all four feet. Her hooves dug stripes in the sand as Hethrir pulled her away from Jaina and Jaina away from her.
They grabbed hands and held tight.
As long as I hold her hand, Jaina thought. It will be all right, as long—
Their hands slipped apart.
Lusa screamed. Jaina reached to her—and Hethrir’s power fell around her again, like a heap of wet sand. Jaina’s reach vanished, and Jaina lost her balance and fell down.
She could not get up. She lay on the sand crying with rage and despair. Jacen cried out and ran toward her and Hethrir made him fall down, too.
Hethrir made them stay there while he tested all the rest of the children. A few could turn on the little light. More failed. Under the pile of invisible wet sand, Jaina could not tell if Hethrir was cheating with some of them.
Hethrir used his test to divide the children into two groups, one with Jaina and Jacen, the other with Lusa. Lusa stood shivering in the heat, with her head down. Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf leaned against her front leg, panting. Hethrir did not test the wyrwulf. He just pointed at it without looking at it, and two helpers came and fastened chains to the heavy collar and dragged the wyrwulf away.
All the children were terrified, crying or keening or hunkering down within their body armor or shaking their fur, however their own people expressed fear and grief.
All the children in Jaina’s group were human beings. A few human children had been sent to Lusa’s group, but mostly Lusa’s group was other species. Jaina thought that was weird. All the Proctors and all the helpers were human, too. Jaina thought that was even weirder.
Lusa looked back over her shoulder at Jaina.
“Take me,” Jaina said to Hethrir. “Take me instead, don’t take Lusa away, don’t cut off her horns!”
Hethrir ignored Jaina. The Proctors marched down the stairwell. Their medals and epaulets glittered. Some of the helpers marched Lusa’s group away. Two of them dragged the growling wyrwulf.
Lusa’s cry echoed up out of the tunnel.
“Lusa!” Jaina cried.
Vram pointed at Jaina. “You’re so dumb, you’re so dumb!”
Maybe they’re just going back to their places, Jaina thought desperately. Maybe it is me that Hethrir is sending away—and Jacen too! and probably Anakin!—because we’re too much trouble! We don’t have horns to cut off. If Lusa’s staying and we’re going, she’ll be safe!
Hethrir strode over to Jaina. He glanced down at her. His gaze flicked briefly over her face. The smothering sensation of wet sand all around her disappeared. She stood up. Jacen climbed to his feet, too. They hugged each other. Jaina felt very heavy and very tired.
“There,” Hethrir said, using his kind voice. He was talking to everybody, not just Jaina. “Go back to your places and study hard. The other children are going away because they are not as good as you. You may stay, because I expect you to make me proud of you.”
“I never will!” Jaina shouted. “I never will, Lusa’s just as good as me, and I’ll never do anything to make you proud!”



Chapter 5
Alderaan fell out of hyperspace. The scarlet trail led to a cold dark region of space. The nearest star was light-years away.
A burst of pain and fear and despair obliterated the trail.
Leia cried out.
If they’ve hurt my children … she thought. If they’ve harmed one hair—If they’ve …
The memory of pain faded.
I didn’t feel death, Leia thought. It wasn’t death! And it wasn’t Jaina or Jacen or Anakin. Who was it?
The fear she had felt was not fear of death, but fear of continued life. She shuddered, imagining what could happen to a person to create such terror.
Bathed in sweat and weak with exhaustion, Leia drew a long, ragged breath.
Leia extended her ship’s sensors outward. She watched and listened.
She found a ship.
“That’s it!” she exclaimed. “I have you—!”
She fought back the urge to press toward it immediately. It would not do, to find her children only to fall into a trap.
Artoo-Detoo raced into the cockpit.
“I’m still not speaking to you!” she said.
Artoo-Detoo grabbed the new ship’s signature from the sensors and traced it in the air. Then the droid traced another signature beside it: the record of the kidnappers’ ship.
The two ships were nothing alike.
“No!” Leia cried. “No, this has to be them. I followed them here, and there’s no trail away! Maybe the ship was disguised—”
She accentuated the visual aspect of the unknown ship. The result struck her silent. The vessel she had found was a huge, hulking passenger freighter, the kind the Empire had used to transport unwilling colonists from star to star. It traveled slowly, carrying its sleeping cargo at sublight speeds. The Empire did not care if the colonists—political prisoners, convicts, and other undesirables—lost touch with families and friends, who lived their lives and aged and died. The colonists slept on, trapped in dreams of a new world that would welcome them, or in nightmares of a world that would kill them. They had been slaves in all but name, sent away to prepare a new world until their masters chose to seek them out again.
We’ve been looking for these ships, Leia thought. Trying to rescue them. No wonder we couldn’t find them, way out here at the end of nowhere!
Leia frowned. The passenger freighter was derelict, drifting, its engines dead and its interior barely functioning.
“What’s it doing here?” she said. “We couldn’t just have stumbled across it, that’s too much of a coincidence to bear.”
Alderaan’s sensors touched a second ship, and a third.
“I don’t believe it …” Leia whispered.
Fully two dozen ships lay within her perception.
She had found a graveyard of abandoned starships. They hung in a slowly shifting cluster, circling each other in a tangled and chaotic dance.
Chewbacca roared, a cry of grief and understanding.
Leia jumped out of the pilot’s chair.
“What are you doing up? What are you doing awake! Are you determined to—” She bit off the words before they left her mouth. If she accused Chewbacca of trying to kill himself, he might agree with her.
He limped forward and lowered himself painfully into the copilot’s seat. He gazed at her. She glared at him, but finally her expression softened.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I was blaming you. I shouldn’t have. I don’t know what happened, but whatever it was, you couldn’t have stopped it. I couldn’t have. Maybe even Luke couldn’t have done anything.”
Chewbacca touched the thick chestnut fur at his throat. He raised his chin, combed his fingers through his pelt, and revealed a patch of stark white hair. He let her look at it for a moment, then lowered his head again.
“Is that—?”
He growled in assent.
Chewbacca had been a slave. Not a colonist-slave, but the chattel of an Imperial officer. Leia knew very little about that part of his life. She knew he had been kidnapped from the deep and magical forests of his world. He had been chained, and punished for any defiance, and worked nearly to death.
Young Han Solo of the Imperial Navy had freed him. Han had saved Chewbacca’s life, for no Wookiee lived long as a slave.
“Is that what happened here?” Leia said. “Did the Empire hijack ships, did it steal their passengers? That doesn’t make sense!” She gestured toward the sensor reports. “Those are Imperial colony ships. The Empire wouldn’t take slaves from its own ships, it already considered those people slaves. It wouldn’t abandon ships like this. It would take them away and use them again. It was evil—but it was efficient.”
Leia looked at the reports more closely.
“Oh, no …” she whispered.
The ships still contained passengers, and many of them had died. But some were alive. Just barely alive.
Xaverri showed Han the way, along a path that led toward still another dome. The trail led into a dense thicket of tall, twisting bushes. Branches tangled together to form impenetrable walls and a leafy ceiling, and to let in nothing but gloomy deep green light. The path twisted and turned, leading deeper into the thicket.
It feels like a trap, Han thought. I trust Xaverri—I trusted her, with my life, and I was never sorry.
But he had also trusted her with his heart.
That was the old days, he said to himself. Everything’s different now.
Han walked behind Xaverri, with Luke and See-Threepio following. The pathway could only accommodate one person at a time.
I wish, Han thought, not for the first time during this expedition, that Chewbacca was with us.
“Look, Master Luke,” Threepio said. “These leaves are all different shapes. Look how they fall when I touch them.”
As Threepio’s querulous voice fell a little way behind, Han noticed the leaves for the first time. Threepio was right, they were misshapen. Scabrous colors mottled the irregular shapes. He brushed his hand along a branch, and leaves fell fluttering to the ground.
“I wonder,” Threepio said, “if we should return to the ship and secure some radiation detectors. I believe more radiation may be penetrating the domes than the station management is prepared to admit.” His voice faded as Han rounded a bend in the path. “Why, I can virtually feel my intelligence circuits exploding beneath the assault.”
“Your intelligence sounds normal to me,” Luke said.
Han chuckled, and lengthened his stride to catch up to Xaverri. He wanted to speak with her privately.
But when he was walking just at her shoulder, he could not decide what to say. He wanted to know what had happened in her life, in the years since they had parted, but he felt uncharacteristically shy of asking.
“You recognized Luke,” Han said to Xaverri.
“Yes.”
“He said no one would.”
“I demanded some proof that he was a true representative of the New Republic. He removed his disguise.”
“So he did look different to you, at first?”
“Very different. But he released me from his influence.” She shivered slightly. “He is very skilled, Solo. I did not even know he was affecting me, until he let me go.”
“He’s talented,” Han said. “But he never had the chance to finish his formal training.”
“Ah,” she said. “That’s said to be very dangerous.”
“Yes. And he’s had occasion to realize it.”
“I had heard … some rumors on that subject,” Xaverri said.
“Did you?” Han said. “We thought we’d managed to keep it from public knowledge.”
“Perhaps you did,” Xaverri replied. “But I am not precisely the public … and I put considerable energy into cultivating many lines of communication.”
“Some of them are better than mine,” Han said, annoyed by the realization.
“Some of them are different than yours, Solo,” Xaverri said. “There are many people who will speak to a thief, who might have spoken to a young smuggler … who will not speak to a General of the New Republic.”
Han did not like to admit he had changed so much from the old days. Admit it or not, though, it was true.
“You could be an asset to the Republic,” he said.
“Me?” She chuckled. “No. As soon as I became an asset, I would become valueless.”
“Your work would be secret.”
“Nothing is secret. And you know it, Solo.”
“Then why did you get in contact with us? What do you want?”
“I want nothing from you!” she said angrily. “The Republic has made my work harder. You are worthless as prey—you are all so honorable—so dull!”
Xaverri glared at him a moment, then her anger eased. Her expression turned to worry.
“I heard about phenomena that are strange and dangerous. I investigated them. I think they are a threat to the Republic.”
“You just said you don’t like the Republic,” Luke said.
Han started. Luke had come up behind him without a sound, without warning. He hoped Luke had not heard him discussing Luke’s frailties with Xaverri.
“She did not precisely say she did not like the Republic,” Threepio said, pedantically. “She said—”
“I have no quarrel with the Republic,” Xaverri said. “My profits are less, but I do not need much to live on. Perhaps I shall retire soon.”
“But you said—” Han said.
“You must remember what it was like!” Xaverri snapped. “When the Emperor ruled, his minions raided our homes. When the Emperor ruled, our only protection was bribery and blackmail. When the Emperor ruled, I required great sums to protect my homeworld from raids, to protect my friends from death, to save their children from the press gangs. And even then … sometimes my efforts were not sufficient.”
Her voice broke. Han touched her wrist. She twisted her hand so her fingers curled around his; she pressed his hand briefly, then released him.
“Yeah,” he said. “I remember how it was.”
“So, you see,” Xaverri said, in control of her voice once more, “thanks to the Republic, I no longer need huge sums.” She grinned. “Only moderate sums.”
“How much farther?” Luke asked suddenly.
“It is still some distance,” Xaverri said. “Are you tired, Jedi?”
“I’m curious,” Luke said.
“Be patient, kid,” Han said. Just like the old days, when Luke had been restless and eager as well as green. In recent years, he had developed the ability to fall into a preternatural calm. Han found it disturbing.
They continued on through the garden maze, walking in silence. The path through the bushes grew narrower, lower; Han had to stoop, and the branches scraped against Threepio’s purple lacquer with short, high-pitched screeches.
Han’s back started to hurt, and the march no longer reminded him so much of the good old days.
Finally, when he was about to give up and call for a rest, the tunnel ended at the side of the translucent dome. Xaverri ducked through an opening and disappeared. Han followed, stiffly. Behind him, Luke’s robe rustled quietly against the ground as he stooped.
“Wait, please, I do not bend well that way,” Threepio said. He clanked against the edge of the dome material, scraped through, and joined them on the other side. He clambered to his feet.
Han peered into the new dome. It was almost as dim as the green illumination of the leaf tunnel. But the eerie greenness had possessed a quality of life and growth. Here the twilight was oppressive.
Great gray stones loomed around them. The rocks perched on the edge of a cliff: the steep and partially collapsed side of a huge crater.
Xaverri edged over the top of a great cracked stone. Han slithered up beside her. From their vantage point they could see the whole dome. Its floor lay far below. A small complex of buildings occupied the center of the crater. The buildings were gilt, and brightly lit: the only spot of light and color in Han’s view. The delicate lines of the complex traced calligraphy against stone.
Han wondered what the pattern might mean.
Several rough paths led into the crater. On all of them, people picked their way across the desolate lava toward the haven. A constant stream of people from many worlds entered the compound, and no one was leaving.
“That is our destination,” Xaverri said.
“What are we looking for? Why’s it so special?”
She shook her head and refused to answer. “If you do not see it for yourself, you will not believe.”
Luke started forward, heading for a space between two rocks. Xaverri slid quickly down from her perch. She barely touched his sleeve, then snatched her hand back. Luke had already stopped within the protective concealment of the stones.
Han jumped down beside them. “Kid, what’s the matter?”
Luke was pale and tense, his gaze far away. One hand rested on the grip of his lightsaber.
Threepio bent solicitously toward Luke. He laid one long purple finger against Luke’s forehead. Luke shook his head, barely distracted, jerking himself away from Threepio’s touch.
“I fear Master Luke has contracted some ailment,” Threepio said. “His temperature is abnormally low. Perhaps some form of landfall disorder—”
“Threepio,” Luke said patiently, “your sensor’s covered with purple paint, that’s all.”
Chagrined, Threepio inspected the tip of his finger.
“But Threepio’s right,” Han said. “You look awful. What’s wrong?”
“I … I don’t know,” Luke said. “Something … there’s something here, but I’ve never …” He started away again, as if he had never begun the conversation.
“Jedi!” Xaverri said.
Reluctantly, Luke glanced back.
“Let me lead you,” she said. “I am accepted. And there is an easy path, farther along the rim … I would prefer no one else knew of this escape.”
Luke glanced between the stones, as if he might leap between them, slip over the edge of the cliff, ignore the faint steep twisting path, and plunge straight down.
And he probably could do it, Han thought.
“Very well,” Luke said.
Tigris answered Lord Hethrir’s summons to his receiving chamber. He carried the child Anakin, who slept more than any little one Tigris had ever met.
Hethrir had built his private receiving chamber from the finest wood of all the old Empire. Body-wood, they called it. It resembled the flesh of the people who had inhabited the forest, before the Emperor claimed the world. To his most favored officers he had dispensed the right to exploit certain resources. Hethrir’s reward had been the license to export body-wood. Lord Hethrir had begun his fortune from the license. But he used the wood profligately for himself as well. The walls and floor and ceiling of the chamber glowed with it.
The surface of the polished body-wood was the palest pink. Scarlet streaks shot through it, gleaming with light, like cut and polished precious stones. Tigris always thought the wood looked alive, and indeed it was said that the body-wood trees sustained a certain intelligence. It was said that they cried, when Hethrir cut them down. Tigris almost believed that they cried. He knew their wood bled. He had the task, the honor, of cleaning up the scarlet rivulets before they pooled on the floor and stained it.
When will Lord Hethrir allow me to do something important? Tigris wondered. Tigris shifted Anakin to a more comfortable position in his aching arms.
Tigris had been moved and impressed by the promotion ceremony, but he resented being left out.
He wondered when Lord Hethrir would sell him, along with the other inferior children. He could not even pass the first test! He was desperately grateful that his lord had allowed him to stay this long.
In the receiving chamber, Lord Hethrir welcomed his guests. Lord Qaqquqqu, Lady Ucce, and Lord Cnorec bowed low. Hethrir acknowledged their respect with a simple nod. He sat in a chair of gold and fur and satin pillows. He glanced at Tigris and gestured with his chin toward a small rug on the floor beside him.
Thrilled, Tigris took his seat. He had never been permitted to sit at Lord Hethrir’s feet before!
As Tigris sat down, Anakin stirred and woke. Careful of the precious burden of the child, Tigris tried to hide his terror. What if he did something wrong, what if he dropped Anakin, or caused him to cry?
But Anakin looked into Tigris’s eyes, stuck his thumb in his mouth, snuggled against Tigris’s shoulder, and fell asleep again.
The guests approached Hethrir, making a second set of obeisances.
“This one is rather young, is it not, Lord Hethrir?” Lord Qaqquqqu asked, gesturing toward Anakin, smiling wide to show he was joking.
“Yes, too young,” Lord Hethrir said easily. “We shall have to let it grow—or send it back to where it came from.”
“Back, my lord?” Lady Ucce exclaimed. “Would that be wise—” She cut off her comment a moment too late, as she realized what an insult she had offered to Lord Hethrir. “I mean to say—oh, of course, how silly of me, of course you meant you would wipe its memory and then put it back. You are so wise.”
“Or you may allow me to have it,” Lord Cnorec said. “I think it is adorable. You would not be troubled with it, and I would make it worth your while.”
“I will keep it,” Lord Hethrir said. “It amuses me. You need not worry that it will reveal your existence—or your profession—to the New Republic.”
All three guests bowed a third time. Tigris watched with awe as Lord Hethrir’s words, words alone, controlled the guests. He toyed with them, for of course he had no intention of giving Anakin to anyone. The child was the key to his plans.
The guests feared Lord Hethrir, though each one owned an armed ship, perhaps even a fleet of ships. Hethrir’s guests had saved themselves and their resources from the fall of the Empire. They had hidden themselves, and their great riches, and followers, and starships, invisible to the perception of the usurpers.
They gave their allegiance to Lord Hethrir. When the Lord was ready, when the Empire Reborn vanquished the New Republic, he would become Emperor. These guests and all his other followers would acknowledge him publicly.
Tigris wanted to be at his side when that happened. He wanted to wear the palest blue coat of the Empire Youth, or the light blue bemedaled uniform of a Proctor, or even the rust-colored tunic of a helper.
He wanted the Lord to acknowledge him.
Anakin shifted in his arms. Tigris smoothed the little boy’s hair and whispered to him, to keep him from disturbing Lord Hethrir’s meeting.
I must prove myself, Tigris thought. I must prove that I’m worth more than a nursemaid!
“My time is short today,” Lord Hethrir said. “Let us conclude our business quickly.”
An image formed between the guests and the glowing wall of body-wood. The image displayed the children culled from the training group. The guests inspected them.
“Soon,” Hethrir said, “we will travel to Crseih Station to secure my alliance with Waru. My followers are gathering now. Each one will wish to choose from among these children.”
He gestured to the image. The guests examined the children dispassionately.
“You may bid against each other for the license to distribute.” Lord Hethrir named the sum at which the bidding must start. He smiled and pointed to the ugly black-on-black fanged creature, now Anakin’s pet. “That one is not sentient, so I will give it free to whichever of you wins the license.”
“Good woof,” Anakin said softly.
The guests glanced at each other uneasily, then back at Hethrir. Even Tigris was shocked by the magnitude of the amount Hethrir demanded.
But Lord Hethrir is always fair, Tigris thought. The group he offers is exceptional, of course—and it will seal the treaty with Waru!
“That is a large amount …” Lord Cnorec let his voice trail off without even adding the honorifics due Lord Hethrir.
Hethrir frowned.
“My lord!” Lord Cnorec added quickly.
“Have I not been good to you, Cnorec?”
“Yes, my lord!”
“Have you not prospered through your association with me?”
“Yes, Lord Hethrir! But—” Lord Cnorec stopped himself, too late.
“ ‘But,’ Cnorec? ‘But’ what?”
“Nothing, my lord.”
Hethrir gazed at Lord Cnorec in silence.
Cnorec broke before Hethrir’s gaze. “I only meant … we grow tired of working in secret, my lord! We grow tired of waiting for the rebirth of the Empire!”
“You doubt me, Cnorec,” Hethrir said softly.
“Not at all, my lord! I only wish—I only hope—” He gasped for breath. “I anticipate living—” He struggled to draw air into his lungs. “—beneath—your—” His face grew red, and a tiny trickle of blood flowed from one nostril. He touched it and looked at his stained hand in disbelief. “—your—rule!”
He collapsed and lay still. Tigris stared at him, horrified that he would question Lord Hethrir, shocked by his punishment.
Lord Hethrir made no gesture, no command, yet two Proctors appeared, lifted Lord Cnorec’s body, and carried him from the receiving room.
Stunned, Lady Ucce and Lord Qaqquqqu tried without success to fasten their gazes elsewhere, to behave as if they had not witnessed their colleague and rival’s downfall and death.
“He should have been patient a moment longer,” Hethrir said pleasantly. “The Empire Reborn is at hand.”
Lady Ucce and Lord Qaqquqqu reacted with surprise and awe and anticipation. Lord Cnorec was forgotten.
“You may consider part of your bid as a contribution to the success of the Empire Reborn,” Hethrir said.
“I will bid,” said Lady Ucce.
Lord Qaqquqqu countered Lady Ucce’s bids inexorably. The winner of the auction would be in Hethrir’s good graces. The loser might well follow Lord Cnorec.
But when the bidding reached double the original amount, Lord Qaqquqqu began to sound nervous.
“I beg your forgiveness, Lord Hethrir,” he finally said. “I cannot obtain such a sum in good time to pay you.”
“To contribute to the Empire Reborn,” Lord Hethrir said softly.
“Of course I always intended to make a contribution,” Lord Qaqquqqu said, “beyond what I might have bid.” He named a sum half the original price, then quickly doubled it when he noticed the minuscule lift of Lord Hethrir’s eyebrow. He made a low bow to Lord Hethrir. “Please accept this contribution to our cause.”
Lord Qaqquqqu turned to Lady Ucce. “You have bested me, madam.”
Lord Hethrir made a slight, and elegant, motion of acceptance.
Lady Ucce had won the auction, the group of children, the right to offer them to the Empire loyalists in Lord Hethrir’s treaty gathering. If any remained, she could sell them into the trade.
Though the trade supported Lord Hethrir’s achievements, Tigris pitied anyone who could only command loyalty by owning a person’s body. Such people enslaved other beings. Lord Hethrir, now … Lord Hethrir freed beings into his service.
Tigris felt sorry for the children in the group that Lord Hethrir had just sold. Not because they had been sold. That was their fate, if they were not suited to serve Lord Hethrir directly. He felt sorry for them because their place in Lord Hethrir’s plan was now at an end.
The children who remained in the school still had a chance to be promoted, to be purified, to be reborn in the Lord’s service, to wear the Lord’s colors, to receive his orders.
Tigris glanced down at Anakin. The child was heavy. Tigris’s arms ached with holding him. But Tigris bore the pain gladly.
You’re lucky, small child, Tigris thought. You’ll do much more to help my lord than I can ever hope to.
Lady Ucce transferred the payment from her accounts to those of Lord Hethrir.
“And naturally,” she said, “I too will make a contribution, without recompense, to the cause of the Empire Reborn.”
Lady Ucce glanced again at the display of her new purchases. She said nothing, but her eyes were hungry.
“Power,” Lord Hethrir whispered to her. “Power is what is important.”
She gazed at him.
“Power over other sentient beings,” the Lord said.
A slow smile curved her lips.
“You may do me a service,” Lord Hethrir said.
“Gladly, my lord.”
Again, Lord Hethrir’s signal was undetectable to Tigris.
The newest member of the Empire Youth entered silently, proud in his new coat, carrying a bottle of fine wine and three delicate glasses on an inlaid tray.
“You may take this boy into your service, and establish him within the Republic.”
“It will be my pleasure to secure a position for him, Lord Hethrir.”
“I will settle upon him … a substantial trust.”
The Youth could not hide a smile of pride. He opened the bottle and poured a splash for Lord Hethrir to taste. Tigris admired his lord for never using a food-tester, even when he was away from his own kitchens and wine cellars. His actions demonstrated his bravery, his invulnerability, better than any words.
Lord Hethrir picked up the wineglass. The crystal was so delicate, so fine, that it rang when the Lord touched it. The high clear note filled the chamber. Hethrir put the glass to his lips. The music stopped. Hethrir tasted the wine, closed his eyes, swallowed, smiled.
Lord Hethrir allowed the Youth to fill his glass, and Lady Ucce’s. But Lord Hethrir himself filled the third glass, and gave it to the Youth. They all pointedly ignored Lord Qaqquqqu, who watched unhappily.
Lord Hethrir raised his glass. Lady Ucce and the Youth mirrored his gesture.
Tigris bowed his head.
Anakin struggled around to watch, his ice-blue eyes wide.
“To the Empire Reborn!”
“To the Empire Reborn!”
“To the Empire Reborn!”
The airlock door of the passenger freighter slid aside, opening onto darkness. This far from any star system, too little starlight existed to illuminate the cavernous entrance.
Leia’s pressure suit clasped her warmly, shielding her from the frigid airlessness of space. Artoo-Detoo followed her, with Chewbacca bringing up the rear. He looked strange and sleek in his form-fitting pressure suit. Cautiously, Leia entered the freighter.
Nothing happened. No security system queried her presence; no light responded to her motion.
The freighter’s power had been cut to such a low level that the gravity barely functioned. Leia’s feet touched the floor, but she could jump up and bounce off the ceiling, twice her height, if she chose.
Silent in the vacuum, Artoo-Detoo accelerated to pass her. In the low artificial gravity, the droid’s treads catapulted him upward and forward in a long, uncontrolled bounce. Artoo-Detoo landed on the other side of the airlock, bounced off the bulkhead, and finally came to rest. The droid circled slowly and unhappily, searching for danger.
Chewbacca’s surprised snort echoed in Leia’s comlink. He loomed behind her. He was stiff and sore and he probably could not move very quickly—not that moving quickly was a good idea in these conditions—but she was glad to have him backing her up.
Leia turned on her searchlight. Artoo-Detoo flashed his spotlights into the corners of the big cubical freight-loading airlock. Leia found the interior controls. The last thing she needed was to be trapped inside the freighter with only Alderaan’s cleaning droids left to try to get her out. But neither Artoo nor Chewbacca had been willing to stay behind, and she certainly would not send them in alone.
The controls responded to her commands. She set the airlock to cycling.
The outer door slid shut. It made no sound, but its vibration rumbled through Leia’s boots. Despite the warmth of her suit, she shivered. The last streak of black space and distant, pinpoint stars vanished.
Air entered the freight dock. The air pressure crept upward. Leia fidgeted, wishing she could run the process at full speed. But the power plant had been damped down almost to nothing. She could not risk draining the life-support systems of the sleeping passengers.
Chewbacca made a plaintive cry.
“I don’t know what I’m looking for,” Leia said. “The kidnappers stopped here, and I don’t know where they went next. If you have a better idea I’d love to hear it.”
Chewbacca snorted.
Leia’s pressure suit sampled the air. It was breathable, though rather low in oxygen. It would be safer to stay in her suit and not worry about contamination—or passing out from anoxia.
Finally the inner door slid aside and admitted Leia to the passenger freighter. The ship was divided into huge sections, each filled with racks of sleep coffins. The life systems balanced on the edge of failure. Some coffins had gone dark; the people inside had died.
Chewbacca moaned in memory and despair. Leia touched his hand in sympathy. These people had been stolen, as he had been. Their fortune had failed them.
Leia rubbed the dust from the transparent carapace of one of the sleep coffins. Beneath the glass, a humanoid lay like a fairy-tale prince. His long hair, striped gold and brown, curled in tangles around his face and grew along his chin, like sideburns.
“From Firrerre,” Leia said. She swiped her glove along the windows of several of the other sleeping coffins. All the people were from the same world. “The Empire wiped them all out—wiped out everything on their world. They used a biological weapon … but it’s so dangerous no one ever dared land there again. I thought the people were extinct.…”
If she could save them, find them a suitable world to settle, they could rebuild their civilization.
Leia wished she could find a shipful of people from Alderaan.
Maybe I will, she thought. Maybe one of those other ships carries people from my homeworld. Maybe—somehow—maybe the Empire abducted some of my people. Before it destroyed my world …
Leia set the first sleep coffin to “wake.”
“Can you find the controls of this ship?” Leia asked Chewbacca. “Can you get the power back?”
He set off down a dark corridor. Leia hurried after him, walking with a low-gravity skiing bounce. Artoo-Detoo followed, whistling plaintively. Every time the droid tried to speed up, he left the ground and spun his treads uselessly until he came to rest.
Chewbacca loped unerringly through several intersections and took several turns through the complex corridors. Either he was familiar with passenger freighters from his own experience, or he had found reason to study their plans. Leia decided not to question him; if he wanted to tell her his experiences, he would.
In the depths of the ship, he found a small chamber with no portholes, not even any view-screens to the outside. The room was close and stuffy. Displays glowed faintly with low readouts.
Chewbacca studied the levels for a moment, then traced a pattern into the controls. The ship came alive around them, lights brightening, air shusshing through the ventilation. Even the brittle cold eased. Leia’s pressure suit stopped straining to keep her warm.
“Good,” Leia said. “Thank you. I’m going back to the sleep coffin so the Firrerreo doesn’t wake up alone.”
Chewbacca growled in negation and showed her a separate readout.
“What is it?”
But he was already loping out of the control room, bounding in long low-gravity leaps along the corridor. Leia followed as quickly as she could. She had little experience in very low gravity or free fall; she did not want to go tumbling in the air like Artoo-Detoo.
Chewbacca’s cry of grief and rage echoed through the hallway.
Leia found him in a cabin as white and clean as a surgery. He stared upward.
A Firrerreo hung from strange, writhing webbing that hugged her body against the ceiling.
Her eyes were open and staring. Her sharp-featured face was gaunt. Her long hair, striped with black and silver, drifted in the air currents as if it were alive. The webbing cut into her golden-tan skin. She moved.
“She’s alive!” Leia cried.
The webbing tightened, cutting into her emaciated arms and legs. The Firrerreo froze without a sound. Only her eyes moved; her gaze touched Leia for a moment. Nictitating membranes crept across her black irises, making her look blind.
“Get her down, quick—can you reach her?”
Chewbacca stretched upward and tentatively poked at a stray web filament.
“No …” The Firrerreo’s voice was hoarse, growling.
Chewbacca snatched his hand back as the filament whipped into a spiral that nearly captured him.
Behind them, someone snorted in disgust and amusement.
Leia spun toward the new voice. Chewbacca grabbed for his blaster. Unfortunately, he was unarmed.
The Firrerreo Leia had awakened stood in the doorway, clutching the frame to keep himself on his feet.
“You can’t get her down like that,” he said. “You can only get yourself tangled in the web.”
“It’s torturing her!” Leia said. “We have to free her.”
Artoo-Detoo extended connectors into the cell’s data port. Like a locksmith, the droid tested one connector module, then another.
The data port violently ejected Artoo-Detoo’s module. Spinnerets popped out of the wall and spurted web silk over the droid. Artoo-Detoo squealed and spun his treads backward. This time the low gravity aided him, for he backflipped into the air and ripped the webbing away before it could immobilize him.
The Firrerreo laughed.
“Stop it!” Leia snapped. She grabbed the web silk and pulled it away from Artoo-Detoo’s carapace. She could remove the soft, delicate fibers, but she could not break them. When she tried, they cut into her skin. She brushed them quickly from her hands, before they drew blood. Artoo-Detoo backed away from the filaments.
Chewbacca growled, glaring at the Firrerreo.
“What’s your name?” Leia asked. “How can you think this is funny?”
“I might ask you the same thing,” he replied. “After all, you’re the intruder.”
“I woke you up. I probably saved your life.”
“Who asked you to?” he said, his voice a low snarl.
Taken aback, Leia paused to collect herself.
I’m a diplomat, she thought. I can manage this.
“I don’t mind telling you my name,” she said.
She minded very much telling him her real name. She told him her false identity, the identity that owned Alderaan. It felt strange to call herself by her nickname from childhood.
“I’m Lelila, and this is my companion Geyyahab.”
She nodded toward Chewbacca, who gave her a quizzical look. She had chosen for him a name from Wookiee mythology, from a story the twins loved to hear. But the character was not entirely heroic. Leia wondered if Chewbacca was offended by her choice—or if it were religiously offensive, even blasphemous, for her to give him a mythological alias.
I don’t know much about his people’s religion, Leia realized.
The Firrerreo sneered. “I do not care to tell you my name,” he said. “But her name is Rillao.” The name sounded like a snarl, the information like an insult.
Leia gestured toward the ceiling. “Please help me free her.”
“She’s not my clan,” he said. “I owe her nothing. I owe you nothing.”
“If I pay you, will you owe me?”
“I have no use for money here.”
“What will it lose you, to help me?”
“Nothing,” he said. But he did not act.
“What do you want?” Leia cried.
“What are you?” he asked. “A pirate? Or an Imperial flunky sent to torment us?”
“I’m neither,” she said. “Do I look like a stormtrooper? Did you see troopers when you came down here?”
He regarded her suspiciously. “I want my freedom,” he said.
“It’s yours,” she said instantly. “Please. Help us.”
His eyes narrowed till they nearly closed, then abruptly he made a decision and bent over the console that had defeated Artoo-Detoo. He was familiar with its workings, and that made Leia uncomfortable. This cell in the depths of the ship had no purpose other than punishment and torture. Perhaps he was a collaborator. Perhaps the Empire had built the freighter with a prison cell so some of the passengers could wield power over others.
He stood back from the controls and glanced at Leia with a smirk. When he looked over her shoulder, she followed his gaze.
Rillao drifted slowly from the ceiling. The webworks stretched, then contracted, pulling away from her body, pulling out of her body. The ends of the silver strands were dark with her blood.
Chewbacca’s growl was soft and low and angry and nearly inaudible. He caught Rillao gently. She did not move.
“Let’s get her to—to my ship.” Leia almost gave herself away by revealing the name of Alderaan. It was too good a clue. She would have to give her ship an alias, too.
Jaina flung herself into her study cubicle. She was sobbing too hard to see the display. Even if she wanted to pay attention to it. Which she did not. She wanted to be up in the canyon with Jacen. She wanted Lusa to come back.
Jaina put her head down and cried.
Vram stopped behind her. He jabbed at her shoulder. “Stop crying! Pay attention! Sit up straight!”
Jaina twisted away from him. She made herself stop crying. She wiped her eyes angrily on her sleeve.
“Lord Hethrir wants you to answer these questions,” he said. “Who was the greatest leader in our history?”
“My mama, of course,” Jaina said.
“You’re wrong! You’re so stupid. The Emperor was our greatest leader.”
Jaina stared at him in horror.
“Who’s going to restore the Empire?” Vram demanded.
“No one!” Jaina cried.
“You’re wrong! Lord Hethrir will!” Vram said. “The Empire Reborn!”
“No!”
Vram was hateful. Hethrir was hateful. They were all hateful. Jaina sobbed, crying for Lusa and for Jacen and for Anakin and Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf and for Mama and Papa and Uncle Luke—not because she believed they were dead, she did not, they couldn’t be, but because they would be sad and worried and searching for her. And she cried for Winter and Mr. Threepio and Chewbacca and Artoo-Detoo. And she cried for herself.
“You’re wrong!” Vram cried with glee. “You’re wrong! You have to go to bed without your dinner. And it goes on your record!”
She was so hungry that she almost stopped crying, but she was so angry about Lusa that she could not.
“You’re nasty!” she shouted. “How did you get to be so nasty?”
Jaina kicked him in the shin.
He yelled in pain. Another helper came running. They dragged Jaina out of her cubicle and toward her sleep cell. She screamed and kicked and wriggled but none of the other children even looked at her. They hunched down in their places and stared at their displays.
Vram slammed the door of her cell, shutting her into the darkness.
Jaina sat on the cold hard floor—it had not turned soft anywhere yet—and struggled to stop crying. She had to think, she had to figure out a way to escape or send a message.
Hethrir’s promotion ceremony had scared her. She could practically still hear the Empire Youth shouting, “The Empire Reborn!”
I have to let Mama know about the Empire Reborn, Jaina thought. Somehow. I have to let her know about Hethrir. He sounds like one of the evil tyrants Mama fought against, before I was even alive.
Jaina wondered if the fight would have to happen all over again.
She wiped away her furious tears.
She took out her hidden multitool and held it in her hand. She opened it and felt her way to the door. A splinter scratched her finger. She had found the place where she had begun to drill toward the latch.
While the multitool chipped slowly away at the hard wood, Jaina thought about how she might escape from Hethrir’s compound. After she escaped from her cell.
Could I sneak past the dragon? It couldn’t see me when it was far away. If it was all the way at one side of the canyon fence, maybe it wouldn’t notice if I climbed the fence on the other side.
Jaina really did not believe that would work. The dragon was almost as wide as the canyon mouth. Even if it was all the way at the other side, if it looked over its shoulder it would still see her.
Maybe I could climb the canyon wall. But it’s pretty steep, and it’s pretty smooth, and I guess the Proctors would see me as soon as I got to the top …
Maybe I could steal a spaceship, and program it for home—
If she could escape and find Hethrir’s skiff.
The trouble was, she did not know where she was, or where home was compared to where she was, or even where Munto Codru was. Maybe the ship would know.
And maybe it wouldn’t.
Maybe it would be better to try to send a message.
If I can sneak out of here, somehow, Jaina thought, then maybe I can figure out where they send their messages from. Then I could sneak back in …
She felt the wood where she had been drilling. She had made a very small and very shallow hole. The multitool was so hot she could barely hold it.
She sighed. This was going to be hard. She wished she had Jacen to talk to. She wished she could reach past Hethrir’s control over her abilities. Then she could open the door, find Hethrir’s communications, whatever she wanted.
Can I still do anything? she wondered. Anything at all?
She imagined the molecules of air all around her. She imagined one molecule. She imagined it moving, faster and faster. She felt the molecule respond.
Hethrir’s power did not react. She knew it was around her, she could feel its attention off in the distance. But it did not notice the tiny motion she created.
She added another molecule, another, doubling and redoubling the number she affected. Soon a small handful of air vibrated with her energy. Its warmth took the chill from her cell.
The swirl of air glowed red, then yellow, spreading light into the corners of Jaina’s cell.
Jaina laughed with relief and joy.



Chapter 6
People from many worlds crowded around Han and his companions as they made their way toward the graceful gilt buildings. Han thought he saw the ghostling who had approached him in the welcome dome.
The effect of calligraphy, of esoteric hieroglyphics, was magnified by the entry to the structure. An intricate design traced secrets in gold across the mirrored facade. The building’s wings curved around to form a sheltered, quiet courtyard. The visitors gathered just outside, then entered the silent space singly or in small groups.
Xaverri calmly waited their turn. Han passed the time by trying to identify as many homeworlds as he could. After several dozen, there were still individuals left over whose origin he could not guess.
He nudged Threepio. “Where do those folks over there come from?” He did not point; too many people in the Republic found pointing intolerably rude. He nodded toward a multihumped stack of mobile seaweed. “And is it a group, or one person?”
“Why, a group, of course, sir. They are from the fourth world of Markbee’s Star, specifically, from—if I am not mistaken—Zeffliffl. That is to say, from the shallow seas of the smaller southern continent—”
One of the leafy mounds produced a bulging bag, twisted one end, and squeezed liquid from the bag in an arching spray to splash itself and its companions. Some of the droplets rained down on Han. He stepped back, but it was only saltwater. The wet leaves of the Zeffliffl glistened blackly in the gold light of the building. A few leaves fluttered to the ground and lay twitching.
“How about them?” He gestured toward a second group, half a dozen massive, low-to-the-ground ovoidal people with short, powerful legs and eyes on thick flexible stalks.
“They are,” Threepio said.
“Are what?”
Threepio did not reply.
“What?” Han asked.
“I just told you, sir,” Threepio said. “Oh. I beg your pardon. The language exists at a frequency below the limits of your hearing. It is a function of the environment, which is extremely high gravity.”
“They’re sick,” Luke said softly.
“No, Master Luke,” Threepio said patiently, “they are speaking a language that human ears—”
“I don’t mean them,” Luke said. “I mean—there’s somebody in almost every group who’s ill or injured.”
Paying more attention to types of people he was familiar with, Han soon saw that Luke was right. The gathering took on a poignancy that he had not previously perceived. Here a family huddled together, protecting a child or parent or cross-cousin; there a clan group carried a stretcher that supported a moaning, palsied colleague.
Han nodded at Luke, agreeing with his analysis.
Luke doesn’t look so hot himself, Han thought. What’s happening to him? He never gets sick …
“You will understand soon,” Xaverri said. Her expression was grim. “It is our turn.”
She entered the courtyard. Han followed, with Luke at his side; Threepio brought up the rear.
Silence surrounded them. The golden calligraphy on the front of the building glimmered against the mirrored sheen of the wall. The perspective changed as Han walked. The calligraphy moved and shifted and writhed, as if it were still being written.
They were alone in the courtyard. The quiet was eerie. Han glanced over his shoulder, taken by the illusion that all the other people had disappeared. They had not; they remained where he had left them, crowded up to the entrance of the courtyard, waiting, speaking with quiet excitement among themselves. But their voices were inaudible.
“Master Luke, I wonder, all things considered,” Threepio said, “shall I wait outside?”
“If you prefer,” Xaverri said. “But I am accepted. There will be no danger to any of us.”
“Danger!” Han said. “Wait just a minute. Who said anything about any danger?”
“No one,” Xaverri said, amused. “I said there is no danger, if you follow my lead.”
“But—”
“I meant,” Threepio said, “that this does not appear to be a place likely to welcome … my kind.”
“All forms of sentience are welcome here,” Xaverri said.
“Even droids?”
“Even droids.”
“Ah,” Threepio said. “Somewhat unusual. Quite … enlightened.”
They passed beneath an archway at the far end of the courtyard, and descended into bedlam.
Inside, the awed gathering had transformed itself into wailing, begging supplicants. They roiled in an undisciplined crowd toward the back of the wide, low theater, where a high golden altar loomed above them.
“Waru, help us! Waru, heal my child, heal my egg-sister, protect my hearth-friends from the curse laid upon them!”
The pleas echoed in the chamber. Luke grabbed Han’s upper arm. His fingers dug painfully into Han’s biceps.
“Hey, kid—”
“Look,” Luke said urgently.
The altar moved.
Han tensed. “What—? Where is that from, Threepio?”
“I confess, sir, that despite my knowledge of all the worlds of the New Republic, and many worlds outside it, I am unfamiliar with this being.”
“That is Waru,” Xaverri said.
The altar—the being—rose higher with a clenching contraction. It oriented itself toward them.
“Approach me, Xaverri.”
The voice was rich and full and clear and very, very soft. It filled the chamber with a whisper, insinuating itself past the pleading of the congregation. Xaverri stepped forward, and the crowd parted for her. Han followed without thinking; all he knew was that he did not want her to approach the strange being alone. He pulled himself free of Luke’s restraining hand.
As Han neared the altar, he got a better look at Waru. It was a complex construct of chased gold shields. But beneath the shields, visible from certain angles and at certain movements of the being, lay a slab of raw, uncovered tissue, like chunks of meat. Fluid—blood?—glistened between the massive shields, oozed out, and fell by drops and fine streams onto the stage, where it coagulated into a crusted pool. The blood ran off the stage and formed stalactites that hung nearly to the floor of the auditorium.
Xaverri stopped at the edge of the stage.
“Thou art not alone, Xaverri,” Waru whispered.
“I am not alone, Waru.”
“Do they wish to be healed?” Waru sounded infinitely tired.
“No, Waru. I have brought new students to study thy revelations, and learn thy truth, and appreciate thine existence. To give thee their devotion.”
Thou? Han thought. Oh, fine, what is this, some obscure dialect—? Thou art, thou hast, thou wouldst … What did they just say? Thou wouldst hadst beenst …? No, that’s not right.
Waru sighed. “I am very pleased. Only thou, Xaverri, hast ever offered me a gift. All others plead for my gifts—and I am glad to give them! But …”
“Thy generosity is the marvel of Crseih Station,” Xaverri said.
No one else responded to Waru’s complaint. It was as if the being’s whisper reached only Xaverri and her friends. Come to think of it, Han had not heard Waru speaking to anyone else. He had only heard Waru’s whisper when the being addressed Xaverri directly.
Good trick, Han thought. It has to be a trick—doesn’t it? Unless … it’s what Luke is looking for.
He glanced at Luke, but he could not tell whether this was the lost Jedi Luke sought. Luke’s expression was intent, but he revealed no joy.
The golden plates riffled, as sensuous and sleek as an animal’s fur. They contracted, and the veins between them closed together. Fluid—Ichor, Han thought, this is the first time I’ve ever seen anything that should truly be called ichor—ran from beneath Waru’s massive base, seeping out to form a new, glistening layer around it. One droplet flowed along the spike of a stalactite, hung at the tip, simultaneously stretched and coagulated, and froze into a narrow, sharp edge at the end of the spike.
As Waru’s armor contracted, the being rose even higher, craning toward them. Han searched in vain for obvious organs of sight, hearing, smell, or other sensation. But he could not even tell how Waru produced a voice.
Maybe it perceives us as heat impressions, right on its skin, Han thought.
Or maybe, he thought, it doesn’t perceive us at all. Maybe it isn’t even alive.
“Thou hast brought me a new creature,” Waru said to Xaverri. “I have seen humans before—oh, yes, many humans, humans are so frail—but not this other being.” Waru leaned forward. The crusted ichor cracked and flaked away, revealing new edges of gold scales. “Who are you? What are you?”
Xaverri drew See-Threepio forward. “This is my new acquaintance, Purple-Three. I thought perhaps thou hadst not met his like before.”
“Welcome, Purple-Three,” Waru said.
“Thank you, Mr. Waru,” Threepio said. “I am most honored to be permitted into your presence.”
Han gave Threepio a lot of credit for picking up on Waru’s use of the standard you instead of the esoteric thou. The droid had noticed, as Han had not, that Waru used thou for Xaverri alone.
I would have put my foot in it, Han thought. Probably offended the hell out of this critter. Why didn’t Xaverri tell us—?
“My name is only Waru,” the enormous being said, its voice a purr. “Though some call me ‘teacher.’ It is the only honorific I esteem.”
“Then I would be pleased to use it, if you will accept it from me,” Threepio said. “I have studied many subjects, in many places. I am an expert on human-cyborg relationships and am fluent in six million forms of communication. I am always grateful for a teacher willing to share esoteric knowledge.”
Han found the heat and humidity oppressive. The coppery scent of Waru’s ichor prickled uncomfortably in his lungs. Beside him, Luke stared at the being with a fixed, hypnotized gaze.
“Relax, kid.” Han’s voice was quiet, amused. “It’s only a—”
Xaverri shot him a quick, furious warning glance. Luke turned slowly toward him with an icy, inhuman glare, then returned his attention to Waru. Startled, Han shut up, but he finished the comment to himself: This is a scam, he thought. It’s the most elaborate one I’ve seen in a while, but it’s still a scam. If Luke and Ben Kenobi are anything to judge by, no Jedi would behave like this—and if Waru represented the dark side, Luke would know it.
The best reaction I can give this thing is laughter.
“Xaverri, honored student, wert thou able to study the texts I gave thee?”
“Yes, teacher,” Xaverri said.
“Of course thou didst comprehend the connection between the ego-flux and the universal backlight, but I wonder if thou didst make the conceptual leap to the synergy of intellectual realization and quantum crystallization?”
“I am embarrassed to admit that I had not,” Xaverri said, “though now that thou hast shown me the path, I can see that the interaction is completely inevitable.”
Han repressed a snort of annoyance and disbelief.
Xaverri and Waru conversed in that manner for a few minutes, oblivious to the crowd and the noise and the pleas for assistance. The wailing began to get on Han’s nerves. What he wanted to do was leap up on the stage and tell all these people to go home and see their doctors. He wanted to ask Xaverri why she kept flattering Waru. It shocked him to witness her deference to the being.
In the old days, she had never been susceptible to this kind of fraud. She knew too much about fraud to be taken in. She had designed some similar hoaxes herself, though she reserved the healer scam for particularly loathsome Imperial officers. She had never failed to relieve her chosen prey of a considerable portion of their resources.
Did she believe Waru’s nonsense? If she did, she had changed beyond recognition from the person Han used to know, changed far beyond the physical. If she did not believe—then what were they doing here?
Threepio observed the conversation in uncharacteristic silence. Han frowned. Threepio’s expression was impossible to read, but it was seldom difficult to know what the droid thought about any particular situation. Threepio would tell you. Or the droid would dissemble transparently. For a diplomat, Threepio was one of the poorest liars Han had ever met.
On the other hand, a lot of people found it flattering to know they were being lied to, if the lie was to soothe their feelings or acknowledge their status. Threepio was a master of that technique.
Luke watched and listened with the same fixed and intense expression that had possessed him as soon as he encountered Waru. Luke’s reaction troubled Han most of all.
Waru completed a philosophical discourse on the state of the universe, which Han had long since lost track of.
“And now,” Waru said with every evidence of disappointment, “I cannot further indulge myself in this enlightening conversation.”
Xaverri placed her hand on one of Waru’s golden scales. She closed her eyes and fell silent and still. The gold scale took on a pink glow and radiated gentle warmth around Xaverri’s fingers. Luke took one step toward her, lifting his hand. Han grabbed him and pulled him back. Luke turned on him, snarling.
With a startled curse, Han nearly dropped Luke’s wrist. He wanted to walk out of the assembly in disgust even if it meant leaving his friends to be bilked and shamed.
“Don’t be stupid!” Han whispered fiercely. “And don’t presume on a few minutes’ acquaintance!” He tightened his grip.
Luke looked at Han’s fingers clamped around his flesh and squeezing his bones together. Intelligence leaked back into Luke’s eyes. He made a leisurely turning movement of his hand; he slipped from Han’s tight grasp without apparent effort.
“You’re right,” he said. His voice was tight. He turned his back on Han and watched Xaverri and Waru, intently, hungrily.
“I hate it when you do that,” Han muttered. His fingers tingled, not because of any violence in Luke’s motion, but because he had been holding so tightly that his hand spasmed when Luke pulled free.
The marks of Han’s fingers remained, first white, then red, on Luke’s skin.
Xaverri drew back from Waru. Her handprint glowed, then faded from the golden scale. A drop of ichor oozed from the scale’s lower edge and fell with a sticky plop. Xaverri made a motion of obeisance toward Waru.
The being’s attention left them abruptly, like a release of pressure. Han staggered one step forward, caught himself, and shrugged off the odd effect. But he was curious about how the effect had been produced.
Xaverri backed up. The roiling crowd surged ahead of her, each member keening for Waru’s recognition.
Xaverri’s knees buckled. Her collapse surprised Han so thoroughly that he nearly let her fall. In all the years he had known her, in the old days, she had never fainted, even at times of exhaustion or pain. Her stamina had always amazed him. His first thought, as she fell, was that she must be sinking to the ground for some deliberate reason: she wanted to make another bow to Waru; she had dropped something and had to retrieve it.
Han jumped forward and caught her before she fell beneath trampling feet. She trembled violently. Luke and Threepio closed in, forming a small circle. Moving against the flow of the crowd, they pushed their way to the back of the theater. Han plunged toward the door, but Xaverri struggled free.
“Stay here!” she said. “I am all right, I only—speaking with Waru affects me for a moment. But you must see the ceremony.”
“Affects you?” Han said. “It knocked you flat. Let’s get out of here!”
The color began to return to her golden-tan face, and her shivering ceased.
“You must observe,” she said again.
“She’s right,” Luke said. “It’s what we came here for.”
“All right,” Han said unwillingly.
It’s all a fraud, he said to himself. But even frauds can be dangerous.
They made their way to the very back of the auditorium. The floor slanted, so they had a view over the crowd. On the stage, in the frozen pool of ichor, Waru waited as one of the small groups of supplicants brought one of their members into the teacher’s presence. The Zeffliffl pressed one of the leafy comrades to the top of their heap, then slid the individual forward till it huddled on the ichor. Its color was noticeably paler than that of its companions, a sickly yellow-green rather than shiny and blue-black. It shed a flutter of small wilted leaves whenever it moved.
“Do you wish me to try to heal you, seeker?” Waru’s voice, no longer a directed, private whisper, rumbled through the hall.
The Zeffliffl responded with a flurry of sound, like leaves swirled in water.
“She says, ‘I entreat you to help me,’ ” Threepio said.
Now comes the scam, Han thought. Give Waru all your worldly goods—
“Then I will try to help you,” Waru said.
Every sound in the auditorium ceased abruptly. The attention of every being focused on Waru and Waru’s patient.
Waru leaned over the Zeffliffl. Several of the golden scales liquefied and splashed over the huddled Zeffliffl, covering it with a bright metallic shell. Han watched closely, wishing he were at the front of the auditorium so he could figure out how Waru conceived that effect.
Why’d you bring us all the way back here, Xaverri? he wondered. Were you afraid for me to be too close?
The metallic shell attached the Zeffliffl to Waru like a parasite, like an exterior womb. The raw wound left where the scales had melted gushed bloody ichor. The liquid flowed over the shell, patterning it like the calligraphy on the facade of Waru’s compound. The runnels flowed together, creating a translucent chrysalis around the shell.
At the foot of the stage, the Zeffliffl group huddled together, their leaves fluttering as if they were in a windstorm.
The room grew still. All around Han, people were bowing their heads. Even Xaverri, who had never bowed her head to anyone. Stubbornly, Han kept watching.
Waru shuddered. The golden scales touched, ringing together with pure clear tones, like bells enlivened by the wind.
Han divided his feelings equally between admiration for the effects and scorn for the gullibility of Waru’s followers.
The shuddering extended into the chrysalis. It trembled. It shook, and expanded.
The solidified ichor exploded. Like silver dust, the fragments hung and shivered in the air. Scars and scratches marred the golden shell. It, too, shivered, then slowly opened like a flower, revealing the Zeffliffl.
The gold petals drew back; Waru’s body resorbed them and re-formed the melted scales. At Waru’s base, the Zeffliffl lay quiet.
Suddenly it shook itself like a wet puppy. Its groupmates shrilled with excitement. Its leaves, green and dark with moisture, fanned open.
“They say,” Threepio whispered, “that their groupmate has returned from the dead.”
The healed Zeffliffl scrambled down and disappeared among the groupmates. The mass of beings backed away, twittering.
The silence of the auditorium ended as every being at Waru’s feet burst into speech and song and light.
“The Zeffliffl said thank you,” Threepio said, speaking loudly enough for them all to hear, “and—”
“And, ‘We will give you all our worldly goods,’ ” Han said cynically.
“No, sir, not at all,” Threepio said. “They acclaim Waru as their benefactor. No mention of monetary recompense has been made.”
Han shrugged, unconvinced. “Recompense always gets mentioned,” he said. “Eventually. Can we get out of here? The gratitude is making me sick.”
Xaverri turned away from him and walked out of the auditorium. After a moment of surprise, Han followed her. In the relative coolness and silence of the courtyard, welcome after the tumult of Waru’s reception hall, he caught up to her and touched her shoulder.
“Xaverri—!”
She shrugged him off and plunged through the gateway. Outside the calligraphed arch, she spun on him.
“Never speak, inside the courtyard. Never.”
“Hey, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to blow your cover.”
Threepio joined them. “Master Han, Mistress Xaverri, is anything wrong?”
“No,” Han said. “I don’t think so. I don’t know. Except Luke’s still back there!”
Han plunged through the archway and ran through the courtyard, unreasonably anxious considering Luke had been out of his sight for about a minute. Han pushed his way back into the auditorium. At first he did not see Luke anywhere. His eyes were no longer accustomed to the dimness, and the noise and heat oppressed him.
He looked at the place where they had all been. Luke stood right where Han had left him. The young Jedi stared at the stage, where Waru had encysted another supplicant.
“Come on!” Han said. He grabbed Luke by the sleeve and dragged him bodily out of the theater.
Luke did not resist.
Xaverri was walking away, already a couple of hundred paces down the trail to the main entry of the dome. Threepio hovered halfway between, moving a few steps toward Xaverri and calling her name plaintively, then returning. When he saw Han and Luke, he stopped stock-still in relief, then hurried to join them.
“She would not wait, Master Han,” Threepio said. “I asked her politely, but …” Threepio stopped, at a loss for words.
“You worry too much,” Han said. “Purple-Three. Come on.”
Han led Luke past Threepio. Only when they had caught up to Xaverri did he let Luke go. Han’s brother-in-law had made no attempt to escape. His gaze was distant, his expression blank.
“Luke! What’s wrong? Snap out of it! Xaverri, wait!”
She complied, but her shoulders were stiff with anger.
Luke raised his head. Suddenly he was back, his usual self.
“Is Waru your lost Jedi?” Han demanded.
“No,” Luke said. “I don’t think so … I don’t know. I don’t know what it is.” He gazed into the distance. “I ought to be able to tell, to sense another Jedi Master. But I can’t.” He took a deep breath.
“Is it any kind of manifestation of the Force?” Han asked Luke.
Luke hesitated, then shook his head. “I’m sure I’d know it if it were. It isn’t. It’s … something else.”
He smiled, a luminescent smile that wiped out his hesitation, his apprehension.
“But it was amazing,” Luke said. “Wasn’t it amazing?”
Xaverri nodded. “Every time I see Waru do that, I cannot believe it. But I must.”
“I don’t believe it,” Han said. “If that thing isn’t a manifestation of the Force, what else could it be but a fraud? I can think of six different ways Waru—whatever it is—could bring off that illusion. Substitute another Zeffliffl for the sick one—”
“But, sir,” Threepio said, “the groupmates would not have accepted a substitute for their colleague. They would have reacted to an impostor quite violently.”
Han shrugged. “So Waru paid them off.”
“The reaction cannot be bought, sir,” Threepio said. “It is not conscious. It is comparable to an allergic response.”
Han flung up his arms in exasperation. “Then the sick one was the impostor, or a mechanical device. Or they painted the healthy one seasick-green and washed it off in the cocoon. It doesn’t matter how they did it—what matters is, they could have done it. Waru didn’t need supernatural healing powers to heal the Zeffliffl because the Zeffliffl didn’t need to be healed in the first place!”
Xaverri folded her arms and stared thoughtfully at the ground.
“Do you think I have completely lost my mind?” she asked, her tone cold.
Her contempt goaded him.
“Yeah, that would about cover it,” he said.
“I, Xaverri, the best creator of deceptions in the old Empire?”
“We all change,” he said. “Look, if somebody had a really fine scam, one even you couldn’t figure out—then you’d be easy to fool. You’re so good, it’s hard to imagine anyone better.”
“It is impossible,” she said.
Luke stared through the archway. Han feared he might have to chase Luke down again to keep him from going back inside.
“There’s something,” Luke said.
“But not your lost Jedi.”
“Han, it isn’t a fraud.”
“Luke is correct,” Xaverri said.
“Fine!” Han said. “I give up! Waru is for real, which means you don’t need me, because it isn’t the Republic’s business to interfere in people’s worship!” He started down the trail without another word.
“Han!” Luke called. “Where are you going?”
“On vacation,” Han said. “I still have some vacation left!”
Threepio hurried after him.
“Master Han, if I may be so forward—”
“What is it?”
“Our resources are severely depleted. If you plan to gamble—and I certainly do not wish to imply that I believe you should not gamble, or that I believe there is anything wrong with gambling, or that there is any possibility that you might lose—but if you plan to gamble … don’t you think it would be for the best, merely as insurance of course, for you to leave some of your previous winnings in my care? That way I could pay our outstanding bill at the lodge. I noticed the lodge-keeper toting up our accounts as we left today, and he fixed me with a positively poisonous glare!”
Han pulled a wad of credits out of his pocket and thrust it into Threepio’s fingers.
“When you want some money, all you have to do is say, ‘Can I have some money?’ ” Han said. He laughed, thinking about the gaming table, the cards that he trusted to go his way. “Plenty more where that came from.”
He strode away.
Leia and Chewbacca did what they could for Rillao, the injured Firrerreo. Alderaan’s medical equipment expressed confusion when Leia asked for information. The Firrerreo were basically human, but something more, something different. The equipment recommended food that might not be toxic. It failed to suggest a safe antibiotic, but, then, Rillao’s injuries had not become infected. She had astonishing powers of recuperation. Once the webbing had withdrawn, her skin began to regenerate and the hairline lacerations closed quickly enough for Leia to watch, with astonishment, as the healing occurred. Silver threads of scar tissue formed across Rillao’s golden skin.
But Rillao showed no signs of waking.
“What else should we do?” Leia asked the nameless Firrerreo.
He shrugged, barely moving his shoulders. “She’ll live, Lelila, or she’ll die.” He sprawled in a chair, perfectly relaxed.
“Don’t you care, either way?”
“She isn’t my clan.”
Leia let the subject drop. She brushed Rillao’s striped hair away from her thin, fierce face and drew a blanket up around her shoulders.
“Do your people sleep lying down?” she asked the nameless Firrerreo.
“How else?” he said, surprised into replying without an argument.
“How else, indeed,” Leia said. She laid one hand gently on Artoo-Detoo’s carapace. “Will you watch her for me?”
Artoo-Detoo beeped softly.
“Thank you,” Leia said to the droid. She turned to Chewbacca and the nameless Firrerreo. “Are you hungry?”
Chewbacca roared, with relief and hunger.
“Me, too,” Leia said.
She was ravenous. She had had nothing since the chamberlain’s cookies and drugged tea. She led the way to Alderaan’s tiny galley. She wondered if the Firrerreo would refuse to accept food, but he sniffed the bowl of stew she gave him—the analysis had suggested his metabolism required high levels of protein—tasted a bite, and dug in hungrily. He held the bowl near his mouth and delicately plucked the meat up in his first two fingers.
Chewbacca fixed himself a bowl of stew and garnished it with salty dry seaweed and a dribble of forest honey.
The dinner conversation was nonexistent, until Leia scraped up the last of her stew with a spoon. As she watched the Firrerreo drink the sauce from his second serving, she thought, He accepted my food because he doesn’t accept any obligation. He didn’t ask me for food. If I asked him for gratitude, he’d say, No one asked you to offer me anything. I owe you nothing.
“Why do you hate Rillao?” Leia asked.
He licked his lips and glanced at the stew pot, but thought again about overloading his system with a third helping.
“She was in the chamber!” His languor vanished and he leaned toward Leia, angry and intense. “She must be the reason we were exiled, Lelila. Why else would the Empire sentence her to spend the trip under torture?”
“Random cruelty.” Leia wondered why the Firrerreo used her name—her alias—so often. No matter. It helped her remember what she was calling herself.
“No. No. The Empire is cruel, Lelila, but it directs its cruelty. To create fear, to extort, to increase its power—”
“The Empire is gone,” Leia said. “It’s finished. Defeated. You’re free, you and your people.”
If she expected gratitude or even happiness, she was disappointed.
“Defeated!” He thumped his fist on the table. “You said you could give me my freedom—but, Lelila, it wasn’t yours to give!”
“I said you were free,” Leia said. “That’s all I said.” If she admitted who she was, she could claim some responsibility for his freedom. Instead, she would remain Lelila.
He growled low in his throat. Chewbacca growled, too.
But Leia remained calm. She smiled at the unnamed one.
“No one asked me for an explanation,” she said. “You only asked me for your freedom.”
He snorted in disgust, but his contempt lessened, to be replaced with an expression of grudging respect. To her astonishment, he rose and bowed.
Then he walked away.
“Where are you going, unnamed one?” Leia asked.
Without replying—Why did I expect him to reply? Leia thought—he left Alderaan’s galley.
She followed him; she caught up to him. He was a head taller than she, sleek and potentially powerful despite his gauntness. He continued toward the airlock without acknowledging her presence.
“Are you going to wake up your people, unnamed one?”
A few paces farther along, he said, “Here, Lelila? To what purpose?”
“To regain their strength—”
“The ship will return their strength while they sleep.”
“—and to decide what to do now that you’re free!”
“Should we return to our home, Lelila?” he snarled.
He knows, Leia thought. She wondered if the Empire troops had awakened him and tormented him with the news of his world’s death.
“No,” she said. “I’m sorry. It’s quarantined. No one can land, and live … nothing can ever leave the planet.”
He stopped short at the airlock door. His shoulders slumped. Leia took his elbow, steadying him. The sound he made was the cry of a grief-stricken predator.
And Leia knew how he felt.
“I’m sorry,” Leia said again. “I’m so sorry.”
He turned upon her. “Lelila, did you have a hand in poisoning my world?”
“No! I—I played a small part in bringing down the people who ordered the poisoning.”
“The Starcrash Brigade?”
The Starcrash Brigade had been one of the Empire’s elite assault teams.
“Not the Brigade—the Empire.” She looked him in the eye. “It destroyed my world, too.”
He narrowed his wide black eyes. “Ah. Alderaan, yes, Lelila, I thought perhaps you were from Alderaan.”
The airlock door slid open. The unnamed one strode from Alderaan into the freighter’s echoing entry dock. Leia grabbed his wrist, but snatched back her hand when she felt his muscles tighten.
“What are you going to do?” she asked.
“Continue.”
“But you don’t have to! Everyone’s free, now, within the New Republic.”
“The Empire bequeathed us a world. We will continue.”
“But it might be—you don’t know—what about the other ships stranded here?”
He leaned toward her. In the low gravity, the motion spread his hair around his head like a brindled halo.
“The other ships have nothing to do with me,” he said. “And I have nothing to do with them. Do with them as you will, Lelila. As for the new world … we are adventurous people. We will take our chances.”
“You’ll be traveling at sublight,” Leia said. “You’ll be traveling for years! The Republic could give you hyperdrive, or find a world for you within its bounds—”
“To what purpose?” he asked again. “We will not notice the length of time. We will not care. We will be asleep. If all memory of the Empire has vanished when we wake—so much the better. If your Republic has vanished when we wake—we will not care.”
Leia stepped back. Nothing she could say could change his mind, she knew that. He was doing what was right by his own sense of duty. She could not force him to accept hers.
“Good-bye, then,” she said. “And good luck.”
“May you always be shielded from the wind, Lelila.”
“Why do you keep repeating my name?” Leia asked.
“For power,” he said. “Lelila.”
The airlock door began to slide shut.
“But I gain only a little power from your false name, Princess Leia,” he said. “You wear it uncomfortably.” As the airlock door closed, he said, “And your disguise is pathetic.”
Han returned to the city domes and sauntered down the street. He wanted some more of the local ale, and he wanted another card game where Chance & Hazard topped the deck. But he also wanted a different tavern from the one he had been in last night.
“Good evening, small human.”
He spun around, and once more bumped his nose against the chest of the enhanced human. She laughed down at him, but Han got the distinct impression that her laughter was superficial.
“You left our game far too soon,” she said. “The cards began to turn my way, later on in the evening.”
“Congratulations!” Han said heartily. “I’m glad to hear your night wasn’t a complete loss.”
She leaned toward him, and the heavy, entangled locks of her white hair swung down on either side of her face.
“Nor will tonight be,” she said. “You are obviously well born and well mannered, so you will give me the chance to make myself even with you.”
“I wasn’t planning on cards tonight,” Han said. “Nope, no cards, I was just taking the air, just came out for a glass of ale.”
“Ale will run as plentifully as water,” she said. She took his upper arm in her huge hand. Her fingers met around his biceps.
“I mean, I’ve already had my glass of ale,” he said. “Hit my limit—”
He tried to twist his arm from her grip, as Luke had twisted from his. The enhanced human lifted his arm, lifted his whole body. Han stretched on tiptoe to stay in contact with the ground.
“You may drink or not, as you choose,” the enhanced human said. “But you will play.”
“Well, okay, sure, why didn’t you say you had your heart set on a game?” Han said. “Fine, let’s go. Would you do me a favor? Either put me down or pick me up. This is very uncomfortable.”
He thought she might sling him over her shoulder and cart him away. She could certainly do it if she chose. Finally she let him down. But she did not let him loose. She urged him down the street, holding his arm tight enough to bruise.
“I didn’t get your name last night,” Han said in a companionable tone. “What did you say it was? And by the way, you want to loosen up a little?”
“I did not say,” she said, “and you did not ask, but my name is Celestial Serenity. No, I do not want to loosen up at all.”
He glanced up at her. She smiled down at him and walked faster, pushing him along.
Jaina ate her breakfast.
She was so hungry she hardly even tasted the rancid grease that floated on top of the thin porridge. When she finished, her stomach still growled. She could smell the ripe fruit and honey and fresh hot bread that the Proctors passed among themselves.
Jaina’s mouth watered. She watched the Proctors at the highest table and the helpers at the middle table breakfasting on good food, more than they could eat. They laughed and shouted and threw half-eaten food on the floor to go to waste, and leaned way back in their chairs with their feet on the table.
The children, at the low tables, had to wait to be excused until the Proctors were all finished.
It isn’t fair! she thought.
Jaina could see Jacen, but only the top of his head. He was all the way on the other side of the cafeteria. She wished she could talk to him about what she had learned she could do. And she wished she could tell him she had drilled halfway through the door of her cell to the lock. Then she had stuck the sawdust together with spit, Ick, and pressed it back into the hole in the door so no one would notice.
Vram sat at the middle table with the other helpers. He wolfed down a piece of fruit, some bread, and a whole bunch of cookies. He picked up a honey-cake and waved it at the other children. At Jaina. Honey dripped down Vram’s fingers. He licked it off.
Jaina looked down so she would not have to see him.
On the table in front of her, a bug, a tiny myrmin, tiptoed past on its hair-thin legs.
It isn’t really a myrmin, Jaina thought. It has ten legs instead of just six, and an extra set of feelers! But it sort of looks like a myrmin. Jacen would know what it is. I bet it’s hungry.
Jaina scraped the last tiny grain of porridge out of her bowl. She put it near the myrmin. The myrmin walked around it, tapped it with its feelers, and struggled to lift it and move it and carry it.
I hope that tastes better to myrmins than to children, Jaina thought.
The myrmin balanced the sand-grain-sized bit of porridge and climbed down over the edge of the table.
The myrmin gave Jaina an idea.
Sand got tracked in from the playfield. It lay in the cracks between the stone tiles on the floor, and even in the spaces where the planks of the table touched. Jaina experimented with moving a grain.
I’ll pretend I’m a myrmin, she thought. Not a little girl, not Jaina. I don’t have any Jedi abilities—I’m just a myrmin! Who would pay any attention to a myrmin?
She pushed the sand grain. It skittered across the table and fell over the edge.
Jaina hunched her shoulders, expecting Hethrir’s cold wet blanket to fall around her and cut her off from the world.
Nothing happened. It was just like last night with the air molecules.
Jaina reached for sand grains on the Proctors’ table. She found none. Someone cleaned their table better. But plenty of sand lay on the platform at their feet. Jaina played with a few grains. They spiraled up into the air. No one noticed.
The Head Proctor picked up a section of fruit. Jaina dropped the scatter of sand grains on it. The Proctor tossed it down to Vram. For a second, Jaina thought the Proctor had noticed the sand, but then she decided not because he did not look mad and he did not look for more sand on the sticky bun he chose from a steaming basket.
Vram popped the fruit into his mouth and gobbled it without even noticing the sand.
Jaina felt a little sorry for him. But only a little.
If somebody gave me a piece of fruit right now, she thought, I probably wouldn’t notice sand on it, either.
The second time she moved sand, she dropped it onto the Head Proctor’s sticky bun. Jaina felt like she had done something very, very bad, to spoil good food like that.
The Proctor pulled off a piece of the soft, sweet bread and put it in his mouth. He chewed.
His expression changed. Jaina felt glad. Not happy-glad. Jaina felt satisfied-glad.
She lifted another handful of sand and scattered it across the Proctors’ table, so it fell on all their plates.
The Head Proctor spit out his mouthful of sticky bun.
That’s disgusting! Jaina thought. He didn’t even cover his mouth with his napkin.
“Grake!” the Head Proctor shouted.
Several of the other Proctors spit out their food, too, and soon they were looking at it and poking it, even the half-chewed bits, and talking to each other and arguing. Jaina watched them, pretending not to. Soon she did not even have to pretend, because all the other children were watching, too.
“Grake! Get out here!”
The door beside the Proctors’ stage slammed open, bouncing against the wall.
A huge being thundered through the doorway. Jaina flinched—she thought the dragon had broken into the bunker—then looked again, surprised and excited.
The being in the wide white apron was a Veubg, from Gbu, a high-gravity world. Gbu was the last world before Munto Codru that Mama had visited. The New Republic delegation had not been able to go to the surface, most of them, of course, because the gravity would have squashed them. But the Veubgri had traveled to the meeting satellite. They had liked Jaina and Jacen and Anakin. Jaina remembered the soft touch of their tendrils on her hair. Her mouth watered at the memory of their sweets. She wanted to jump up and wave at the Veubg.
But Grake had never seen Jaina or her brothers. She would not recognize them. She would not care.
“Why are you yelling at me, little blue-clothes?” Grake climbed the stairs, light-footed and powerful, tendrils coiled around a heavy wooden spatula, and stopped behind the center chair. “I work all day for you, and you only yell at me, you are a very unappreciative person.”
“There’s sand in the food!” the Head Proctor shouted. “Is this your idea of a joke?”
“A joke? Sand—in my food?” Grake smacked the Head Proctor on the side of the head with the spatula.
The Head Proctor fell off his chair and scrambled up, staring, stunned.
Jaina gasped. She wanted to hide her eyes. She was sure the Proctors would hurt Grake—use the Force to make her explode! And it would be Jaina’s fault.
But nothing like that happened.
Maybe they can’t, Jaina thought. Maybe all they can do with the Force is just barely turn on their lightsabers, or maybe Hethrir even cheated to let them do that!
Grake leaped to the end of the stage and whacked the Proctor who lounged in the last seat. He scrambled to keep his balance, lurching sideways and forward to grab the edge of the table.
“Take your feet off the table!” The Veubg leaped again, all the way from one end of the stage to the other, knocking the spatula against the head of each Proctor in turn. “You complain of sand in my food—when you put your feet on the dinner table? You have the manners of dragons!”
The Veubg landed soundlessly—then stamped all six feet. The whole Proctors’ table bounced a handsbreadth in the air and forward.
Jaina giggled. She could not help it. She tried to stop and so did all the other children. She knew they would get in trouble for laughing and she knew she would be the cause of it. But she could not help it. And how she wished Lusa were here to see it too!
“Stop it!” the Head Proctor shouted.
Jaina could not tell whether he meant her or Grake.
Grake snatched handsful of fruit from the serving dishes and flung them over the second table and out to the children. Everybody shrieked with excitement and grabbed for the fruit.
Jaina caught a chunk of melon and stuffed it into her mouth. It was the most delicious thing she had ever tasted. It made tears spring to her eyes.
She was glad she had not poured sand on the serving dishes, but she would have eaten the fruit anyway.
“Sand! In my food!” Grake flung the contents of a whole serving bowl of cookies over the children’s heads. Everyone was running around and jumping up to catch the sweets and snatching them off the floor before they got trampled.
Jaina snatched more sand, even though she really wanted a cookie. A little cloud of sand grains floated up from the tiles. She dropped the sharp grains down the necks of the Proctors’ uniforms. The sand fell down their backs and into their pants.
At first they did not notice because they were all on their feet, yelling. Then the Head Proctor drew his lightsaber. Its blade hummed and glowed.
Jaina jumped up, horrified. Uncle Luke always said that when she became a Jedi Knight, she should never draw her blade, except for practice, unless she was willing to kill.
Jaina had never even touched a lightsaber.
Grake did not give the Proctor the chance to kill her. She leaped down the stage, down the steps, and through the doorway even before the Proctor could strike, if he was going to. Jaina had never seen anyone move so fast.
The Proctors shouted a few last insults. The Head Proctor put away his lightsaber. Jaina did not know if he would have killed Grake, or if he was only threatening. Or joking. She did not think they should threaten or joke with a lightsaber.
The Proctors shouted after Grake, and pushed each other back and forth, and finally sat down again.
None of them put their feet on the table.
“Be quiet!” the Head Proctor yelled at the children. “Sit down and be quiet or we’ll come put you in your places.”
Jaina sat back down and so did the other children. They might as well, because all the extra food was gone. Everybody was looking around, hoping to find one last tart grape or sweet crumb.
The Proctors sat uneasily at their table, not wanting to dismiss the meal because that would mean they had failed at something. But they did not eat any more of the sandy food.
The Head Proctor frowned and fidgeted and pulled his uniform away from his sides and shook it. Jaina stared down at the table. If she started to laugh before anybody else noticed what was happening, the Proctors would know it was all her fault.
Jaina wished a grape had fallen on the table in front of her so she could eat it. But the table was empty. She carefully looked past the edge of the table. The Proctors were talking together now. They sounded mad. Jaina made herself not smile. Instead she jiggled the sand in the Proctors’ uniforms, and looked for more sand.
She had used it all up. The floor tiles, even the cracks between them, were clean.
Except for little black spots moving toward the Proctors’ table. They formed a line across the floor like the foam on waves.
The myrmins scurried up the front of the Proctors’ stage. As the Proctors squirmed and itched and hissed impatiently at the Head Proctor to dismiss dinner, the myrmins ran over their shoes and into their pants legs.
Jaina could not resist anymore. She looked across the cafeteria toward her brother. She even stood up so she could see him. At the same time, Jacen stood up and looked at her. He grinned quickly. They both sat down again before anyone could catch them.
Jaina knew Jacen had asked the myrmins to climb up the stage.
One of the Proctors leaped to his feet with a shout. He thought he just had sand in his pants. Then the sand bit him. The other Proctors started jumping up and yelling and scratching. And stamping, stamping on the myrmins.
“Oh!” Jaina whispered. “Oh—poor myrmins, thank you, myrmins.” Some of them were running away now, disappearing into cracks and hiding. But some of them were being killed.
“We’re sorry, myrmins,” she said, sincerely, the way Chewbacca spoke to insects he sometimes killed, even if he never meant to, when he harvested forest honey. She risked another glance across the hall at Jacen.
Stricken, he started to cry. He cried when Chewbacca apologized to the forest insects, too. But this time it was his fault that the myrmins were being hurt.
Suddenly the myrmins all disappeared. Jaina felt the flare of Jacen’s abilities, whisking the little creatures out of danger.
Hethrir’s cold wet invisible blanket fell down around Jaina—It’s not fair, she thought, I didn’t do anything … well, not much, anyway—and she knew the same thing had happened to Jacen. She gasped, and shivered, and struggled up out of her seat, and stumbled across the cafeteria to Jacen.
They hugged each other. It was such a good hug. It almost made Hethrir’s blanket go away. Or anyway it made it feel only cool and damp instead of cold and wet.
“Jacen, Jacen, they took Anakin, they took Lusa—”
That was the first time she thought that Hethrir might have taken Anakin away forever, the way he took Lusa. Where else could their brother be?
“We have to do something,” she whispered.
“All you children get back to your studies!” the Head Proctor said, scratching the side of his leg. The myrmins were gone, but their bites remained!
“Thank you, little myrmins,” Jaina whispered.
“Thank you, little myrmins,” Jacen said too, “I’m s-sorry!”
“Back to your studies!”
The children straggled into an uneven line. They could not keep from giggling. Jaina stayed near Jacen. Maybe no one would notice they were together.
“Do something about that line!” the Head Proctor said to his underlings.
The other Proctors all looked at him like they thought he was crazy.
And they ignored him and ran out of the cafeteria. Some of them were already unfastening their uniforms before they got out of the room.
The Head Proctor glared down at the children.
And then he winced and started to scratch, in a place it was very naughty to scratch in public, and turned around and strode out of the room. As soon as he vanished, his footsteps speeded up. He ran away.



Chapter 7
The children were alone in the cafeteria.
“Let’s go out!” Jaina said. She did not know what she could do once she was outside, but she felt desperate to get away from this cold hard building.
She and Jacen ran down the long dark corridor. All the other children followed them. They burst out into the light, as the tiny planet’s tiny sun leaped into the sky. The little planet spun fast, so its days were much shorter than regular days. The children shouted and ran and cheered in the warmth.
Jaina and Jacen held hands and leaned backward and spun around and around, just like the little planet. Jaina whipped her hair back and forth till she felt dizzy. She and Jacen fell down in the sand, panting and laughing.
Jaina jumped up again and Jacen jumped up beside her.
“Jaina, Jaina, you’re okay!”
“Jacen, I missed you so much! I don’t know where Anakin is!”
“If we could reach for him—” Jacen said.
“—we might be able to find him. But—”
“—we have to run far away from that blanket!” Jacen finished their shared thought. Jaina was glad he thought about it the same way she did, but that did not help them figure out how to get away from it.
“We have to get past the dragon,” Jaina said.
“There’s no dragon,” Jacen said scornfully. “That’s just to scare us.” He marched straight toward the canyon fence, straight into the blank space.
Jaina ran after him. The dragon jumped out of the sand and roared and bounced against the fence. Jaina grabbed Jacen and pulled him back till the dragon could not see them anymore. She did not have to pull him very hard because he was scared too, but he was also amazed.
The dragon forgot it had seen them and snuffled around the edge of the fence looking for a soft warm patch of sand.
“Wow,” Jacen whispered.
“Maybe I could jump up and down and wave and—” She was thinking Jacen could run around behind and climb the fence. But then she would still be stuck inside.
“Maybe I could tame her,” Jacen said. “And we could ride her away!”
Jaina had no idea how Jacen knew it was a Mistress Dragon and not a Mister Dragon. But he was always right about this sort of stuff.
“Ride her?” Jaina said, entranced.
Then Jacen’s lips trembled. “But maybe the Proctors would hurt her the way they hurt the myrmins.”
“How could they hurt a dragon?” Jaina asked.
“With their lightsabers!”
“They’d be too scared! I bet they wouldn’t even get close to her.”
“With a blaster, then,” Jacen said.
“Oh. Yeah.”
“Maybe we could distract her,” Jacen said thoughtfully.
“We better do it fast,” Jaina said.
“I need something to throw,” Jacen said. He looked around but there was just sand.
The dragon lumbered to the fence and rubbed her nubbly-scaled shoulder against the wire mesh, closing her eyes and groaning happily.
If Jaina could use her abilities, she could easily distract the dragon. Together with Jacen, they might even be able to stop the dragon. But Jaina thought that would be a lot to try to do, without Uncle Luke’s help.
“I know!” Jaina pulled her multitool out of her pocket.
Jacen grabbed for it eagerly.
“No, wait!” Jaina snatched it back. “Don’t throw it.” She opened up the lens and caught the light and flashed it on the ground in front of the dragon.
“Isn’t she pretty?” Jacen said.
When the dragon opened her eyes, she saw the concentrated point of light from Jaina’s lens. She snorted and lowered her head. Jaina gave the multitool to Jacen. He was better with critters than she was.
He wiggled the light near the dragon’s front paws. The dragon put her paw on the place where the light was. Then she had to put her other paw on top of her first paw, and still the light was not covered. She pulled her first paw out from under her second paw and lost her balance. She rolled completely over, snortling and wriggling. Then she jumped up and looked around for the light.
Jacen moved it around for her to chase. She jumped forward after it, shaking the ground when she landed, raising great sprays of sand. Jaina laughed with delight.
By now all the other children had gathered behind Jaina and Jacen to watch the dragon play.
Jacen danced the light before the dragon, who gallumphed after it, pouncing to try to catch it. Jacen skipped the light up the cliffside that projected beyond the fence. The dragon scratched the rock with her front feet, ripping loose bits of stone. She roared joyously. She lashed her tail.
All the time, Jacen kept moving closer to the fence, crossing the undisturbed ground till he was right up against the thick metal mesh. Jaina followed him. The other children stayed back, still frightened of the dragon.
“Hey, dragon,” Jacen said softly. “Hey, Mistress Dragon.” He wiggled the light down the cliff again, and the dragon followed. The light crept toward the fence.
The dragon followed.
Jacen brought the spark of sunlight right up next to the fence. Jaina caught her breath. Her heart beat very fast.
The dragon’s snout pressed against the fence. Her big teeth stuck out of her mouth and she drooled in the sand. Her tongue flicked, flicked, flicked between her lips. Her eyes were the size of Jaina’s fists, big and gold. The dragon blinked her heavy beaded eyelids. Her hot breath ruffled the sand where the spot of light lay.
Jacen was having trouble keeping the light near the dragon because the sun was already falling in the sky.
As the spot of light faded, Jacen put his hand through the fence. Jaina gasped. Jacen touched the dragon’s great eyebrow, and rubbed her smooth scales.
“There, Mistress Dragon,” Jacen said. He rubbed harder. The dragon pressed against his hand, and made a low, rumbling, pleasant snorting sound. The dragon did not mind that she could no longer play with the light.
“She likes you,” Jaina whispered.
“She’s all alone,” Jacen said. “She’s lonely, she’s a little dragon, she wants someone to play with.”
“Hey! You children!”
The dragon jerked her head up, startled by the shout. Jaina turned around. The Head Proctor stood at the head of the stairwell. The other children scattered away into the twilight.
The dragon roared. The fence rang as she rose up and crashed against it. Jacen snatched his hand away from the fence, and he and Jaina ran to the playfield. Jacen pressed the multitool into Jaina’s hand, and she hid it in her pocket.
The Head Proctor laughed at them.
“Now you’ll believe in the dragon, I think,” he said. “You children all line up! You’ve been very bad. I told you to get back to your studies.”
“We couldn’t hear you, sir,” Jaina said respectfully. “We thought you said to go outside.”
He glared at her. He looked very uncomfortable. He had swelling red bites on his wrists and his neck. He kept moving inside his uniform as if he wanted to scratch. Jaina looked him straight in the eye without laughing, even though she wanted to laugh.
“That’s right, sir,” Jacen said. “I thought I heard you say to go outside, and I was much closer to you than my sister!”
“That’s right, sir,” one of the other children said.
The Head Proctor was wearing a rumpled uniform with a dirty smudge across one arm, and all his medals pinned on crooked.
I bet he didn’t do his laundry when he was supposed to! Jaina thought. I bet he lets it pile up all over the floor of his room, and he didn’t have anything clean to put on when the myrmins and the sand got in his clothes.
Jaina felt very grateful to Winter, who always encouraged Jaina and Jacen to pick up after themselves. She had even shown them how to do their laundry if they needed to, if the laundry droid wasn’t working or forgot how you liked your clothes ironed.
“Get in line,” the Head Proctor said. All the other children lined up behind Jaina and Jacen.
The Proctors marched the children back inside. Jaina sighed. They had not escaped, and now they would have to spend all day staring at the horrible, dull displays that said how wonderful everything would be when Hethrir made himself Emperor.
Probably Lord Hethrir would come and lecture them, too. She was scared of that. He would probably know that she had caused all the trouble.
Jaina yearned for her classes back home. Sometimes she and Jacen read stories to Winter or to Papa and Mama. Sometimes they made up stories! Jaina was learning number theory and she loved it, it was so beautiful. On Munto Codru, Jacen had been studying first aid with Dr. Hyos and her child. Jaina bet Jacen was as bored with these dumb displays as she was. She bet all the children were bored.
Instead of taking the children to the study desks, the Proctors herded them back to their rooms. Most of the children groaned.
“Be quiet!” the Head Proctor shouted. “Your discipline is dreadful! Lord Hethrir will never choose any of you as his helpers at this rate.”
The children fell silent. Jaina realized she should have groaned, too, but the truth was that she no longer feared the dark of her cell. She was overjoyed that she would have a few hours, maybe all the way until tomorrow morning, by herself, to work and plan.
“You’ll spend the day in bed,” the Head Proctor said. “So that tomorrow, you’ll appreciate the opportunity Lord Hethrir gives you to learn.”
He opened Jaina’s door and pushed her inside and slammed the door closed after her.
Bits of sawdust scattered to the floor. But the Head Proctor had not noticed that Jaina had been drilling the wood.
And Lord Hethrir had not come to lecture them or inspect them.
Finally, outside Jaina’s cell, the faint sounds of closing doors and the voices of the Proctors and the sounds of their boots on the floor stopped.
Jaina rubbed some molecules of air together and created a faint light to work with. She brushed the last of the sawdust away from the hole she had made, pulled out her multitool, and began to drill again.
For several hours, the Firrerre passenger freighter hovered in space, coming alive. The first thing it did, long before it reached full power, was to disengage itself from Alderaan.
Leia took her ship out of range of the freighter’s propulsion field.
“Good luck,” she said, transmitting to the nameless Firrerreo.
He did not reply. The freighter hovered in space, gathering itself for its lonely voyage. Even if Leia could do any more to help the Firrerre ship, its inhabitants did not want her aid.
Leia checked on Rillao, who remained asleep. But Artoo-Detoo and the medical equipment thought her body was regaining its strength.
“Thank you for watching her,” Leia said to Artoo-Detoo.
Chewbacca came in and looked mournfully at the sleeping Firrerreo.
“What are we going to do?” Leia said. “This is a dead end! The trail is gone.” She tried again, reaching out desperately all around her for any trace of her children.
Rillao’s pain had blasted the trail out of existence.
The kidnappers tortured her, Leia thought. The nameless Firrerreo was wrong: Rillao wasn’t left here by the Empire at all. The kidnappers tortured her so no one could follow them!
Unless … they’re the same people.
That would make sense, Leia thought. And it would explain how they knew where to find the passenger freighters. But it doesn’t give me any better clues to finding them.
Chewbacca put one giant hand on her shoulder. The fur of his fingers tickled Leia’s cheek. His plaintive groan conveyed his sympathy and his grief. Leia’s family was his family, his Honor Family. He had chosen to share his life with the people she loved. She could not remain angry at him.
“The Firrerreo was right about one thing!” Leia said. “Our disguise is no disguise at all. We’ll never get anywhere if everyone knows we’re Leia and Chewbacca. And if we’re up against Imperial loyalists—come on!”
She took Chewbacca to her cabin and pulled out all the cosmetics in the dressing-table drawer. Chewbacca looked at them quizzically.
“You didn’t think my eyelids were this color naturally, did you?” she asked. “Didn’t you notice the color changes sometimes?”
He snorted.
“No, my skin doesn’t camouflage itself!” Leia said.
As she spoke, she pulled the pins from her hair and unbraided the long plait. Chewbacca watched with astonishment.
I so seldom take my hair down, she thought. Hardly anyone has seen me with my hair down in years … except Han.
She had thought, over the years, of cutting her hair, but the idea was too radical. On Alderaan, adults grew their hair long and usually kept it bound.
Feeling reckless, Leia brushed her hair loose and free over her shoulders. She stood up. Her hair spilled almost to her knees. She kept brushing it, till it parted down the center and hung on either side of her face and draped down over her breasts. It tended to fall across her eyes, so she looked out through a curtain.
All the better, she thought. All the better to hide me with.
She rummaged through the bottles and packets. Some she had bought on a whim and never even tried. She kept them on her ship because her ship was her place for whims and fancies.
Leia remembered the first time she had taken Han out on Alderaan. She shook the stirring memory away. Now was no time for such memories.
Several packets of color-crawlers lay in her hand.
“Aren’t you tired of being chestnut all the time, Chewbacca?” she said. She tore open a package of black and a package of silver, mixed them together, and tossed them at Chewbacca. He blew out his breath in surprise, reached up as if to brush them off, then looked at them curiously.
The color-crawlers picked their way over and across and through his fur, leaving intermittent trails of black and silver behind them. Chewbacca plucked one up, delicately, let it crawl along his finger, and watched it streak a patch of chestnut hair with silver. The hair on his chest had already begun to mottle with silver and black.
Amused, the Wookiee let the color-crawlers have their way with his fur.
“Soon you’ll just be one more brindled Wookiee.” Leia said. “Now. What about me?”
Chewbacca chose several different greens and handed them to her.
“I look terrible in green,” Leia said. “I can’t imagine why I bought those.” She chose, instead, several shades of ordinary brown and let them loose in her hair.
I can’t imagine why I bought these colors, either, she thought. I gave Chewbacca the best shades. Oh, well.
She chose one package of very dark green and opened it into her hair.
Chewbacca whuffled with approval.
I’m going to look so boring, Leia thought.
But I want to be invisible, Leia reminded herself. There’s no way to make Chewbacca invisible. I only have to make him not-Chewbacca. And I have to make sure no one notices me.
She was glad Artoo-Detoo was a common sort of droid, so she did not have to disguise him, too.
She envied Han his beard. Such an easy way to hide one’s face. She considered disguising herself as a man, but only for a moment.
In stories, she said to herself, princesses always disguise themselves as princes. But princesses in stories never have any hips. They never have any breasts. No. I’d look like a woman in disguise; I’d only draw more attention.
Better to be invisible.
Chewbacca gazed at his changing fur with every evidence of fascination. But then he sighed, deeply, woefully. His sigh echoed in the empty space in Leia’s heart where she could not find any perception of her children.
“We can’t be Leia and Chewbacca anymore,” she said.
Chewbacca raised his head slowly. His eyes were dark and sad and questioning.
“We have to be Lelila and Geyyahab—we have to be Lelila and somebody, if you don’t want to be Geyyahab you can choose another name.”
Chewbacca—Geyyahab—indicated that he accepted her choice of names, but did not understand the necessity.
“Whoever stole the children meant it as a strike against me,” Leia said. “And against you and Han and Luke. The kidnappers will expect us to come after them. They’ll be watching for us. Setting a trap. I think the only way we’ll defeat them is with surprise.”
Chewbacca whined at her quizzically.
“No,” Leia said, in despair. “I don’t know who they are. Or where they went.” But they must be remnants of the fallen Empire, she thought. Who else could hate me enough to attack me through my children?
She grabbed the most lurid vial of eye-paint from the clutter on her bed. She wrenched the vial open and slashed the purple paint across her eyelids, under her eyes, like the kohl of desert fighters. She highlighted her forehead and her cheeks with gold.
“I’ll find out,” she said. “Maybe Rillao knows who—who hurt her. But if she doesn’t, I’ll wake up every passenger on every freighter, if I have to. Someone must know who they are and what they plan. And where to look for them.”
She looked in the mirror. Her hair hung around her face, half hiding her. Her eyes peered out, intense and dark and wild with purple. The paint’s gold and ruby enhancers glittered and shifted. She looked less like a desert fighter than a saloon dancer.
It doesn’t matter, she said to herself. All that matters is, I don’t look like Leia anymore. From now on, I’m Lelila.
Artoo-Detoo buzzed fast over the threshold, hesitated, and hooted as its sensors took in the changes in its biological companions. As soon as the droid recognized them, it reversed and vanished again.
Lelila the bounty hunter jumped up and ran after the droid. Behind her, Geyyahab her client followed along, the change in his fur nearly complete.
Han had to admit that as far as he could tell, the game had been honest. Of course, as far as he could tell, Waru was legit, too, and he did not believe Waru either.
He plodded down the street toward the lodge, reeking of six kinds of smoke, his head aching. He wished he had drunk another glass of local ale; he might feel better. He thought the stuff had magical healing powers.
“Just like Waru,” he muttered.
He reached the lodge. The proprietor popped up and greeted him in a friendly manner.
Threepio must have paid our bill, Han thought. Wonder what our cordial host will say tomorrow when we ask for an extension … and don’t pay for it?
He climbed the steps, tripping only once, and counted doors carefully till he came to his own. It opened for him. The eerie glow of Luke’s lightsaber flowed over his feet and across the carpet.
Han quickly straightened his shirt, combed his hair and his beard with his fingers, and strolled casually inside. The blade of the saber hummed and disappeared. Luke sat in the corner, exactly as he had the night before.
“Hi, Luke,” Han said, pretending to be much more cheerful than he felt.
“We have to talk,” Luke said. “Xaverri and I, we went back to the—the ceremony. Han, there’s no mistaking what we saw—what you saw.”
Unable to maintain his pose, Han flung himself on his bed and covered his face with the pillow. His head ached fiercely.
“Master Han!” Threepio’s feet clattered metallically on the floor tiles. “I paid our bills. Thank you very much! I will have other expenses to pay, in the morning, perhaps before you arise, and I wondered—”
“I’ll give it to you tomorrow,” Han said.
“But I had thought to go shopping early. Were I to lay in some provisions, that would save my human companions from the expense of eating in restaurants—”
“We’re on vacation! Half the fun of being on vacation is eating in restaurants!” Han tried to remember when the last time was that he had eaten. Have I been subsisting on local ale? he thought. The stuff is even better than I thought.
“—and it would allow me to serve you breakfast in bed.”
“Can we talk about it tomorrow?” Han said. “I really need some sleep.”
“Did you lose all the money?” Luke asked.
Han flung himself up. The pillow fell off his face and flopped onto the floor.
“No.” He shrugged, and grinned. “Not all of it.”
“Oh, Master Han,” Threepio said. “How am I to go shopping in the morning, if you lost all our money?”
“I didn’t lose all of it,” Han said. “I can get more. I just had a bad evening. Relax. Now can I get some sleep?”
“No,” Luke said. “Dammit, Han, wake up!”
“How can I wake up when you haven’t given me a chance to go to sleep yet?”
The blade of Luke’s lightsaber shivered into being. The ghostly green light filled the room. It brightened, oddly, to pure white; its low hum rose to a shriek. Han shouted in protest.
Luke quickly turned off the lightsaber and slipped the handle beneath his robe.
“What was that?” Han asked. He was wide awake.
“I don’t—nothing. It’s all right.” He sounded uncharacteristically startled. “Han, this Waru … if we could persuade this being to come back with us, we could make a tremendous difference in the Republic. The Jedi—and your legions, of course—protect the peace. Waru could directly improve people’s lives.”
“Waru isn’t a Jedi—for certain?”
“No. I mean … I’m not getting any of the perceptions I ought to feel.” He leaned forward, intent. “When your kids were born, I knew, right away, that they belonged among us. Especially Anakin. When I first saw him, and he looked straight at me—” Luke exhaled loudly. “If Waru were Jedi, I don’t think I’d make a mistake.” He interlaced his fingers, opened his hands, stared at his palms. “But maybe Waru is connected to the Force, by some means we aren’t aware of. Some means I’m not aware of.” He pulled his hands apart and clenched them into fists. “I just don’t know! And I’ve got to find out.”
“Okay, okay, take it easy.” Han rubbed his face. He was so sleepy he could hardly keep his attention on what Luke was saying, despite Luke’s urgency.
“Xaverri said she thought Waru was dangerous. A danger to the Republic, she said. And now you want to take him—it—the being—back to the heart of our government?”
“Waru has attracted a lot of followers here. They could form a powerful faction. Wouldn’t it be best to cooperate, right from the beginning?”
Han chuckled. “You don’t usually sound like a politician.” Han doubted that Luke cared one way or the other if Waru’s followers formed an opposition to Leia’s government. But the young Jedi was fascinated with what he perceived as remarkable abilities; he obviously wanted Waru where he could keep an eye on the being, and perhaps even learn from him.
Han still had no idea why Xaverri thought Waru was dangerous.
Han produced one of his last coins, as if he had brought it out of thin air.
Luke smiled slightly. “Not bad.”
“I told you, more where this came from.” Han made it disappear again.
Threepio approached. “How were you able to do that?”
Han produced the coin from Threepio’s mouth.
Threepio’s eyes changed. “Do that again, if you please, Master Han.”
Han complied.
“Ah,” Threepio said. “Exceedingly dexterous.”
“What’d you do?” Han asked. “Slow it down?”
“Indeed I did, Master Han.”
“Did you watch Waru that way?”
“I regret that I did not, sir,” Threepio replied to Han. “I was so intrigued by what Mistress Xaverri had brought us to see, it did not occur to me.”
“Where is Xaverri, anyway?” Han asked. “Did she go home?”
“She stayed back at the compound,” Luke said. “She wanted to—”
“You left her there?”
“Sure.”
Han grabbed his boots from the floor where he had just thrown them and wrestled them back on.
“She’s lived here for years,” Luke said reasonably. “She’s been attending Waru’s meetings since they began. She knows how to take care of herself.”
“You said yourself, something weird is going on—”
“And you said it was a fraud!”
“Just because something’s a fraud doesn’t mean it isn’t dangerous. You saw how Xaverri reacted yesterday.” He hunted around for his jacket, then realized he had never taken it off.
Han Solo ran out the door.
Rillao lay very still beneath the shroud of medical equipment. Only her eyes moved. Her gaze flicked over everything in the room, searching for weaknesses, searching for escape. A moaning growl shuddered deep in her throat.
Lelila stood in the doorway, regarding the Firrerreo dispassionately.
Compassion was wasted on the nameless Firrerreo, Lelila thought. Besides, I can’t afford compassion.
She waited till Rillao’s gaze found her.
Lelila moved forward deliberately, and stopped a pace away from Rillao’s bedside. Rillao glared at her.
“I saved you,” Lelila said.
“Who asked you to?” Rillao’s voice was hoarse and rough.
“I saved you from torture, Rillao,” Lelila said. She adopted the speech habits of the unnamed Firrerreo who used names to gain power. “I freed you from the web, I took you from the passenger freighter, I brought you to my ship, and I healed you. Rillao.”
Rillao’s expression changed. Apprehension replaced some of the arrogance.
“You own my name,” she said. “Do you also own my body?”
“Perhaps I did, for a moment,” Lelila said. “But I give it back to you.”
“Magnanimous of you,” Rillao said. She glanced around the cabin, with its understated elegance and its up-to-date medical equipment. “You are too rich, I suppose, to worry about the profit.”
“Profit?” Lelila said.
Rillao stared at her, disbelieving. She pushed herself up on her elbows, shrugging away the medical equipment’s sensors. Her striped hair snarled in sweaty tangles. The medical equipment, noting her recovery, pulled up to the ceiling to protect itself.
“The freighter was taken from its route,” Rillao said. “It was hidden, far off trade routes. If you aren’t a slaver, how did you find it? What are you doing here?”
Lelila’s knees went weak. She locked them, or she would have fallen. She felt herself go cold and pale, and she was glad her hair nearly hid her face. She wished she had put on even more makeup. Behind her, Geyyahab roared in surprise and fury. Lelila reached back, grabbed his hand, and silenced him with a squeeze of warning.
Slavery had existed under the Empire. But the Republic ended the practice. The government she served had sought out the people bound by the ugly Imperial laws. They were free. The Empire no longer existed to sell political prisoners into slavery, to steal their children and sell them.
There were no slavers to steal Anakin and Jaina and Jacen!
“How long have you been here?” Lelila asked suddenly. “How long did you sleep?”
“I never slept,” Rillao whispered. “I was not one of the freighter’s original passengers.”
“But did you know the Empire—”
“I was brought here five years ago,” Rillao said.
“—is defeated? Oh. You must. But the Republic stopped the slave trade!”
“Some exist who are content to allow that belief. It suits their purposes, to steal people in secret.”
Chewbacca—Geyyahab! Leia reminded herself, Geyyahab and Lelila!—wrapped his huge hand around her upper arm. She leaned gratefully against his strength. But he, too, trembled.
Rillao stretched her right hand toward Lelila. A deep, badly healed, patterned scar disfigured her palm. A slave mark. Lelila had seen scars like that before, on the hands of people requesting medical treatment to have them removed. Before they asked for anything else, they asked to have the scars removed.
Lelila wondered if the brindled chestnut hand on her arm had also borne a slave mark.
“That’s all in the past,” Lelila said. “My equipment can’t take the scar away, but as soon as we get back to civilization—”
Rillao closed her hand, folding her long slender fingers flat against her palm. There was nothing of a fist about her motion, but a move of concealment, protection.
“No,” she said. “I have reason to keep that scar a while longer.”
She pushed herself to her knees on the bunk, lurching clumsily in her weakness.
“How did you find this place?” she demanded.
The most important commodity Lelila and Rillao had between them to trade was information. Lelila decided to spend some of her currency.
“I followed a ship here.”
The bedclothes shredded in Rillao’s clenched hands.
“Did you kill it?” she said, her voice suddenly empty. “Did you kill the ship?”
“Of course not!” Lelila exclaimed. “Lie down, Rillao. You’re too weak to get up.”
“Did you—”
“Lie down! And I’ll tell you what happened.”
Reluctantly, Rillao lay back on the bunk. She pulled the shredded blanket with her, fraying its torn edge with her fingers.
“I followed the ship here.”
“Through hyperspace? That’s impossible!”
“I have a method, Rillao.” It pained Leia to see Rillao flinch every time her name was spoken, but Lelila the bounty hunter took some comfort in having the upper hand. “Don’t question me too closely.”
“You saw the ship?”
“I did not. It was too far ahead of me. It came, and went.”
“But you can trail it!”
“No. My method was … disturbed.” She could not say that Rillao’s own pain had created the disturbance. The Firrerreo might guess Leia’s abilities. “The trail is gone.”
Rillao slumped back. The moaning growl returned, but stopped abruptly as Rillao struggled to control herself.
“Do you know where the ship went?” Lelila asked.
Rillao shook her head. “It could have gone anywhere. Some places are more likely than others: where slavers, and others, hide, and wait, and gather their resources, and plan for the Empire Reborn.”
“The Empire Reborn?” Leia scowled. “More deluded supremacists!”
Neither Leia of the New Republic nor Lelila the bounty hunter understood why anyone would maintain loyalty to the old Empire, after its defeat, after the revelations of its atrocities. But, then, neither of them understood why Rillao wanted to keep her slave mark, either.
“The adherents of the Empire Reborn are powerful and wealthy. They have sworn a blood oath of secrecy and devotion.” Rillao named several worlds where followers held power.
All the names surprised Lelila.
“And Munto Codru as well?” she asked.
“Munto Codru is a backwater,” Rillao said, shrugging a dismissal. “And far too independent. Munto Codru was never amenable to the Empire. No one I ever heard of cared to hide on Munto Codru.”
Leia put aside her concern about the Empire Reborn. Time to deal with it, after the children were safe. She had no attention to spare for anything else.
“Why did you think I’d killed the ship?” Lelila asked.
“Its owners have many enemies.”
“Including you, I’d think,” Lelila said.
Lelila the bounty hunter had no children trapped aboard that ship. She had no reason to shudder when she thought: How many people might want to kill it? Eventually, someone will succeed.
“Why did it trouble you so, Rillao, that I might have killed it?”
Rillao stared in silence at the shredded bits of blanket in her hands.
“Answer me, Rillao,” Lelila said.
“My son is on the slaver ship!” Her voice broke. She wailed, with an eerie keening of desperate grief that lifted the hair at the back of Lelila’s neck.
Lelila glanced back and up at Geyyahab. He blinked at her with infinite sadness, brushed past her into the cabin, and sat on the deck beside Rillao’s bunk. He placed his huge brindled hand over Rillao’s scarred one.
Lelila wanted to go to her, too, to embrace her and reassure her. But that was too much her other identity. Lelila the bounty hunter remained aloof.
She waited till Rillao’s wail faded. Rillao’s grief remained too intense to shut out. Geyyahab patted Rillao, crooning a purr that Lelila had never heard from a Wookiee before.
“Rillao,” Lelila said, when both the Firrerreo and the Wookiee had fallen silent.
Rillao raised her head and looked her straight in the eye.
“We’ll find him,” Lelila said. “Your son. When I catch up to that ship, we’ll find him. But you know more about the slavers. You must help me figure out where to go to catch them.”
* * *
Han was badly winded by the time he reached Waru’s dome, even taking the shorter public route.
Too much generaling, Han thought, and not enough work.
The field outside Waru’s temple was deserted. Han paused beneath the filigree of the entry arch. For all he knew, it said “No admission allowed after the service has begun.”
After the performance has begun is more like it, Han thought.
He did not care if the sign said “No admission.” He plunged through the arch and across the courtyard. Instead of experiencing the silence as serene, Han felt oppressed by the brooding quiet.
“I’ll talk in here if I want to!” Han said out loud.
He slipped into the theater.
The auditorium was filled, as before, with supplicants. They filled the seats, the resting pillows, and the aisles. Han had no way to get down to the front, where Waru held court. Standing on tiptoe, Han tried to look over the heads and backs and carapaces of the assembly. Finally he spotted Xaverri, standing near Waru’s base. As far as he could tell, she was all right, though he did not much like the way she stood with her head down, her shoulders slumped.
If she collapses again, Han thought … What will I do? What can I do?
He scanned the huge room, searching for another way to reach the stage. But the auditorium was dangerously crowded.
Waru had accepted another subject for healing: an Ithorian family.
“Do you wish me to try to heal you, seeker?” Waru said.
Waru’s voice filled the auditorium. Inclined to find everything about Waru suspicious, Han noted the difference between Xaverri’s private conversation with the being and the public voice that drew everyone’s attention more firmly to the ceremony.
“Then I will try to help you,” Waru said.
Han snorted, then wiped the contemptuous expression from his face as a huge leathery being turned slowly to loom over him, gazing down with irritated distraction.
“Just a little allergy,” Han said.
The being waved its ears and returned its attention to Waru.
Han could not reach the foot of the stage. The crowd was impassable. Han tried to keep an eye on Xaverri, for all the good it would do; at the same time he watched Waru’s performance and tried to figure out the illusion.
A subfamily of Ithorians approached the altar. The quintet of tall, crooknecked beings carried a blanket-wrapped companion to Waru. The tallest of the Ithorians opened the blanket, revealing a youth, painfully thin. Its intelligent eyes blazed at the ends of its hammer-shaped head, and it struggled to remain upright. The adult family members petted it and whispered to the youth, perhaps promising that they would soon return to their herd-city, and helped the child lie down on Waru’s altar. Their stereo voices warbled strangely in the theater.
The youth was pathetically weak. The family gave it into Waru’s care and stepped back.
As before, the gold scales liquefied, flowed, and covered Waru’s patient. Ichor dripped around the cocoon and solidified. Light glowed through the translucent covering.
But after that, everything changed.
Waru shuddered violently, crying out. The cry rose and fell, simultaneously: it climbed to a piercing shriek and descended to a rumbling roar. The high pitch screamed in Han’s hearing, then vanished above his range. He felt as if his brain were being pierced by sound waves. At the same time, the low roar became an unsettling vibration. The walls reverberated at a low pitch that shook Han’s bones.
It sounded, to Han, like a great cat growling in satisfaction over its prey.
The supplicants cried out in a horrified, keening wail, and fell to the floor before Waru, covering their eyes. Only Han was left standing. Even Xaverri knelt at the base of the altar, her head down.
Waru shuddered.
But this ritual was different. Han strained to see, but he was certain Waru had changed the procedure. Instead of expanding, the chrysalis clenched, as if it were squeezing the Ithorian youth.
Waru sighed.
The chrysalis exploded. Like the embers from a forest fire out of control, whipped by a screaming wind, brilliant sparks whirled up from the altar. The whirlpool of fire spiraled through the hall. Sweat burst out on Han’s forehead. The air became hot and oppressive.
Han watched in horror.
Waru’s scales fluttered, and smoothed.
On the altar, the Ithorian youth lay in a collapsed pile of awkward limbs. The youth’s family huddled in a heap, holding each other, crying, afraid to look up.
“I regret,” Waru said. “I regret. I cannot always succeed. Perhaps you waited too long to ask my help, or perhaps your offspring’s time had come.”
The Ithorian family climbed uncertainly to their feet, holding each other, silent.
“We honor you, Waru.” Speaking Basic, the shortest of the Ithorians blinked sadly. The Ithorian’s voice fell to a ragged whisper. “We honor you.”
“I have exhausted myself,” Waru said. “I must rest.” The golden scales contracted together, closing the ichor-producing veins.
Acquiescing to Waru’s demand, the Ithorian family wrapped its offspring in the blanket, now a shroud, and picked its way from the altar through the crowd. The people made way for them, then followed them out of the theater.
Han pressed himself against the rear wall of the theater. Sweat sparkled and prickled in his vision. He closed his eyes, trying to blot out what he had seen. People brushed past him, and finally the hall was silent.
“Come with me, Solo,” Xaverri said.
He opened his eyes. She stroked his arm, gently, soothing him; he stared at her. Horror possessed him. He could not speak. He could barely breathe. Xaverri wrapped her fingers around his, and led him silently from the theater.
Behind them Waru hulked, and slept.
Xaverri and Han walked in silence through the courtyard. Even after they passed beneath the arch, they did not speak.
Luke ran toward them across the field, his robes flying. Threepio hurried after him, falling behind with every step.
Luke stopped in front of Han and grabbed him by the shoulders.
“What happened? Are you all right?”
“Waru … I don’t know. I’m all right, but …” Han drew a deep breath, trying to collect himself.
“I felt—I don’t know, a disturbance—” Luke let Han go and rocked back on his heels and raked his fingers through his hair. “What’s going on, Han? I feel like I’m standing on quicksand, and I can’t find solid ground.”
“Somebody died,” Han said softly. “A kid. Come on, let’s go back to the lodge.”
Without a word, Luke and Threepio—Threepio, without a word!—turned and joined them.
Han trudged up the path, with leaden feet.
When they were out of sight of Waru’s dome, Xaverri drew Han from the trail. She took his hands and looked into his eyes. He tried to shut her out. He did not want to think about what he had seen.
“Now,” she said, “do you understand why I think Waru is true … and dangerous?”
“Yes,” Han said, his voice as hoarse as if he had been screaming.
The Ithorian family had given the youth into Waru’s care.
And Waru had killed it. Killed it, and pretended effort and weakness and exhaustion in its benefit.
But I saw Waru crush that child, Han thought, and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it.
Han had heard Waru’s growl of satisfaction as the Ithorian youth’s life passed into Waru’s power.
“Yes,” Han said. “Now I understand.”



Chapter 8
Rillao’s strength returned quickly. She sat up in her bed, eating stew as the unnamed one had: picking out the chunks of meat with her fingers, then drinking the sauce when the meat was gone. Beside the wide port, Lelila and Geyyahab sat with her and planned a strategy. Outside the ship, the hijacked ships orbited each other in a complicated dance, against a brilliant backdrop of stars.
Rillao watched the ship of the Firrerreo through the porthole.
“Lelila,” she said, “when you found me, did you find anything else, anything … strange?”
“Besides a web feeding on your body? Besides a shipload of abandoned people? Something strange like what?”
“Like a small machine. You could … hold it in your hand. Perhaps it was on the table, or fallen on the floor?”
“No,” Lelila said. “What was it?”
“Nothing,” Rillao said. “Nothing of any importance.”
Beyond the group of passenger freighters, the ship of the Firrerreo began to accelerate. It moved slowly out of the dance of ships, speeding up so gradually that its motion was nearly imperceptible. The acceleration would accumulate, second by second and year by year, until the ship plunged toward its destination at a measurable fraction of the speed of light. Rillao watched the ship. Starlight shone along its dark flank, picking it out with streaks of silver.
“You and your son should be on that ship,” Lelila said.
“Yes …” Rillao replied.
“Will you join them, when you recover him?”
“I cannot think that far ahead. I can only think of finding him.”
Lelila rose.
“Where are you going?” Rillao asked.
“To the other ships. To wake people, to ask them if they know where we should go. And to free them.”
“That would be a waste of time.”
“Freeing them?” Lelila exclaimed.
“Yes! They know nothing of their abductors. If you wake them now, you’ll have to help them be on their way. It will take days.”
“Do you expect me to leave them here, derelict?” Thinking that she had sounded too sympathetic, Lelila added, “If I free them, they’re likely to be … grateful.”
“They haven’t the resources to be grateful,” Rillao said. “They’re refugees. Exiles. They have nothing you could want—unless you want their seed corn.” She snorted. “And you can always come back and get that.”
“How can you be sure no one here knows where our quarry went?” Lelila asked.
“Sit down, and I will tell you.”
Unwillingly, Lelila sat on the edge of the chair. Her nerves tingled as if they extended beyond her skin. They made her restless and sensitive. If she tried to use the sensitivity, she slipped off into the despair that had gripped her previous identity. As soon as she had reached this wilderness of drifting, dying ships, her sensitivity had not only failed but punished her.
Lelila the bounty hunter craved action, any action, that would keep her from remembering.
Rillao closed her eyes, took a deep long breath, and began to speak.
“An evil man—I will tell you his name—seized the ships drifting here in this desert. He thought he had the right, because he was responsible for their existence. He was responsible for building them, for arresting and convicting the people imprisoned within them. Any world that defied the Emperor, he condemned.
“This evil man—I will tell you his name—even condemned his own homeworld. His own planet, Firrerre! And all his own people.
“He condemned people, and sent them into the wilderness to colonize new planets.
“In a thousand years he would seek them out, and plunder whatever they had built.
“For, you see, this evil man—I will tell you his name—believed the Empire would last a thousand years. He believed he would live a thousand years. He believed that when he returned to the people he had wronged, their descendants would remember him as a god. An evil and all-powerful god whom they must obey.
“For, you see, he was Procurator of Justice for the Empire.”
Rillao’s calm, storyteller’s voice broke with contempt on the word justice. Lelila nodded, and Geyyahab, sitting on the floor beside the bed, rocked back and forth in grim understanding. The Procurator of Justice had been a shadowy, mysterious figure, never named or pictured during the Emperor’s reign.
His actions had been anything but mysterious. Both Lelila and Geyyahab remembered the Empire’s justice.
“But his plans went awry. The Empire fell! His power vanished. He fled. But he fled with his resources intact: wealth, and sycophants, and above all his own small planet, a worldcraft, which can travel between the stars.
“He chased down the passenger freighters he had dispatched into the void. He towed them into hyperspace.
“He would not wait a thousand years. He would plunder them now!
“He could have freed his former prisoners. He could have returned them to their homeworlds, to their families. He could have submitted himself to the compassion of the New Republic, which is said to be merciful—”
Lelila glanced at Rillao sharply from behind her curtain of hair, seeking recognition but not finding it.
“—and perhaps he would have been forgiven.
“But this evil man—I will tell you his name!—did not ask for the Republic’s mercy. He towed the captured freighters into hyperspace, and he brought them here. He left their passengers sleeping and unaware. He visits. He passes through the ships like the vengeful god he wished to be. He chooses children, and takes them away to sell them into slavery.
“Sometimes he wakes the parents and tells them he is stealing their children. For the adults are rebels and he would like to break them. Then he could sell them, too.
“He lives in luxury, planning the rebirth of the Empire. Planning to rule over the Empire Reborn!
“His name … is Hethrir.” She spoke the name with a growl.
Rillao smiled with grim satisfaction when she revealed the Procurator’s name. She folded her hands, finished with her story.
“Is that … is that what happened to you? He made you watch while he stole your son?”
“It is more complicated than that,” Rillao said. “My relationship with Hethrir is … unique.”
“How could your people leave, knowing their children had been stolen?” Lelila cried.
Rillao hesitated for some moments before replying.
“Their children were not stolen. My son is the only youth of our people left alive. Hethrir did not force my people to watch their children be sold into slavery. He took them away from Firrerre, and he left their children behind. Then he destroyed our world. He made them watch while their children, and all the rest of our people, died.”
Rillao folded her hands in her lap and lay back on the bunk, drained even of her anger.
Lelila could not speak. She was horrified by the evidence of secret evil, an evil she believed had been vanquished. A few remnants of the Empire remained, of course, causing misery when they struck, but at least they had the spirit to reveal themselves.
This evil had to be uncovered. Hethrir had to be hunted down and captured. This “Empire Reborn” had to be destroyed.
She pulled her knees to her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs and buried her face.
“And now, I think,” Rillao said, “Hethrir has run out of freighter children to sell. Has he begun to steal them from the Republic’s worlds? Are you trying to rescue one?”
Lelila hesitated, then decided to tell as much of the truth as she dared.
“At first the parents thought it was a kidnapping. For ransom.”
“But no ransom demand arrived, so they hired you.”
“Yes.”
“And you are …” Rillao paused, choosing her words carefully to avoid offense. “You are new to this profession.”
“This particular profession, yes.”
“I will help you,” Rillao said. “And you will help me.”
“Yes,” Lelila said.
“Take us to Chalcedon,” Rillao said.
Rillao slept.
* * *
Tigris carried Anakin down the long tunnel to the worldcraft’s landing field, following Lord Hethrir and eleven handpicked Proctors. The newest Proctor strutted at the end of the line. Tigris hurried to catch up, to even out the line by walking two by two.
“Nursemaid!” The new Proctor sneered at him. “How dare you walk beside me? Walk behind me, where you belong!”
Humiliated, Tigris fell back.
I hope you die, he thought furiously at the new Proctor. It’s about time for a new Proctor to fail the purification ritual! I hope it’s you!
Whenever a purification ritual failed, the Proctors were all sworn to secrecy about the death of their comrade. No one ever bothered to extract an oath from Tigris, so he could tell the new Proctor the risk, if he chose. He held the power close to him, cherishing it, but once again decided not to use it. He would be loyal to Lord Hethrir, even without an oath.
Tigris’s arms ached from the weight of the child Anakin. The pain humiliated him. He had thought he was strong. He spent hours each day training with a practice sword. He trained during every bit of spare time he could snatch. Sometimes he snuck out of the dormitory in the middle of the night to practice, even though he had to fight to stay awake the next day, to be alert for Lord Hethrir’s commands. He only wished the worldcraft’s sleeping period always corresponded to the worldcraft’s night. He liked to practice in the darkness, where no one could see him, where no one could taunt him about using only a homemade practice sword instead of a real lightsaber. The worldcraft’s days and nights were so short that sometimes everyone slept during full daylight, and sometimes he was seen.
Anakin held tightly to Tigris’s neck. The hot light of the worldcraft’s tiny sun fell into the tunnel mouth. Silhouetted ahead of him, the Proctors followed Lord Hethrir onto the landing field.
The child can walk, Tigris thought. He should walk onto the Lord’s starship. He should approach his destiny on his own two feet.
Tigris put Anakin down.
“No!” Anakin shouted. “No, no, no!”
He grabbed Tigris by the leg and clutched him desperately.
“Stop it, now,” Tigris said. “You aren’t acting at all dignified.”
“Not walk!” Anakin screamed. “No!” He opened his mouth and screamed, a high-pitched cry that pierced Tigris’s hearing.
“Be quiet!” Tigris said.
Anakin only cried louder. Tigris crouched down beside Anakin, gently disengaging the child’s clenched fingers from his ragged brown robe.
“Little one,” Tigris said more gently, “everything will be all right.”
Anakin stopped screaming long enough to take a breath.
Tigris hugged the child.
“It will be all right,” he said again.
Anakin flung his arms around Tigris’s neck and sobbed quietly against his shoulder, hugging him fast.
Tigris tried to remember the last time another person had touched him. Lord Hethrir never touched him, even for discipline. The Lord’s voice was sufficient to impose his will. Tigris recalled with desperate envy the times when the Lord placed an approving hand on the head of one of his Proctors, or pinned a medal or promotion on one’s shoulder and shook his hand.
My mother was the last person to touch me, Tigris thought. I was ten, and she hugged me and smoothed my hair and told me she loved me. But all the time she was stealing my ability to touch the Force. And even Lord Hethrir has not been able to give it back to me.
The last person to touch me, Tigris thought with fury, was a traitor.
Anakin’s sobs slowed and changed to sniffles. Tigris suddenly realized that Lord Hethrir’s Proctors had crossed the field and disappeared into the starship. Lord Hethrir himself stood in the hatchway, waiting for Tigris and Anakin, watching with disapproval as Tigris spoiled the child with weakness.
Tigris jumped to his feet. Anakin clung to him, but his little hands slipped. He would have fallen if Tigris had not grabbed his wrist.
“No more crying!” Tigris said roughly. He pulled Anakin along a few steps. The boy hung back, struggling, his face puckering again. In the shadows of the starship’s hatchway, Lord Hethrir scowled.
Tigris scooped Anakin up, ignoring the ache in his own arms, and carried him across the field and up the gangway. The hatch folded closed behind them.
In the presence of Lord Hethrir, Anakin quieted. He watched the Lord thoughtfully, intensely. Tigris felt proud of the little boy. Anakin recognized Hethrir’s power, and acceded to it.
In silence, Lord Hethrir turned and led the way into his auxiliary starship. In the passenger compartment, the Proctors had already strapped themselves in. They pretended to pay him no attention, but one whispered, under his breath, “Nursie!”
Tigris flushed, but Lord Hethrir took no notice so Tigris pretended he had not heard the insult.
Hethrir gestured toward one of the couches. Tigris obediently disentangled himself from Anakin’s arms, placed the child in the couch, and strapped the harness around him. Anakin started to fuss. Tigris took Anakin’s hand, enfolding the small fingers. A stray thought flicked through his mind: the size of his own hand. His hands felt clumsy and disproportionately large for his body. He had been growing recently, but his arms and legs had not caught up to his hands and feet. His bones ached like an old man’s, especially after he had trained for hours. He felt clumsy. He was hungry all the time.
He sat in the couch beside Anakin and reached with his free hand for the harness.
“Leave him and come with me,” Lord Hethrir said sharply, and strode from the compartment.
Elated, shocked, Tigris leaped to his feet. The Proctors glared at him, offended and jealous. Anakin clutched his hand. Tigris pulled free and hurried after Lord Hethrir.
Anakin began to wail.
Tigris hesitated, glancing back at the crying child, then toward Hethrir.
The Lord waited impatiently at the control chamber. “Leave him!” he commanded. “Close the door. He must learn.”
Tigris obeyed. He knew Anakin should learn to control himself, but the child was so little, and a few words of comfort served to quiet him much better than leaving him to scream himself to exhaustion.
Panicked, the child cried. Tigris wanted to return to the passenger compartment. But Lord Hethrir had never before allowed him to ride in the pilot’s chamber of the starship. Surely one of the Proctors would quiet the boy.
If one did not, the child would have to comfort himself. Perhaps, if Lord Hethrir wished it, that was the right way to teach him strength and self-reliance.
Tigris followed his lord, wondering what this honor meant. Perhaps Lord Hethrir had finally decided to allow him to be a helper.
Lord Hethrir gestured to the copilot’s seat. Tigris took his place, his heart swelling with pride. It did not matter that he could not fly a starship. Perhaps Lord Hethrir planned to teach him.
“Never hesitate,” Lord Hethrir said softly, “when I give you an instruction.”
Tigris flinched. He clamped his hands around the armrests of the seat, so he would not tremble.
“Do you understand?”
“Yes, Lord Hethrir. But Anakin was so very upset—”
“Never hesitate when I give you an instruction.”
Tigris fell silent.
“Do you understand?”
“Yes, my lord,” Tigris whispered.
Lord Hethrir turned his attention to launching the starship, ignoring Tigris. Tigris could hear, faintly from the end of the hallway, the sobbing of Anakin.
The starship rumbled beneath them, then lifted off through the worldcraft’s thin blue band of atmosphere. The bright blackness of space and stars surrounded them.
Lord Hethrir’s silence stretched on like the starship’s course through space. Tigris thought of speaking, then thought better of it. He watched Lord Hethrir fly the starship, he let his gaze rest longingly on the smaller lightsaber Hethrir carried, and he tried not to listen to Anakin’s crying.
Finally even Anakin fell silent. The only sound was the engines’ faint vibration, almost too low to be a sound.
Hyperspace leaped toward them and streaked around them. Tigris gasped. Hyperspace thrilled him. He wished, someday, to try to explore it, to put on a pressure suit and go out in it, though many said that was impossible. Some said it would drive one mad; some said it would drive one to death.
Back at his room at the lodge, Han sank into the couch. The glass doors to the terrace hung slightly ajar. Heavy, hot air flowed over him. Han was exhausted and distressed. He pushed the doors wide open and breathed the humid night scents of Crseih Station. He wished for the cool and fresh night air of home.
Threepio hovered worriedly nearby, fussing about having no food to prepare, nothing to serve, and no money to buy dinner with.
“There is not even a sip of wine or a cup of tea, Master Han,” Threepio said.
“Never mind, Threepio,” Han said. “It doesn’t matter.”
“Tea is always good after a shock.” Threepio bustled away, hoping for better luck finding provisions in Luke’s room.
After Threepio left, Luke shook his head. His silence had lasted all the way back from Waru’s compound. Han’s experience distressed him.
“You should never have gone to Waru alone!” Xaverri said. “You should have waited, as I asked you to. You should have returned with me, as I asked you to.” She laughed bitterly. “But of course you never, ever did as I asked.”
“Excuse the hell out of me!” Han said. “You were there all alone, I was worried about you!”
“I have been with Waru all alone—truly alone, not with a thousand supplicants looking on—almost every day for a hundred days. Waru trusts me. If you keep behaving this way, Waru will stop trusting.”
“The Ithorian family trusted Waru, and look what it got them.”
Sorrow swept over him, and terror. In his mind, the memory of the Ithorian family transmuted itself to his own family. Though he knew it would never happen, he could not wipe away the image of him and Leia, Jaina and Jacen, begging Waru for help and placing Anakin on that altar. Though the oppressive heat made him sweat, he shuddered.
He had risked his own life a thousand times. He had never felt vulnerable, as he felt vulnerable now.
The kids are on Munto Codru, Han reminded himself. Jaina is dismantling some chrono; and Jacen is making friends with some critter that we’ll find out later is maybe just a little bit venomous; and Anakin is watching everything, taking in everything, looking for mischief to get into. Leia is watching over them, and Chewbacca is keeping watch over them all. They’re fine, they’re safe.
But he could not stop shivering.
“Did you know what was going to happen?” he asked Xaverri, in sudden fury. “Did you know Waru was going to murder that kid?”
“I knew—”
Han jumped up in shock, but Xaverri raised one hand, palm out, and stopped him.
“I knew another person would die. I cannot know when. I cannot know who. I did not know the Ithorian youth would die. It is impossible to know which subjects will die when they submit their lives to Waru. One can only attend, and watch, and wait.” She sighed. “I would not have had you see that, without warning. I could have warned you, if you had waited—as I asked.”
“Waru’s a healer,” Luke said reasonably. “No healer can succeed all the time. It’s tragic, but people do die. Even young people.”
“You didn’t see what happened!” Han said. “Waru didn’t fail. Waru planned what happened. Waru—” His voice broke. “Waru enjoyed it.”
“Do you believe, now, that Waru is no fraud?” Xaverri asked.
“I don’t know if Waru is a fraud or not,” Han said. No one who ever wanted to commit murder for profit, or power, or excitement ever needed to invoke the supernatural. “And I don’t care.” He could barely keep his teeth from chattering.
How can I feel so cold, when it’s so hot in here? he thought.
But Han knew the cold at his core would never disperse until he could stop what was happening.
“I do know Waru is evil,” he said.
“You can’t know that,” Luke said. “Not this soon.”
“Sure I can. I do. I know.”
“How?”
“How should I know? I don’t know! How do you know what you know when you know it?” Han paused, frustrated. “All I know is what I know!”
“I think you’re jumping to conclusions,” Luke said.
“I jumped to nothing,” Xaverri said, offended. “I observed. I gained Waru’s trust. I came to certain conclusions, and I requested your help.”
“Where did that thing come from?” Han asked. “What is it?”
“When Crseih Station belonged to the Empire,” Xaverri said, “the Procurator of Justice used it as his headquarters. He used it as a prison for enemies of the Emperor. He used it as a torture chamber for his own enemies. And he used it to perform savage rites.…
“It is said,” Xaverri said, “when people breathe their secrets in the darkness, that Waru appeared in response to the Procurator’s rites. It is said his sacrifices called Waru from empty space, and strengthened Waru with the lives of people.
“It is said,” Xaverri said, her voice falling to a whisper, “that they forged a pact, an alliance, that when Waru is satisfied, Waru will reward the Procurator with absolute power.”
A chill crept up Han’s spine.
Xaverri folded her hands in her lap; she closed her eyes.
“The Procurator of Justice is dead,” Han said.
Xaverri opened her soft brown eyes and gazed at him.
“He’s one of the survivors? The ones you’ve been tracking, and watching?”
She nodded. “I have been trying to catch up to him for a long time. I have discovered that he comes here. When he does, I will be waiting.”
“But Waru’s a healer,” Luke said.
“I need not tell you,” Xaverri said gently, “that a healer bears the knowledge to kill.”
“Do you have proof?”
“Han has seen the proof.”
“Luke, I’m sorry this isn’t working out the way you wanted,” Han said. “But we have to stop this thing.”
Luke simply gazed at him, as stubbornly defiant as he had ever been as a youth.
“If Waru’s a manifestation of anything,” Han said, “it’s the dark side.”
“No,” Luke said. “Not the dark side.”
“How do you know that?”
“I don’t know.” Luke smiled bitterly, ironically. “All I know is what I know.”
“That’s not much of an answer.” Han said.
“I know what the dark side feels like. I know what it’s like, to be in the dark side’s presence. This isn’t it.”
Threepio returned from Luke’s room. “Master Luke, we having nothing to eat.”
“We’ll go out, Threepio. Don’t worry.”
“We cannot go out, sir. We have no money.”
“Then we’ll worry about it tomorrow.”
“Perhaps I should return to the Falcon, and retrieve some provisions.”
“Go on, then!” Han said, unable to listen to Threepio for another second.
Threepio left, disappearing into the dark hallway.
“You shouldn’t have sent him away,” Luke said.
Han did not reply. He shivered deep and hard. The more he fought it, the worse it got. Xaverri rose from the couch beside him and went to Luke.
“Leave us for a bit, Master Luke,” she said.
Luke hesitated. He glanced from Xaverri to Han, and back again.
“He will be all right,” Xaverri said. “Only, please, leave us for a bit.”
Luke’s robe swirled around him as he left Han’s room and returned to his own. The door closed.
Xaverri sat beside Han. She took his hand between hers. Her familiar warmth was the only relief in the world from the cold of Han’s shivering.
“Solo,” she said, “I understand. We will stop Waru, you and I together. He is powerful, but we will think of a way. Now you must sleep, you must rest.”
She enfolded him in her arms. Unlike the heat of the station, the warmth Xaverri gave him reached his center.
His thoughts slipped back to the old days. The terrible shivering slowed, and slipped away, and ceased. Han fell asleep.
Lord Hethrir’s starship tunneled out of hyperspace. Normal space opened, bright with stars. Tigris bathed in beauty.
The starship’s shields formed, blocking out the intense radiation of the region.
A maelstrom of light blazed before them, barely dimmed by the shield: the cosmic whirlpool of a black hole’s accretion disk burned before them.
“I will be glad,” Lord Hethrir said, speaking for the first time since lifting off, “when I can travel in comfort. When I no longer need to hide my worldcraft from those lowborn thieves of the New Republic. I dislike leaving my home behind.”
“My lord,” Tigris said, “if I can be of service—if I can attend you—”
“No,” Lord Hethrir said.
“I beg your forgiveness, my lord.”
“It will be some hours before we reach Crseih Station,” Lord Hethrir said. “I must—meditate. I must prepare for the child’s purification.”
He rose. Tigris fumbled for his harness, for he should not remain seated while Lord Hethrir stood.
Lord Hethrir gazed at him.
Is it my imagination? Tigris wondered. Or is his expression kindly? Of course, he is thinking about the offering. Not about me.
“You must sleep,” Hethrir said. “You may sleep across my door.”
Tigris was amazed. To sleep at his lord’s door was an honor. A small honor, to be sure—not the same as being promoted to Proctor, or being permitted to serve him at table. But it was an honor nonetheless, the first one Lord Hethrir had ever shown him.
“Thank you, my lord.” He bowed his head.
Lelila prepared Alderaan for flight. She fastened safety straps around Rillao, then she and Geyyahab and Artoo-Detoo secured themselves in the cockpit. Lelila engaged the drive.
Alderaan came to alert around her. It displayed her surroundings, picking out each of the disabled ships, charting a safe course past them. Lelila felt guilty about leaving them, but Rillao was right. A few days this way or that would make no difference to the sleeping passengers. A few days’ delay for Alderaan might lose the children—all the children—forever.
She sent an unsigned message, an SOS from the stolen ships, to General Han Solo. Lelila the bounty hunter could not afford to think of asking the famous freedom fighter to come to her aid; she could not afford to think of the touch of his hand, the warmth of his body in the night, his grief and rage when he learned all that had happened.
Alderaan displayed its course to Chalcedon; Lelila accepted it. The ship powered forward. Lelila shouted out a cry of resolution. Beside her, Geyyahab roared in harmony. Alderaan exploded forward into hyperspace, plunging through the radial aurora.
Lelila and Geyyahab fell silent. They both felt better.
Han struggled against the terrible paralysis of sleep. Anakin was in danger. A great space-snake writhed toward the child, who watched with interest and a complete lack of fear. The snake metamorphosed into Boba Fett the bounty hunter, intent on kidnapping Han’s children so Han would be in his power as well. A reflection glinted off Boba Fett’s helmet, gold as sunlight. A scarlet vein of blood streaked through the reflection. The bounty hunter whispered a curse. The gold and red expanded, brightened, and transmuted themselves into the shape of Waru, the alien that even Threepio could not place. Waru whispered a promise to Anakin, and Han’s child clambered to his feet and ran toward the being.
Han knew if he could run after Anakin, or shout, or move a single muscle, he could catch him, save him, but the paralysis gripped him. He knew he was asleep, one twitch the wrong side of wakefulness; if he had the power to do anything he could stop the terrible dream—
“Solo! Solo, wake up!”
The shaking released him. The nightmare dissolved just before Anakin reached Waru’s altar. Han sat up with a great gasp of fear and relief.
Xaverri stopped shaking him, stopped holding him.
“A nightmare,” Xaverri said. “A nightmare, not real.”
Light and shadows fell through the open glass doors: strange light, stranger shadows.
“It could have been real, though,” Han said.
“I know,” Xaverri said softly.
He did not ask if she too had nightmares about Waru. He was still wrestling his own dreams. Besides, he thought he already knew the answer.
He was in bed—lying on his bed, to be more accurate, with his boots and jacket off and a light coverlet thrown over him. Xaverri sat on the bed beside him, on top of the coverlet.
“How’d I get here?” he said.
“I put you here, of course,” Xaverri said. “Time has passed—neither of us is of an age to rest well, sitting up.”
He remembered one night when their only choice had been to sleep sitting up, up to their necks in muddy swamp. They had slept in turns, holding each other, so they would not both slip beneath the surface and drown.
Xaverri smiled. “I did not offend your modesty,” she said.
“Do you have a family?” Han asked suddenly.
Her expression hardened. “You know that I had a family before you met me! You know that the Empire—”
“I mean now,” he said gently. “The Empire is a long time ago. Are you alone? Haven’t you found someone?”
“I will always be alone,” she said. “I will never again—” She stopped, and shook her head. “I will always be alone. If I had not made that vow, Solo, I would never have left you.”
“You’re cheating yourself,” Han said.
“In your opinion,” Xaverri said. “But imagine. If your nightmare had been real—”
Han stiffened. He rejected the possibility violently, as if to accept it would be to bring it to pass.
“It was just a dream!”
“If your nightmare had been real, would you not protect yourself from experiencing it again? No matter how many years ago it had been?”
“It was just a dream!” Han said again. The knowledge of his complete vulnerability swept over him, even stronger than the night before. He imagined what it would be like never to hold Leia in his arms again, never to hug his children again, never hear them giggle, feel them cover his face with wet childish kisses.
They’re safe, he told himself again. Safe on Munto Codru.
“Your experience was a dream, Solo.” Xaverri rose. “Mine was real.”
She left him alone. The door closed itself softly behind her.
Han threw the coverlet onto the floor and got up. In his stocking feet, he rapped on the door of Luke’s room and entered without waiting for a reply.
All the windows and curtains were open. The white dwarf, the crystal star, shone at its zenith as it crossed the orbit of Crseih Station. The black hole, the burning whirlpool, began to rise. Invisible itself, it spun in the center of its violent accretion disk, which exploded with released energy. Light flooded the room from two directions. Gradually, the light of the accretion disk overwhelmed the light of the white dwarf, splashing intense illumination and stark shadows across the floor.
Luke sat crosslegged on the balcony, his back to Han. He did not speak.
Threepio straightened. The droid had set the table with ration packs from the Millennium Falcon. Washcloths from the bathroom served as napkins.
A tumbler of grotesque and contorted flowers formed the centerpiece. Generations ago, while Crseih Station was still being properly maintained, the flowers might have started out as some recognizable species. Over the years, as the radiation shields became less and less reliable, they had mutated and changed into thick-petaled monstrosities that resembled slices of raw red liver infected with chartreuse tumors.
“Master Han!” Threepio said. “Are you hungry? I’ve prepared a light brunch … if we can rouse Master Luke.”
“I was hungry,” Han said. “Till I took a look at those flowers. Space the decoration, will you?”
“But sir, they are quite intriguing—”
“They’re the ugliest damned things I’ve seen since Oetrago.” He sat down. “And they smell!”
“They are flowers, sir,” Threepio said in a pained voice. “They are supposed to smell. It was only my intent to bring some cheer into the room, and if I may say so, I had to bear our host’s wrath to obtain them.”
Oh, fine, Han thought, but did not say aloud, another charge added to our bill.
Han went to the terrace door. “Luke! Breakfast.”
Han sat at the table and opened his unappetizing ration pack. When’s the last time I replaced this stuff? he thought. He glanced at the date on the package and winced.
“Threepio, why didn’t you bring some of the real food from the Falcon?”
“Because, Master Han, it was no longer fresh.”
“Neither is this.”
“Of course not, sir. It is preserved.”
“This is ridiculous. I’ll order us a decent meal.”
“That is impossible, sir. Our host, the lodge-keeper, insists that we pay as we go.”
Han sighed and resigned himself to a terrible, if sustaining, breakfast.
“Hey, Luke!”
Outside on the terrace, Luke rose slowly to his feet.
I can go out to the Falcon myself, Han thought, and get whatever’s left over in the galley. It might not be right out of the garden, but it’ll be better than this.
Luke’s shadow fell across the table, shivering, darkening.
“Sit down—” Han saw Luke’s face. “What’s the matter?”
“Leave you alone for a bit? A bit?”
“Huh? What are you talking about?” Han asked, baffled by Luke’s tone. “Oh—you mean what Xaverri asked you? Did you want to talk some more? Sorry, I fell asleep.”
“And she didn’t leave till this morning,” Luke said with a dangerous edge in his voice.
“No, she—wait a minute. What are you suggesting?”
“Suggesting doesn’t have anything to do with it.”
“Now look, kid—”
“Don’t call me “kid’!”
Luke’s hand slipped beneath his robe, where he carried his lightsaber.
“What the hell’s the matter with you?” Han asked, poised halfway between laughing and losing his temper. “What are you going to do? Chop me into little pieces because I spent a few hours alone with an old friend?”
He had not intended to sound defensive, but that was the way it came out. It offended him that Luke felt the need to chastise him for his behavior. It insulted him that Luke felt the need to remind Han of his vows to Leia.
“I don’t know what I’m going to do,” Luke said.
“Apologize. That would be a good start.”
Luke glared, without replying.
“If you don’t trust me,” Han said angrily, “if you don’t think Leia should trust me, why’d you come with me—or is that why you came with me?”
The ration pack crushed between Han’s fingers, littering the carpet with protein crumbs.
“I’m going out,” Luke said. “To try to cool down.” He headed for the door. “And I hope I don’t run into your ‘old friend’ while I’m at it.”
Threepio watched them, standing stock-still.
“Leave Xaverri out of this!” Han said. “This doesn’t have anything to do with her—”
Luke laughed bitterly.
“—it has to do with your opinion of me. Which obviously isn’t nearly as high as I thought it was.”
“I can’t talk to you right now,” Luke said. The door opened for him. “I won’t talk to you right now,” He plunged through the doorway, jerking the door closed behind him. But it refused to slam; it shut silently.
Han flung the crumpled ration pack on the floor among the protein crumbs.
“Blockheaded, arrogant, Jedi—Jedi kid!”
“Master Han!” Threepio said. “What in the world—?”
“It’s too complicated to explain,” Han said, as he left Luke’s room.
“Did Master Luke not like his breakfast?” Threepio asked plaintively.



Chapter 9
Alderaan streaked through hyperspace. Lelila the bounty hunter sat in the cockpit, letting the fireworks display of hyperspace light lull her toward hypnotic sleep.
It did not help. Hyperspace remained empty of any perceptible trail. Lelila sighed.
Geyyahab her copilot joined her, and let himself collapse in the navigator’s seat. The bandage on his leg displayed no warning sign of infection. Though the wound obviously pained him, he as obviously preferred to pretend he was all right. Lelila made no comment about it.
“You’re a very handsome color,” she said, admiring his black and silver striped fur, with the hint of chestnut beneath.
He touched the streaked brown hair hanging down before her face; he made a questioning sound, and looped a green strand around his finger.
“No,” she said, “it’s boring, is what mine is. But the color will do for the moment.”
Her starship fell out of hyperspace and powered toward Chalcedon. Lelila transmitted a reservation to the landing field at their destination. The artificial-intelligence scheduler accepted her message.
Leia gazed at the planet and several expanded displays. It was rocky, all right. Several great volcanic peaks rose from the flanks of the world, deforming the sphere. It was hard to imagine how the planet maintained a steady rotation.
The world had an atmosphere that was barely, marginally breathable, thanks to the continuing volcanic activity. It had some weather, mostly dry violent storms, and erosion. It had some water. But it had no indigenous life. Here and there, scattered across the surface of the world, as far from the tremendous volcanic peaks as they could be, a few blue and green blots blemished the surface: two struggling colonies, and a way station.
“Why would anyone want to live here?” Lelila said.
Geyyahab did not try to answer her rhetorical question. He strapped himself in and impatiently motioned to Lelila to do the same. She complied, while she checked with Artoo-Detoo that Rillao, too, was safely secured in the medical couch.
Her ship landed, a graceful fish settling to the scoured bottom of a river. The landing field was solid stone, blackened by spaceship exhaust. No dust scattered from the jets’ exhaust. A few other ships stood on the field.
Lelila jumped up when she heard Rillao. She hurried to join her. The Firrerreo had wrapped the sheet around her. She walked slowly, carefully. She had gathered her long striped hair and braided the ends together into a loose clump at the back of her neck. Her wounds had healed, leaving silver scars on her tawny skin.
“Do you have clothing?” she said to Lelila.
Lelila blushed, embarrassed not to have offered her any.
“Your unnamed friend—”
“No friend of mine,” Rillao snarled.
“—didn’t wear any, I thought your people don’t—”
“Nobody wears clothes in suspended animation,” Rillao said. “Even if the Imperial overseers who put you to sleep leave you with any to wear.”
Lelila took Rillao into her cabin and dug through the closet. Most of the clothing was out of the question; some would simply look ridiculous. Rillao was considerably taller than Lelila. Finally she found a splendid long green silk robe, meant as a lounging outfit. The fabric was heavy enough to be worn outdoors.
“Would this do?”
“It will suffice,” Rillao said. She shoved her long arms into the sleeves and unrolled the deep cuffs to their longest length, tied the sash twice around her waist, and kilted up the skirts of the robe between her legs to form makeshift pantaloons. She tucked the ends of the robe in the sash. “Better,” she said. “Let’s go.”
Geyyahab waited for them at the hatch.
“Please stay and guard the ship,” Lelila said to him.
He growled in refusal.
“Someone’s got to stay,” Lelila said. “No, not me, I’m the only one who hasn’t been knocked around.” She felt the need to keep the Wookiee hidden as much as possible.
Why do you want to hide Geyyahab? Lelila the bounty hunter asked herself. So what if anyone sees him? He’s just another brindled Wookiee …
She shook her head, fighting off a wave of confusion.
“Please,” she said to him again.
He sighed loudly and scuffed down the corridor to the cockpit.
As Lelila and Rillao climbed down from the ship, the ground quaked and rolled beneath them. Lelila gasped and grabbed the edge of the hatch for support.
“Earthquake,” Rillao said. “They’re common here.”
With the ground still shivering, she set off. Lelila hurried after her.
Soon they both slowed, for the air was thin and it had a bite. The volcanic trace gases hurt when Lelila drew them too deeply into her lungs. Rillao slowed to match Lelila’s pace.
“That droid is following us,” Rillao said.
Leia glanced back. A hundred paces behind, the little droid rolled toward them, making up the distance, beeping.
“That’s all right,” Lelila said. “The galley stores are low. We can buy food and some more medical supplies. The droid can take them back to the ship.”
The quiet of the landing field gave way to the spaceport bazaar. The noise of sellers and a small flute band roiled and tweeted around Lelila.
“What an impressive bazaar,” Lelila said dryly.
Rillao snorted. “We aren’t here for the bazaar,” she said. She strode on, but, like Lelila, she soon had to slow down. She coughed. “Foul air,” she said.
Several sellers offered their wares—fruit pockmarked with the acrid volcanic chemicals, vases and goblets and ornaments blown from local volcanic glass.
“Looks like mud,” Rillao said.
A troop of Twi’leks danced in the shadows of the bazaar wall. Swinging their prehensile head-tentacles, they cavorted around Lelila and Rillao. One plucked a small harp, while another whisked the air above Lelila’s head with a fan of insect wings. The wings traced pastel patterns, shedding glittery scales that stuck to Lelila’s skin and caught in her hair to shimmer before her eyes. Rillao, too, glowed in the sunlight with a dusting of iridescent wing-scales. The dancers spiraled in toward them, circling closer till Lelila grew tense and angry.
At the edge of the bazaar, the dance troop left them as suddenly as it had appeared: the spiral dance reversed and widened, and the troop disappeared between a canvas tent and a portable geodesic dome.
Lelila followed Rillao into the cobblestone streets of the town proper. The buildings hugged the ground, low dwellings of black stone blocks, worked so carefully they fit without mortar.
With every step, Lelila wanted to stop and demand that Rillao tell her where they were going, who they were looking for. But she suspected that asking for more explanations would cause her to lose face in Rillao’s eyes. She walked in silence, driven by desperation that she forced to the back of her mind.
The cobblestones gave way to rough glass brick. In this part of town even the houses were built of glass, the muddy native volcanic glass. The surrounding walls rose twice Rillao’s height, a forbidding barrier. Lelila wondered if the volcanic glass could be made transparent enough to look through. So far she had not seen a single window.
Rillao stopped in the spun-glass arch of a recessed doorway. The glass strands looked like streams of dirty water. A pattern of parallel glass rods decorated the door. Artoo-Detoo caught up to them and pushed into the recess beside them, crowding the space.
Why don’t they welcome us? Lelila asked herself. Then she thought, Who do you think you are, some princess who’s welcome anywhere she cares to go?
Rillao drew her fingertips across the glass rods. Each one hummed a different note. The crystalline music shimmered around them. A moment later the door swung open.
The glass wall surrounded a huge shallow pool filled with polished agate gravel. Water flowed over the bright agates, sparkling and trickling like music. Cobbled paths twisted across the pool-bed, and above, a strange webwork of thick glass fibers—glass so clear and colorless that it disappeared at certain angles—rose from the pools, lifting into delicate peaks.
The ground shivered gently. The glass webworks quivered and hummed.
Several beings draped their boneless bodies and prehensile trunks across the webworks, lounging in the glass framework. A number of other, similar beings moved leisurely in the pools, splashing the shallow water on their skins or burrowing down into the agates till only their eyes and trunk-ends showed.
One raised a radial trunk (it had five) and sprayed water high in the air. The sun glanced off the droplets and created a rainbow. One of the beings lounging on the web shook the spray off its skin and hooted in protest through two of its trunks.
Rillao led Lelila and Artoo-Detoo past the ponds and between the supporting struts of the webwork.
The person who lives here must be very rich, Lelila thought, to be so profligate with water on a world that’s mostly bare volcanic plain. And the person must be very brave, to build so high, with glass, in an earthquake zone.
The noon sun beat down through the webwork, surrounding Lelila with ethereal shadows and flecks of spectral color.
“These people look nothing like the people in the bazaar,” Lelila whispered to Rillao. Beyond that, they were a species of being with whom she was entirely unfamiliar.
“Of course not,” Rillao growled in an undertone. “No one is native to this world. Those were the peasants and traders. These are the bureaucrats.”
They followed a winding cobbled path, walking carefully on the slick places where water had splashed. No one spoke to them or took any more notice of them than they took of the ground tremors. Several of the beings pushed the agate gravel into new patterns, new contours.
Artoo-Detoo bumped along behind, hooting in disgust at the design each time he had to navigate an acute angle of the pathway.
Lelila and Rillao reached the center of the agate pool, directly beneath the highest point of the glass webwork.
In a small deep agate nest, one of the boneless beings shifted back and forth. Water sloshed peacefully to its rhythm. Only two of its prehensile trunks projected, one high and taking in air, the other low and exhaling, occasionally dipping beneath the surface to blow bubbles.
Rillao sat on her heels beside the agate nest, and waited.
Powerfully disinclined to sit and wait, Lelila remained standing, gazing around curiously at the unfamiliar courtyard. She bent down and reached for one of the polished agates.
Rillao grabbed her hand. The Firreireo’s scarred fingers clamped down with surprising force.
“Have you no manners?” she whispered. “Sit down and be quiet and keep control of your eyes—and your hands!”
“Let go!” Lelila jerked her hand away.
Rillao’s nails scratched her skin.
“Ouch!” One of the scratches cut deep enough to bleed. Lelila brought her hand to her mouth. She wondered if Rillao’s nails contained venom or allergen. She thought, I’m a bounty hunter, where would I learn manners, and why should I be punished for not knowing any?
“Your eyes, and your hands—and your voice!” Rillao said.
All right, Lelila thought, I’m a bounty hunter, I can sit quiet and wait if I have to.
She glared at Rillao, who gave no sign that she owed Lelila either explanation or apology. Lelila sat cross-legged and let her hair spread around her. The ends fanned out on the cobbles.
I can still see, she thought with satisfaction, but now no one can tell where my eyes are looking. No one can tell where my eyes are.
So she sat beside Rillao and watched the boneless beings lounge and spout and push agates into new swirls and patterns. Every so often she glanced at the being in the central pool. It breathed and blew bubbles and occasionally caressed an agate or two with its prehensile limbs.
Rillao balanced on her toes, her forearms relaxed on top of her knees. Her eyes were closed. Lelila thought, This is hardly the time or place for a nap!
She felt agitated. Anger and impatience trickled across her like the water in the agate pool. Beneath the surface, despair lurked.
Don’t get so involved in your prey, she said to herself. You’re a bounty hunter, if this one gets away you’ll always have another case to go after. Above all, you must stay calm.
A spark of light ignited at the back of her mind. She came to full awareness, full attention, thinking, I’m here, who’s calling for me—
The being burst upward, all its tentacles extended and twisting, and landed with a great gush of water. The fountain erupted from the agate pool and splashed Lelila from the top of her head to the ends of her hair.
With a shout of surprise, Lelila pushed herself back from the edge of the path. Her hair was so thick that it had protected her clothing from being drenched. The spark of light vanished, forgotten.
The wave soaked the path. Water flowed around her. She jumped up and sat on her heels like Rillao, out of the wet.
Artoo-Detoo squealed and rolled backward and rotated its carapace back and forth, shaking off the water like a dog. Lelila grabbed the droid as its back wheels touched the edge of the path. It rolled a handsbreadth forward, no closer, and settled stolidly on the cobbles.
“Enough, cease!” the being cried, speaking through one of its prehensile trunks. The central bulge of its body projected above the water and the ends of its tentacles writhed. Fine tendrils covered the tips of several of the tentacles (it had at least ten; ten was when Lelila lost count of the snaky limbs). Its mass of crystalline eyes swiveled toward Lelila and Rillao, like so many tiny antennae.
Rillao, who had endured the soaking without a sound or motion of protest, slowly opened her eyes.
“I have business, Indexer,” she said quietly.
“Business! Speak to my assistants. Why are you here, disturbing my concentration?”
“To solve a difficult problem,” Rillao said. To Lelila’s wonder, the Firrerreo offered a compliment. “Only the Indexer can make suitable connections.”
Mollified, the Indexer subsided into the agate pool.
“A challenge, you say,” the Indexer said.
“A very difficult one.”
“State your question.”
“We are in the trade,” Rillao said, in a voice flat and cold. “And we have been engaged to fulfill the requests of our employers.”
“Ah,” the Indexer said. “Employers of your own planetary group?”
“Yes,” Rillao said.
“Wishing the same?”
“Yes.”
Lelila struggled to decipher the code of the conversation. She wondered what difference the background of employers made. She started to say she was her own employer. The scratch on her hand gave her a brief, stinging twinge. She remembered Rillao’s caution to keep control of her voice.
“That is a challenge,” the Indexer said. “For you, that is to say.” The faceted eyes clumped together in the direction of Lelila. “In the case of her, who knows? We will worry about her later.” The faceted eyes returned their focus to Rillao. “I thought your people were extinct.”
“Not … quite,” Rillao said.
“I thought the Firrerreo did not participate in the trade,” it said.
“We are highly adaptable.”
“I see, I see. That is good—a good way to keep from becoming extinct. Ah, I do see, you wish to widen the gene pool.”
Rillao remained silent.
“Or perhaps withdraw your people from the trade. Cause trouble, publicity—”
“All that concerns you is the shape of my money.”
The code became clear to Lelila the bounty hunter. Rillao was asking to buy a slave.
Your life has been too sheltered, she told herself. It’s a good thing that you’ve become a bounty hunter.
She glanced sidelong at Rillao, through the curtain of her damp hair. She felt herself blushing with furious anger and humiliation, to be described as a slave buyer to a slave procurer.
What does it matter, Lelila said to herself, what the Indexer believes you do for a living? What do you care what the Indexer thinks? Remember your job. Your job is to find the escaped ship. And if deception is the means for it … think of your reward when you succeed.
“The search will be costly,” the Indexer said. “You must realize that. A great deal of data to be sifted for a small bit of information.”
Rillao dismissed the cost with a gesture. She turned toward Lelila, who suddenly realized that Rillao had no money. Rillao had nothing.
“Pay him whatever he wishes,” Rillao said to Lelila.
“But I don’t—” She stopped, thinking, Of course I carry money. Why ever did I think I don’t carry money?
Confused, distressed, she jumped to her feet.
Balanced precariously on her toes on the wet cobblestones, she swayed and nearly fell. Rillao gripped her upper arm, steadying her, shocking her out of her momentary hallucination of being two people. One, Lelila the bounty hunter, straightforward and phlegmatic; the other, a stranger, stark-eyed and dangerous with the power of her rage.
Rillao had caught several strands of her hair, along with her arm. Inadvertently she pulled them.
“That hurts,” Lelila said. “Let go, I’ll pay him.” The enraged stranger vanished.
Rillao reluctantly withdrew her hand, staring at Lelila with a curious, intent expression.
Avoiding Rillao’s gaze, Lelila turned toward the Indexer. “How much shall I pay you?”
“It depends on the search.” The being reached up with several tentacles and wrapped them around the glass superstructure. The rest of the being’s limbs burrowed down into the agates.
Lelila crouched down again to wait.
An eerie musical note of high, crystalline character emanated from the glass superstructure. The boneless beings lounging upon the glass hunched themselves into motion and climbed with careless fluidity toward the Indexer. Their motion changed the pitch and intensity of the notes, creating an ethereal melody. The closer they moved, the higher rose the pitch. Rillao narrowed her eyes and raised her shoulders, as if to block the tune from her perception. After the sound passed completely out of Lelila’s hearing, Rillao moaned softly, dropped her head, and slipped her hands over her ears.
All the beings in the Indexer’s courtyard congregated nearby. Each one twined tentacles with the others, till their organic network cast an irregular shadow over the Indexer.
The Indexer’s crystalline eyes focused into the pond; the Indexer’s free tentacles sifted through the agate gravel. The stones rattled and scraped together; the water made them sound hollow.
“What’s he doing?” Lelila whispered.
“Shh!”
Her toes and her knees ached but she did not want to sit down in the puddle. Her wet hair chilled her. She stayed where she was, her legs trembling.
A moment later, the Indexer relaxed from sifting through the agate gravel. The other beings disentangled themselves, and slipped back on twisting tentacles to their places in the ponds and on the glass framework. Whether they went back to their original positions, Lelila could not tell. The melody dropped back into her hearing, then stopped abruptly in mid-trill when the Indexer’s tentacles dropped from the strands.
The Indexer’s tentacles arranged themselves into a rosette around the boneless body. The crystal eyes projected above the water.
One of the tentacles crept above the water and flattened out before Lelila, who slipped her hand into the pocket where she kept the money.
“What is the price?” Rillao said, her voice tight.
The Indexer named a figure. Lelila tightened her hand around the bills. The price was a significant fraction of their resources.
This is no time to quibble, she said to herself. She put a handful of credits onto the Indexer’s prehensile trunk, which snapped into a coil around it and splashed back underwater. The tentacle burrowed into the agate gravel; the credits disappeared. When the Indexer’s tentacle appeared again, it carried nothing.
“I found no one of your species, Firrerreo,” the Indexer said. “Not a single one ever sold publicly in the trade.”
Lelila jumped up, outraged. She nearly stumbled, for her feet had fallen asleep.
“Nothing!” she said. “You charged us for nothing!”
“I charge for my time, and my experience,” the Indexer said calmly. “I cannot produce results that do not exist!”
“You could have warned us!”
The Indexer shrank back.
Rillao put her arm around Lelila’s shoulder.
“Never mind,” she said.
“But we’ve been cheated—!”
“Don’t make accusations you cannot support,” the Indexer said dangerously.
“The Indexer cannot produce results that do not exist,” Rillao said. She sounded calm, not so much resigned as relieved.
Lelila was astonished that Rillao did not erupt in a fury, that she did not pounce on the Indexer, rend the tentacles, and fling them all over the courtyard.
“Thank you, Indexer,” Rillao said quietly.
“Firrerreo!” the Indexer said suddenly.
“Yes, Indexer?”
“I found no public record. I would have no record of a private transaction.”
Rillao tensed. Her fingers dug into Lelila’s shoulder.
“I will tell you something I have heard, if you will promise to confirm or disprove the rumor for me.”
“State your question.” Rillao’s voice was a low, ominous whisper.
“It is being said,” the Indexer told them, “that the Asylum Station imagines it can compete with Chalcedon.”
Artoo-Detoo warbled in distress.
“Asylum?” Lelila said. She knew no place called Asylum Station.
“I would have thought,” Rillao said softly, “that the Republic would have destroyed that evil den at its first convenience.”
The glittery faceted eyes of the Indexer oriented toward Rillao.
“Perhaps the Republic finds it useful,” the Indexer said, and subsided into the water. Its skin mottled and it disappeared against the luminous earth colors of the agate nest.
Artoo-Detoo, anxious to escape the dampness, spun a quarter turn and bumped away along the cobbles. As Lelila followed Rillao from the courtyard, the smooth round stones rattled and shifted in the bottom of the pool.
Outside, on the street, Lelila frowned.
“Why would the Republic want to destroy Asylum Station?” Lelila asked.
“It’s a place where the Empire tested its methods of coercion and death … on sentient subjects.”
“But that would have stopped!” Lelila cried. “It would have stopped when the Empire fell. Wouldn’t it?”
“I don’t know,” Rillao said. “I’ve been out of touch.”
Outside the lodge, Han strode down the path.
He was furious. Furious at Luke for being suspicious in the first place, and for refusing to have a sensible conversation about his suspicions in the second.
Han still had feelings for Xaverri; he could not deny them. He would not. But he did not believe he should be chastised for them.
Am I supposed to forget that I ever loved Xaverri? Han thought. I chose Leia, and she chose me. Because we loved each other. None of that has changed. I love her. I love her now. What I felt for Xaverri was … a long time ago.
He wondered if he should find Xaverri and ask her to stay away from Luke for the next little while. Or find Xaverri, then go find Luke and both tell him about last night. But that felt too much as if Han had something to apologize for.
He swore softly under his breath. He had no idea where Xaverri lived. He did not know where to look for her, except at Waru’s compound. For the moment, he could not face returning there. He could not face seeing again what he had seen yesterday. He could go back to the lodge and ask Threepio where he had found Xaverri when he sought her out.
But he did not want to do that either.
That’s quite a list, he thought, of things you can’t do or don’t want to do. Forget them all. Xaverri can take care of herself—as she’s told you in no uncertain terms. And Luke may be angry, but he isn’t stupid. If he was going to lose his temper completely, he’d’ve lost it back at the lodge, with me.
Choose a problem you can do something about, he said to himself, turning his steps toward the welcome dome, the taverns, the gambling dens.
And while you’re at it, start thinking—hard—about what to do about Waru.
Jaina opened the door cautiously and peeked outside. Her light glowed from behind her, casting her shadow all the way across the dark stone floor. She quickly let the light go out, afraid someone was watching.
She listened carefully. She heard a soft buzzing sound.
Is that a watcher droid? she wondered. She stepped back into her cell. She left the door open only the smallest crack. A watcher droid could see in the dark. It would sound the alarm. Then one of the Proctors would come and shut Jaina back in her cell. Maybe forever!
The buzzing sound did not move. And it really did not sound like a droid. Scared but determined, Jaina rubbed a few air molecules together to make a faint glow. She sent them out into the middle of the gathering hall.
A Proctor stood in the entrance of the corridor. He was supposed to be standing. But instead he was leaning. And he was asleep. The noise was his snore.
Jaina slipped out of her cell. Her door closed behind her. She let the light fade to almost nothing. She walked a few steps forward and stopped. She was scared. The Proctor might wake up, any second. If she turned around and went back into her safe cell she would no longer be afraid. She could light the air up, and it would warm her.
But if she did that, she would never find Jacen and she would never see Mama and Papa again and she would never know what had happened to Anakin.
Across the room, a faint line of light glowed in the darkness. Jaina crept toward it, her hands out in front of her in case she bumped into anything. The line of light shone out beneath one of the other cell doors.
“Jacen?” she whispered.
“Get me out of here!” he whispered.
“Shh!” It would be so much easier if they could talk at each other, in their minds. But if they did, Hethrir would know. Jaina was afraid even to try.
Jaina looked over at the Proctor. His head nodded forward. He snorted and nearly woke up. Jaina froze.
The Proctor muttered something. He slid down the wall and rested his forehead on his knees.
He started to snore again.
Jaina made some air molecules bump against each other. They made a soft humming, thrumming noise. Maybe now the Proctor would not hear her.
“Hurry!” Jacen whispered.
Jaina grinned.
The cell doors were latched, not locked. They could not be opened from the inside. They did not need to be locked on the outside. Hethrir never thought that one of the children might get loose and open all the doors.
Jaina grabbed the handle and pulled the door open.
The door squeaked.
“What? Who’s there?” The Proctor stumbled to his feet.
Jaina jumped behind the door.
The Proctor ran over to the open cell.
“What’s going on here? How did you open this door?”
“I don’t know,” Jacen said. “It just opened!”
Jaina could not see the Proctor but she heard him poking at the latch.
She pushed the door toward him as hard as she could.
The heavy wood banged against his head. He shouted and stumbled into Jacen’s cell. Jacen ran past him and Jaina slammed the door so the Proctor was locked inside.
The Proctor started shouting, and pounding on the door, but Jaina did not pay him a single bit of attention.
Jacen grabbed Jaina in a big hug. Jaina hugged him back.
“Jasa, Jasa, I’m so glad to see you—”
“Jaya, I thought they’d take you away—”
“—but what about Anakin? And—”
“—this is the most awful place—”
“—this school is so—”
“—boring! I think they’re all liars—”
“—yeah, liars, because they said Mama and Papa—”
“They aren’t dead!” Jacen said. “They aren’t!”
“I know,” Jaina said. “They just want us to think so.”
They stood in a faint pool of light as Jacen’s heated air molecules spun around at their feet.
The Proctor banged on the door again. “Let me out!”
“No!” Jaina said. She was glad she had not bashed in his head. Kind of glad.
Jacen grinned at her. His front tooth was loose too, but he had not lost it yet.
“Look!” Jaina said. “I’m getting a new tooth!” She stuck her tongue out of the space to show Jacen where her new front tooth was coming in.
“Me, too. Pretty soon, I mean.”
“Let’s go!” Jaina grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the darker darkness of the corridor.
“Wait! What are we going to do? What about the others?”
“We’re going to climb out past the dragon and run away and maybe we can get far enough away to think at Mama and Uncle Luke.” She had not thought about the other children.
“Maybe they want to come with us. Or run away themselves.”
Jaina was impatient but she guessed Jacen was right. She ran to the door beside his and pulled it open. She heated up some of the air so she could see.
“We’re running away. You can run away or you can stay here!”
Behind her, Jacen ran to the door on the other side of his cell and opened it.
“We’re running away! Do you want to run away too?”
Most of the other children jumped up from their floor-beds and ran out into the gathering room. But a few backed away into the corners of their cells. Jaina did not try to make them come with her. She did not have time. She left their doors open in case they wanted to change their minds.
Then she opened the last door.
“We’re running away! Do you—”
Vram stared at her. Jaina stopped.
Hethrir locks Vram up at night, too! Jaina thought. He made him a helper, but he doesn’t really trust him.
Vram had a bed and a blanket and a light. But he was still locked up at night.
“Don’t!” Vram said. He was very scared. “Don’t hit me, I’ll tell Hethrir on you!”
Jaina was scared. All the other children were gathering behind her, excited, whispering, their happiness and hope collecting around them. She had not thought that any might run and tattle. She was not afraid one of them might. But Vram would, in his new rust-red tunic.
“Do you—do you want to come with us?”
“You’ll hit me! You’ll kill me!”
“I will not!”
He took a deep breath. “Help!”
Angrily, Jaina slammed the door shut on him.
Jacen grabbed her hand. Together, they ran into the corridor with their beacons of glowing air swirling ahead of them and behind them.
The other children followed.
The tiny sun was just setting when they reached the stairwell to the outside. Jaina ran up the stairs and raised her head above the edge. No one was watching. The playground was deserted.
“What about the dragon?” one of the other children whispered.
“I don’t know,” Jaina said. “Jacen, we can’t use the multitool, the sun’s going down!”
Jacen flicked a tiny swirl of heated air into existence, and concentrated it. It was much brighter than the light from Jaina’s multitool lens. It bounced across the playfield. Jaina and Jacen ran after it.
“Dragon!” Jacen cried. “Hey, you dragon!”
The dragon jumped up out of the sand and roared. But she did not throw herself against the fence. She looked around and snorted and leaped into the air to try to catch the flame-toy Jacen made for her. Then she hunkered down beside the fence and pressed her shoulder against the mesh.
Jacen rubbed her pebbly scales. The dragon rumbled.
I wish I could do that! Jaina thought. Pat a dragon, and make friends with it, like Jacen.
But she knew Jacen was a little envious of her for being able to take machines apart and put them back together again and make them better.
Jacen stood nose-to-nose with the dragon. The dragon snorted. Jacen snorted back. He stuck his hand through the fence and rubbed the dragon’s heavy brow ridges. The dragon flicked out its tongue.
Jaina gasped.
“I think she’s just tasting me,” Jacen whispered. “If she’s like the lizards back home.”
“Tasting you! So she can eat you, maybe!”
“So she knows it’s me. Let’s go!”
“Are you sure?” Jaina asked.
Then the alarms started ringing and they did not have any choice.
Jacen scrambled up the fence and over the top. Jaina followed. The wire mesh scraped her hands. She scooted over and jumped down on the other side.
The other children swarmed up over the fence and jumped to the ground, but they stayed as far from the dragon as they could get.
The dragon slurped her tongue across Jacen’s shoes.
“She just wants to be sure she’ll recognize me,” Jacen insisted. He slid onto Mistress Dragon’s back. “Is this okay, Mistress Dragon? Can I ride you?”
She snuffled and raised her head, but she did not buck or roll over or try to rub Jacen off against the fence. Jacen dangled the light-toy in front of her.
“Come on, hurry!” Jacen held out his hand to Jaina. She grabbed it and jumped on the dragon’s back. The dragon lurched to her feet, standing up with her back legs first and then her front legs. Jaina shrieked with surprise and grabbed Jacen around the waist. She would feel a lot more comfortable if the dragon was a landspeeder and she was driving it.
The other children ran to the dragon. Jaina grabbed their hands and pulled them up onto the dragon’s back. Soon the dragon was covered with children. Most rode her back, but a few hung on to her legs, giggling.
“Is this still all right, Mistress Dragon?” Jacen asked. “Can we all ride you?” He glanced around at Jaina. “I don’t think she minds.”
“Hurry, let’s go if we’re going!” Jaina could hear shouts from back in the canyon.
She kept expecting Hethrir’s power to loom over her. As soon as he knew they were escaping, he would fling her to the ground. He would throw his heavy cold blanket over her, like he had when she tried to protect Lusa.…
Jacen dangled his fire-toy in front of Mistress Dragon.
Jaina shivered.
“Be careful, Jasa,” she whispered. “Be careful.”
Swinging along through the sand, the dragon followed the point of light away from the fence and out through the canyon mouth. The fire-toy made the shadows move all around them.
Jaina wished Lusa was with them. She wondered how her centauroid friend could ride on a dragon. But then she thought that maybe Lusa wouldn’t have to ride, since she had four feet to run on. She had wanted so much to run.
Jaina worried about Lusa, and about Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf.
Somehow, Jaina thought, somehow I’ll find them and somehow I’ll rescue them! I don’t care what Hethrir does!
The dragon climbed a steep dune, lurching up the slippery sand. Jacen grabbed the dragon’s neck and Jaina grabbed Jacen’s waist and the child behind Jaina grabbed her waist. They all slid back a little. The dragon whipped her tail back and forth and up, holding the children on her back.
“I think she likes us,” Jaina said, trying not to sound scared.
Jacen grinned. Then he looked serious. “Where are we going?”
“Away,” Jaina said.
The dragon reached the top of the dune. She stopped and raised her head, nostrils flaring as she drank the wind.
Jacen leaned forward and whispered to the dragon. Mistress Dragon leaped from the ridge of the sand dune and slid down the slope. Everybody yelled with excitement. This was better than any amusement ride!
Mistress Dragon reached the bottom of the sand dune. She strode across the ground toward the stream and the forest. She could move very fast, when she wanted to.
Jacen fumbled in the front of his shirt.
“What are you doing?” Jaina thought he was scratching. “Did something bite you?”
“Bite me?” Jacen exclaimed.
“Someday something will.”
“Nothing ever bites me!” Jacen said. He pulled his hand out of his shirt and showed her. In the starlight, a little creature wriggled gently in his grasp and looked around with bright eyes.
“What is it? Was it in your cell?”
“No …” He opened his hand a little. The creature stretched its two pairs of wings and grabbed Jacen’s finger with its one pair of feet.
“It’s from Munto Codru!” Jaina said. “It’s a bat! You weren’t supposed to play with the bats!”
“I wasn’t playing,” Jacen said. “I was looking. It’s really interesting.”
The bat yawned. Its sharp teeth glittered in the starlight.
“It’s poisonous!” Jaina said.
“I was just looking at it,” Jacen said again. “I didn’t mean to bring it along, I mean how was I supposed to know somebody was going to come along and steal us?”
“What are you going to do with it now?”
The bat crouched in Jacen’s hand, stretching its wings in four directions. Jacen touched the bat’s wingtip with the tip of his finger.
“Let it fly,” he said. “It’s been all cooped up. It’s bored.”
Jacen raised his hand. The four-winged bat raised its head, sang a few notes, spread its wings, and vanished into the dark.
Mistress Dragon walked and walked across the sand. Jaina kept expecting a skiff to fly overhead. She expected Hethrir and his Proctors to land in it and make them go back.
But that did not happen.
Mistress Dragon kept walking. The little sun fell toward the horizon. They had been traveling all day. “All day” was only half as long as a regular day, but Jaina got thirsty, and then hungry, and then sore from riding.
In the distance, a stream glimmered in the starlight. The stream wound through trees and led to a forest. It would be easier to hide down there than out in the bare sand.
Mistress Dragon raised her head and sniffed the air. She put her head down again and walked even faster toward the stream.
Mistress Dragon’s feet squished into mud at the edge of the stream. She stopped and snortled. She put her head down and Jacen slipped right off. Jaina grabbed Mistress Dragon’s scales and held herself on. All the other children jumped off the dragon’s back.
Mistress Dragon wanted to drink from the stream. Then she splashed in it. She waded out into the stream and lay on the gravel, like a new island. She lowered her head beneath the water and blew bubbles through her nose. She shook herself.
Jaina fell off into the water. She struggled and splashed onto shore. She knew she should keep running, but she was awfully thirsty and tired and hungry. She drank from the stream.
The sky was turning from black to purple and then to pink and yellow and blue as the sun raced up. The trees cast cool shadows. All the bushes at the edge of the stream were heavy with berries. Just looking at them made her mouth water. But she was afraid to eat them.
I don’t trust anything on this world, she thought. Except Jacen, and maybe Mistress Dragon. Hethrir said he was our friend, but he wasn’t, he wasn’t! And he said he was trying to teach us things we need to know. But he was lying then, too.
And even Tigris, who sometimes was not completely mean, had said Mistress Dragon would eat them.
Mistress Dragon settled deeper in the water, dunking the children hanging on to her sides. She stood up, making a huge splash. Jaina laughed. But she was still hungry.
Jacen ran up the bank. The four-winged bat landed in Jacen’s wet hair. The bat chittered and sang. Jacen went straight for one of the bushes and grabbed a handful of berries.
“Jacen! They might be poison!”
He stuffed them into his mouth and ate them.
“Don’t be dumb, Jaya,” Jacen said.
“I’m not, Jasa!” Jaina said, emphasizing his nickname.
“Somebody built this place. Right?”
“Yeah. That’s obvious.”
“So somebody put stuff on it that’s good to eat.”
He handed her some berries. Jaina ate them. They were delicious.
Later all the children sat on the bank of the stream, full of sweet berries, and getting warm and dry in the sun. One of the little ones—Anakin’s age—cuddled up against Jaina.
“Can we go home now?”
“Pretty soon,” she said. “Pretty soon, I hope.”
“I want my mumma,” the little one said, sniffling.
“Me, too,” Jaina said. She hugged the little one. Her lower lip trembled and she had to stop talking so she would not start crying in front of the others. She did not want to scare them. She was scared herself because she did not know what to do now. She looked over at Jacen and she knew he did not know what to do now either.
Jaina scooted over to sit right next to Jacen.
“We have to find a place those Proctors can’t go,” she said.
He nodded.
“What can we do that they can’t?” Jacen said.
“Lots of stuff,” Jaina said. She almost reached to lift a rock—
“Don’t, don’t, Jaina!” Jacen cried.
Even before Jacen said anything, she had pulled back. She was afraid Hethrir’s power would loom up around her. And she was afraid he would find her, if she used her abilities to move anything bigger than air molecules.
“Lots of stuff, usually,” she said sadly.
“We’re little,” Jacen said. “And they’re big. It isn’t fair.”
“Yeah,” Jaina said. “We’re little. And they’re big.”
She pointed across the stream, where thick bushes grew down the far bank.
“I bet they couldn’t go in those bushes. I bet we could.”
Jacen grinned. “It would be like caves.”
“And then we could sneak out when it’s dark again, and try to find their spaceships.”
“Or their message capsules.”
“Or kidnap one of them and make them take us home!”
Jaina looked at Jacen skeptically. He was mostly joking. But they both wished it was possible.
“We better go.”
“Hey, everybody!” Jaina said.
The other children stopped playing in the shallows of the stream or climbing on Mistress Dragon or eating berries from the bushes.
“We have to run away,” Jaina said.
“Or those Proctors will come and put us back in jail.”
One of the little ones came up to Jaina and hugged her around the waist.
“I’m tired, Jaya,” the little one said. She sounded so much like Anakin that Jaina wanted to burst into tears. Jaina missed her little brother and she was worried about him even though he could be a pain sometimes.
“I know,” Jaina said. “I am too. Let’s go hide in the bushes and then we can take a nap. Okay?”
The little one kicked her toe in the dirt. “Yeah, I guess,” she said reluctantly.
Jaina held her hand and Jacen held the hand of one of the other little ones. They clustered together and waded into the stream toward the other streambank.
Mistress Dragon snorted and splashed, switching her long pebble-scaled tail in the ripples.
She stuck her head underwater and came back up with a big mouthful of water-weed. She munched it contentedly.
“You’re very beautiful, Mistress Dragon,” Jacen said, scratching her eyebrows. “But you’re too big to come with us. Maybe you should go back to the desert and hide, so those Proctors don’t hurt you.”
Mistress Dragon settled down in the water till only her back and her eyes and her nostrils stuck out above the surface. She blinked. Her eyelids flicked water droplets onto Jaina’s face.
“I think she thinks she’s hidden,” Jaina said.
Jacen hesitated, worried.
“We have to go,” Jaina said. “We have to hide. She’ll be okay, Jacen. Maybe they’ll even think she ate us up and they’ll give her a reward, they’ll be so glad.”
Jacen grinned.
The children all splashed through the stream and climbed the far bank and crawled on the wet mossy ground and slipped under the dense bushes.
Jacen found a sort of trail. He said an animal probably made it. Jaina hoped she did not run into the animal. She imagined that it probably had big claws and teeth.
But Mistress Dragon has big claws and teeth, Jaina thought, and she turned out all right.
Jacen untangled the four-winged bat from his hair and held it gently in his hands, looking into its sharp little face. The bat wriggled and Jacen let it go. It flapped away, flitting through the gold-green shadows beneath the bushes.
“It’s going to look for a place for us to go,” Jacen said. He had persuaded it, the way he persuaded Mistress Dragon, and the myrmins.
They crawled down the trail. Jacen took the lead and Jaina went last.
I bet there’s all sorts of worms and stuff on this trail, Jaina thought. Yuk. I wish I was back home in the chemistry lab.
A few minutes later, Jaina heard voices and the hum of landspeeders. She was scared that Hethrir and the Proctors were so close behind her.
We almost waited too long! she thought.
One of the little ones, crawling along in front of her, stopped and looked back.
“Jaina!” the little one whispered. “Did you hear—?”
“Shh! Hurry! Be real quiet and keep crawling!”
They crawled as fast as they could. Jaina could not see Jacen and she could barely feel him up ahead. She hoped the bat would find the way through the bushes. But what then?
Behind her, Mistress Dragon roared and splashed and thumped. The Proctors started yelling.
I hope Mistress Dragon stomps them! Jaina thought.
She caught her breath. She was afraid she would hear the hum of a lightsaber. She was afraid Hethrir would kill Mistress Dragon with as little thought as the Proctors had crushed the myrmins in their pants.
Mistress Dragon’s huge splashes sounded farther and farther away.
Jaina grinned. Mistress Dragon is scared, too, she thought. She’s running away. She’ll be safe. But I bet she scared those Proctors first.
Jaina hoped Mistress Dragon found another succulent patch of water-weed.
“Look!” one of the Proctors yelled. “Footprints, on the far bank. Let’s go!”
“Hurry!” Jaina whispered again, expecting every second to be dragged backward by Hethrir’s power.
In front of her, the other children crawled as fast as they could.
The ground got muddier and muddier. The knees of Jaina’s pants were soaked and filthy and so were her hands. The leaves of the bushes got droopier. But they fluttered away from her face, which was good because of their spines. She hoped the little ones in front of her were being careful about the prickles. Nobody had started to cry yet so maybe it would be okay.
Behind her, one of the Proctors yelled in protest.
“Ow! What are these, thorn bushes? I’m not crawling through thorn bushes!”
“You will,” yelled the Head Proctor. “Or you’ll be sorry!”
Jaina crawled faster. The voices sounded muffled. She was glad because she did not want to listen to them.
The trail suddenly opened out into a space beneath the bushes. All the children crouched at the edge of the wide muddy space. Jaina could see across it but she could not see either end of it. It was like the stream, only filled with mud.
Jaina crawled forward and joined Jacen.
“Where are we?”
“I dunno,” he said. “A wallow, maybe. For the critters who made the trail. The bat led us here.”
On the other side of the wallow, a huge tree rose up through the bushes. Its shadow darkened the gold-green of the shade beneath the bushes. Its roots twisted together, spreading out across the far side of the swamp.
“Look!” Jacen pointed. The little bat flitted across the swamp and into a dark place among the roots.
“It’s like a tunnel,” Jaina said.
“I bet it is. I bet it leads into the tree just like on Chewie’s world!”
The bat flitted out again, hovered, and vanished into the darkness.
“How are we going to get over there?”
“I dunno,” Jacen said. “I guess the bat forgot we can’t fly.”
“We better hurry,” one of the other children said. “Listen!”
The Proctors sounded nearer. They also sounded mad.
Jacen took a big step forward into the mud.
He immediately sank in up to his knees. He tried to take another step but the mud sank under him. He sank to his hips.
Jaina slid down the bank and grabbed him. She almost reached for him—but shrank back scared that Hethrir would find them. She pulled at Jacen’s hand, but he kept sinking. He looked scared.
Jaina sobbed with anger and fright.
But then the other children clustered around her, reaching for Jacen, grabbing his hands.
The mud sucked at him but the children, all together, were too strong for it. They pulled him free and onto the bank.
Jaina hugged him. He panted, trying not to cry, trying not to make any noise that would alert the Proctors.
“You all saved me!” he whispered.
But they still had to get across the swamp.
A little at a time, Jaina thought. Then Hethrir can’t stop me, he can’t find me. A couple of molecules …
Instead of speeding up molecules the way she speeded up the air to make light and heat, the way she spun the sand into tiny wind-devils, she slowed the water molecules in the swamp.
She slowed them and slowed them and nearly stopped them.
A fine film of ice formed near the bank. The muddy water froze, crackling around water-grass, cooling the warm air around them. Beautiful frost patterns painted the surface of the ice.
Jacen saw what she was doing and helped her. Together, they froze a narrow path across the surface of the swamp.
Jaina crawled out onto it, very carefully. It creaked and groaned under her hands and knees, but she kept freezing little bits of water and the surface held. She hurried to the other side of the swamp.
She grabbed one of the thick, twisty tree roots and pulled herself off the ice. Her hands and knees were very cold and she was tired from slowing down so many millions and trillions and googolplexes of molecules. But she made it across! She motioned for the other children to follow.
One by one they came to her and clung beside her on the tree roots. The four-winged bat fluttered out of the hollow root and flitted back and forth.
Jacen came last. The ice was very weak now. It cracked and protested with every step he took. Jaina was so scared she could hardly keep the water molecules slowed down, even with Jacen’s help. He was an arm’s length from her when the ice cracked. Jacen fell face-forward in the freezing muddy water.
Jaina grabbed his hand and pulled before he could sink very far. He kind of swam and kind of crawled toward her. There was no solid ground on this side of the swamp, just the mud and the tree roots. Jacen’s whole front was covered with bits of ice and frozen grass. He flung his arms around Jaina. He was shivering. The little bat landed on his hair and trilled to him. Jaina held Jacen tight, trying to get him warm.
“The hollow r-root l-leads inside,” he said. His teeth chattered. “All the w-way to the top.”
“You follow the bat!” Jaina said. “It’ll lead you. You lead us. I’ll come last.”
Jacen crawled into the hollow root. Jaina clung to the twisted roots on the bank as the other children followed Jacen into the tree. She helped the little ones. Some of them were scared and did not want to crawl into the dark. Jaina thought of making some glowing air to lead them, but she was afraid it might set the tree on fire. Besides, she did not think she could heat up air and keep water frozen at the same time.
Finally the last of the children crawled into the tree and disappeared.
The Head Proctor pushed his way through the prickly bushes. Jaina dove into the hollow, then squirmed around to see what the Proctors would do.
The Proctor’s face was scratched and his pale blue jumpsuit was dirty and torn. He looked very mad. The other Proctors fought their way out of the bushes behind him. They had tried to walk, instead of crawling through the animal trail. They were all scratched and bleeding. Jaina looked at her hands. She was muddy, but that was all.
The Head Proctor saw the path of ice across the swamp. He frowned, and tested the surface with one foot, and stepped out onto the solid patch. He motioned to the other Proctors. They hung back until he yelled at them and ordered them to follow him.
Jaina waited till he was in the middle of the swamp and the other Proctors were strung out behind him on the ice.
Jaina dropped the water molecules. She felt them leap apart in the hot humidity of the swamp. The ice disappeared. Jaina fled into the hollow root, and she did not look back to see what was happening.
But she could hear the shouts, and the splashes.
She crawled faster. The inside of the hollow root was very smooth, as if a thousand generations of wood insects had polished the surface.
She reached the end of the root. Above her, the other children climbed through the trunk of the tree. Their sounds echoed. The tree trunk twisted, around and around, and the twists formed a steep spiral ramp that led up into the darkness. Jaina thought she could see a tiny bit of daylight. She scrambled upward, following Jacen and the other children.



Chapter 10
Lelila heard something. It was a cry from a far distance, a call to someone else.
“What did you say?”
Geyyahab made a questioning sound. He had not spoken.
“I said nothing,” Rillao said. “What did you hear?”
Lelila felt her mind tremble. She slapped the emergency controls of her ship, and crashed out of hyperspace.
Chewbacca howled in shock, and Rillao snarled something in a language Lelila had never heard.
“What are you doing? We must hurry to Asylum Station!”
“Look,” Lelila said.
Before them lay a tiny star and a tiny blue and green and brown planetoid.
Artoo-Detoo trilled, Geyyahab made a gruff bark, and Rillao lunged forward in surprise. They all stared at the display. Lelila expanded it, marveling.
“It’s artificial,” she exclaimed. “It’s too small to be natural. The star, the planet—”
“It’s a worldcraft,” Rillao said.
Chewbacca growled.
“No,” Rillao said. “They are not mythical. I wish they were. I hoped never to see one. The Emperor caused a few to be created. He gave them as rewards, to the crudest and most loyal of his officers. Tokens, he called them. His ‘tokens’ were a greater gift than a natural world.” She trembled with tension. “It appears … he presented one to Hethrir.”
Lelila put on a burst of speed. Her ship arrowed toward the tiny artificial planet.
Geyyahab hunkered over the controls, preparing for evasion. The worldcraft had survived so long by concealment, by being nothing but a tiny spark of light, always moving, always avoiding the spaceways. Yet it might have defenses. It might attack.
But the worldcraft made no challenge. As far as Lelila could tell, it was deserted. It spun beneath her. She sought a starship. She found a landing field, but it was empty. Its center glowed in the infrared with the heat of a recent departure.
Have they all fled? she wondered. But if they fled, what brought me here?
The starship slipped into the atmosphere, slowed, and changed to its soaring mode. It crossed a desert that gave way to a meadow, a stream.
Alderaan stopped, hovering low over the flowing silver water. A great lizard rose up from the ripples, snorting, flailing its tail.
“There!” Rillao exclaimed.
Beyond the stream, past a wind-rippled sea of low green bushes, a huge tree twisted upward at the edge of a marsh.
In the marsh, a group of people struggled in the mud. They looked like they had walked to the middle before they sank. Lelila could not imagine how they could have gotten themselves in such a predicament. She arrowed toward them, for they looked like they needed help. They were holding to each other, the ones nearest the shore desperately scrambling to reach solid ground, the ones in the center trying to clamber on top of their fellows.
Rillao’s strong sharp fingers clamped around her shoulder.
“Leave them,” she said. “They aren’t the ones we seek. If we help them, they’ll try to stop us.”
“But they’re drowning!”
“They might drown each other,” Rillao said without sympathy. “If they helped each other, if they did not panic, they would survive. If we help them—they will kill us.”
Geyyahab cried out with delight. He pointed to the branches of the huge twisted tree.
There, on a branch as wide as a garden path, a group of children stood high above the ground. They waved joyfully at Alderaan.
The ship lowered itself gently beside them. Lelila jumped up and ran back to the hatch. Rillao followed. They opened the hatch to fresh air, a gentle breeze, the scent of growing things, and the excited cries of welcome of the children.
Lelila’s sight was blurred. She pushed her hair out of her eyes, but that did not help her see.
I’m crying, she thought. Why am I crying? I should be happy, I’ve found my quarry.
She blinked away the tears.
“Mama! Mama!”
Lelila the bounty hunter vanished as if she had never been.
Jaina leaped into Leia’s arms, jumping across a sheer drop to the marsh. Chewbacca quickly moved Alderaan closer to the tree branch. Jacen took Rillao’s hand and stepped gravely onto the ship.
Leia knelt and hugged Jaina and Jacen, then held them against her with one arm. She could not bear to let them go, even as she reached out to the children still standing in the tree. With Rillao’s help, all the children climbed from the tree and into Alderaan.
“Mama, Mama! They took Anakin and they took Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf and they took Lusa, we have to find them before they cut off Lusa’s horns!”
“We knew you weren’t dead, Mama,” Jacen said. “Is—is Papa all right? Is Uncle Luke—? Is Chewie flying Alderaan?”
Leia nodded. “Yes. Yes, they’re all fine. Chewie’s here.”
“I knew it!” Jaina said. “I knew Hethrir told a lie. He told lots of lies.”
“He’s a mean man,” Jacen said. “I don’t want him to be my hold-father!”
“He is not your hold-father, children,” Rillao said. “Is that everyone? No one left in the tree?”
“Wait!” Jacen said. He leaned toward the open hatch and whistled and chittered. Leia held him, afraid he might vanish, leap back into the tree, slip out of her arms ever again—
A tiny four-winged bat flitted into Alderaan and landed in Jacen’s hair.
“That’s everybody!” Jacen said. The hallway and both cabins were packed with children, all of them muddy and scratched, but all of them unhurt and excited, crying or screaming or shouting.
“I wanna go home!” one of the little ones cried.
Rillao closed the hatch. “We shall find your home, little one, and return you to it.”
Jacen patted Leia’s undone hair. “Mama, your hair’s so long!”
“And it’s such a different color,” Jaina said. “I like it the old way!”
Leia touched her hair. She had forgotten it was down. She had forgotten the color-crawlers had changed it. She pushed it back from her face and twisted it into a knot at the back of her neck. She could not speak. She buried her face against their shoulders.
They hugged her.
Her hair fell down again. She left it loose.
“Mama, I lost my front tooth! I’m getting a new one! I’m getting grown up!” Jaina said.
“Both my front teeth are loose!” Jacen said.
Leia gasped in a long breath and held it, to keep herself from crying.
“It’s okay, Mama. We’re okay. All we have to do is rescue Anakin—”
“—and Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf—”
“—and Lusa!”
Alderaan hovered above the swamp. Chewbacca roared a question down the hall.
“Chewie!” Jaina ducked out of Leia’s grasp, grabbed her hand, and pulled. Leia rose and let Jaina and Jacen lead her back to Alderaan’s control chamber, slipping around and past the other children. Jaina and Jacen piled into Chewbacca’s lap, hugging and kissing him. He enfolded them in his long arms and growled with joy and relief that they were safe.
“You’re all speckled!” Jaina exclaimed. She laughed, petting his brindled fur.
“Be careful of Chewbacca’s leg, children,” Leia said. She was astonished that her voice was almost steady.
“Oh, wow!” Jacen said.
“What happened?” Jaina asked.
“He’ll tell you later,” Leia said. “For now we should save those people in the swamp.”
“I think we should leave them there,” Jaina said. “They aren’t very nice.”
“But it wouldn’t be nice to leave them, either,” Jacen said.
“We should make them tell us where Anakin is,” Jaina said. “And Lusa, and Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf. And then we should drop them back in the mud!” She jumped out of Chewbacca’s arms and ran to Leia again. “I’m so dirty, Mama! And hungry! We found some fruit. But the food Hethrir—he isn’t really our hold-father, is he?—the food he gave us was nasty!”
Leia could not help but laugh. Jaina and Jacen filled part of the emptiness in her heart, though she still feared for her littlest one. She saw, with horror and fury, how gaunt the other children were. Hethrir had starved them, and would have starved her children, too.
“No more nasty food,” she said. “I’ll make something good for all of you. No, my sweeties, Hethrir isn’t your hold-father. Our friend is right.” She gestured toward Rillao, standing in the doorway. She introduced her children to the Firrerreo. “This is Jaina, and this is Jacen.”
“What’s your name?” Jaina asked.
“Jaina!” Jacen said, shocked.
“You may call me Firrerreo, little one,” Rillao said. “When I know you better, perhaps I’ll tell you my name.”
“You look just like Tigris,” Jaina said.
“Where did you see him?” Rillao asked, her voice so intense that Jaina took one apprehensive step back. “Is he here? Is he with Hethrir? Is Hethrir here?”
“Are you his mama?” Jaina asked.
“Yes, little one,” Rillao said. “And I have not seen him in a long time. I miss him very much.”
Leia grasped Rillao’s hand. “We’ll find him. Don’t worry, we’ll find him.”
While they spoke, Chewbacca dropped Alderaan to just above the struggling, muddy mob, and loosed a cable for them to grab. He used Leia’s ship as their anchor, and watched while they pulled themselves out of the mud. He could have pulled them out with the strength of the ship. But he did not.
Rillao hurried to the display and expanded it. She searched the group, then turned away, downcast.
“Tigris isn’t one of those Proctors,” Jaina said.
“Where is he? What is he doing?”
“He … I don’t know,” Jaina said. “Mostly he followed Hethrir around. And he took Anakin.”
“Hethrir told him to,” Jacen said.
Jaina glowered at Rillao. “He kept trying to act mean.”
“But he wasn’t, not really,” Jacen said.
Alderaan swooped. Chewbacca herded the Proctors through the stand of bushes and across the stream.
“Make them go in the desert, Chewie!” Jaina said. “There’s a place we can keep them where they can’t be mean to anybody!”
The huge pink and black and tan lizard exploded from the center of the stream, flinging her head up, lashing her tail, roaring in challenge at Leia’s starship. Water splashed in great sprays, like rain falling upward. Sunlight reflected through the droplets, cloaking the enormous lizard in rainbows. The creature lumbered across the stream, following Alderaan. It climbed the bank. Its claws left great gouges in the mud.
“Look, Mama, Mistress Dragon is coming, too.” Jacen grinned. “I bet she got tired of taking a bath, and she wants to go back to her sand nest.”
Mistress Dragon followed the Proctors into the desert. As she caught up to them, they tried to run. They all looked exhausted.
“Did my son tell you his name, children?” Rillao asked.
Jaina wrinkled her nose in deep thought. “No, that was Hethrir who told us.”
“Hethrir …” Rillao said softly, dangerously.
* * *
The deck of the starship was cold and hard, even harder than Tigris’s steel bunk on the worldcraft. At least back on the worldcraft he had a thin mattress and a blanket. Sometimes he slept without them, to toughen himself. Tonight, he wished he had them. A faint breath of warm air trickled from beneath Hethrir’s door. A faint buzzing sound came with it. At first Tigris thought it might be a snore, but he banished the improper thought. Lord Hethrir had said he would meditate; he would naturally focus his attention with a chant.
Another noise came to him, from the passenger compartment of the starship. Anakin was crying again, with an exhausted sob. Tigris tried to ignore him, tried to disregard how hungry the child must be. He could not understand why the Proctors had not soothed him and fed him.
His own stomach growled. That was easy to ignore. He would not eat till Lord Hethrir bade him to.
But the Lord had not commanded him to remain here all night. He had merely given Tigris permission to sleep here, if he wished. Surely it would cause no harm to attend to the child. It was important for Anakin to be strong and alert when he was purified.
Tigris rose silently and crept down the dim corridor to the passenger compartment.
Except for Anakin, it was empty. All the Proctors had gone to their cabins to sleep or gamble.
Anakin’s face was smudged and blotchy with crying. He stared warily at Tigris.
“Come along, little one,” Tigris said. “You must be lonely, all by yourself. And hungry. Let’s get you cleaned up, and find you some supper. We have to be quiet, though, so we won’t disturb Lord Hethrir.”
He unfastened the harness and offered his hand to Anakin. Anakin took it, slid down from the couch, and followed Tigris quietly and obediently.
A little later, they found fruit and bread and milk in the ship’s galley. Anakin ate hungrily. With a mustache of milk, and crumbs on his chin, he offered Tigris a half-eaten slice of bread.
“Supper!” he said.
“No, thank you,” Tigris said, strangely touched, reprimanding himself not only for being touched but for being tempted to take the bread and dunk it into the glass of milk and eat it. “That’s your supper.”
“Share!” Anakin said.
“No, thank you,” Tigris said again.
“Anakin want cookie,” Anakin said.
“Lord Hethrir doesn’t eat cookies!” Tigris exclaimed, shocked.
Anakin pushed his lower lip out stubbornly.
“No cookies!” Tigris said.
“Papa,” Anakin said. “Papa, Mama …”
He was about to cry again. Tigris wiped Anakin’s face with the edge of his sleeve, hoping to distract him. He stopped sniffling.
“I want my papa,” he said.
Tigris knelt beside him and gazed into his eyes.
“Anakin, little one,” he said, “there’s something you must know. Your mama and your papa don’t want you anymore. Lord Hethrir saved you, adopted you. As he adopted me, and all of us.”
Anakin scowled. He gnawed on a piece of fruit, thoughtfully and silently. He did not start to cry again.
“What is this? A picnic?”
Tigris leaped to his feet, startled and dismayed. Lord Hethrir stood in the doorway, elegant as always in his long white robes, though his hair was disarranged.
“I beg your pardon, sir,” Tigris said. “The child—I thought—”
“Be quiet. Put the child back in his place. Your permission to attend me is revoked. You will stay in the passenger compartment with the child until the voyage is ended.”
Hethrir left them, striding away. He had not even raised his voice, but Tigris trembled. Whatever good impression he had somehow managed to make, it was destroyed. He glanced at Anakin in irritation. Destroyed because of the child …
Tigris sighed. Much as he wanted to blame his disgrace on someone else, in good conscience he could not.
He turned to Anakin.
The child offered him a sticky piece of fruit.
“Supper?” Anakin said.
Tigris accepted the slice of fruit. He ate it. It tasted delicious.
In the passenger compartment, cut off from the sight of space and stars, Tigris and Anakin waited together while Lord Hethrir landed at Crseih Station, better known in the trade as Asylum.
* * *
Alderaan hovered above a low, massive compound, a windowless stockade of huge gray stones, built atop a hill. The Proctors trudged up the slope toward it, a dejected group.
Jaina pointed to a canyon that split the hillside below the stockade. “That’s where we played, Mama,” she said.
“And Mistress Dragon lives in the dunes,” Jacen said.
“We never got to go in the house,” Jaina said, gazing down at the stockade. “We were underground.”
“In long dark tunnels!” Jacen said.
“And little tiny rooms. With no light!”
“Oh, my dears,” Leia said softly.
Alderaan landed near the courtyard of the stockade. Leia disembarked, followed by Jaina and Jacen, all the other children, and Rillao and Chewbacca.
“Will you search the compound?” Leia asked Rillao and Chewbacca.
Chewbacca growled.
“And leave you here alone with them?” Rillao said in a tone of protest. She gestured toward the group of Proctors straggling into the courtyard. Mistress Dragon ambled along behind them.
The Proctors staggered across the cobblestones and flung themselves at Leia’s feet.
“Madam, your mercy, we beg you!”
They looked as if they had been on a desperate campaign. Their skin was blotched with insect bites. Their clothes were torn from the bushes and muddy from the swamp. Their feet were swollen and blistered from the tramp across the desert.
“I think I’ll be all right,” Leia said dryly.
“Very well.”
Rillao and Chewbacca crossed the compound and disappeared down the staircase into the stockade.
Mistress Dragon lumbered in behind the Proctors, snortling and roaring. The Proctors shuddered and flattened themselves to the ground and lay very still, though their mud-stained blue uniforms gave them no camouflage against the stones.
“Please, my lady,” whispered the Proctor with the most elaborate decorations on his shoulders and sleeves. “Save us from these plagues. Please don’t feed us to the dragon!”
Mistress Dragon lay down near them with a great “Huff!” of breath. She lashed her tail. The Proctor ducked, flattening himself to the ground again.
“Beg the pardon of my—” Leia revised what she had begun to say. “Beg the pardon of all these children,” she said. “Then I’ll consider mercy.”
It occurred to her that if Mistress Dragon decided to snack on a Proctor or two, she had no way of stopping the beast.
The Proctor lay still, facedown, humiliated. Then his terror and his discomfort overcame his embarrassment. He crawled slowly—keeping his head very low—to the children gathered behind Leia.
“I beg your pardon,” he said.
“Promise that you’ll never behave toward another being as you’ve behaved toward these children.”
“I promise,” he said.
“Now stand up, and remove that nonsense from your shoulders.”
He balked at that, but she stared him down. He rose, glancing over his shoulder at Mistress Dragon (who closed her eyes and snored), then pulled away the jeweled patches from his uniform.
Each of the Proctors made a similar promise. The pile of insignia grew. While the Proctors watched, Leia handed their epaulets and medals to the children to use as toys and decorations.
“Where are the other children?” Leia asked the leader of the Proctors. “Where did Hethrir take them?”
“I don’t know, madam,” he said.
She could see a tiny flare of fear in him. He was not exactly lying, but he was not telling her the whole truth, either.
“Where might they be?” she asked, her voice a cutting edge. “The little child Anakin, and the youth Tigris—”
In the back of the group, one of the Proctors snickered nastily. Leia silenced him with a glance.
“And Lusa!” Jaina said.
“And Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf!” Jacen said.
The Head Proctor stared at the ground.
“It will go better for you, if you tell me,” she said.
“The Lord Hethrir … he culled the group only yesterday.”
“Culled them?” Leia felt her skin grow cold, and her heart angry.
“Only to sell, madam!” the Proctor said. “Then he departed—”
“To Asylum Station?”
“Yes, madam. He took the child Anakin. And Tigris—”
“Such contempt,” Leia said with wonder at his tone of voice.
“Tigris is weak! The Lord Hethrir wouldn’t even make him a helper!” The Proctor sneered. “He had to serve at table, and nursemaid the youngest children—”
“And you believe that task isn’t fitting for a strong young Proctor?” Leia said easily.
“Children are useless until they’re old enough to serve the cause of the Empire Reborn!”
“No one will serve the Empire Reborn,” Leia said. “Not ever again.”
Defiantly, the Proctor raised his arms and cried, “The Empire Reborn!”
If he had not been so pathetic, so young, Leia would have been angry. As it was, she glanced at the bedraggled Proctors and she glanced at the tired band of children who had bested them.
She laughed. The Head Proctor flinched as if she had struck him. And then, at least, he had the intelligence to look abashed.
“Now,” Leia said, “we’ll find a place for you where you’ll make no more trouble.”
“I know where to put them!” Jaina said.
Jaina led the way through long, dark tunnels to a huge, low-ceilinged room as oppressive as a cave. She flung open one of the doors that lined its walls and showed Leia one of the tiny dark cells.
“This is where we had to sleep! In the dark! So they should have to sleep—”
Appalled though she was by the cells, Leia put her hand on Jaina’s shoulder. Her daughter fell silent and looked up at her, angry and confused.
“They asked for my mercy,” Leia said. “And they asked your pardon—”
“They didn’t really mean it,” Jaina muttered.
“—and we won’t treat them harshly. We mustn’t take revenge, sweetheart. That isn’t just.” She looked over the bedraggled group of Proctors, realizing how young they all were. She addressed them directly. “However, we have no other place to keep you where you will be safe.” Where you can’t get into mischief, Leia thought. “You must stay in this hall, with the door locked. You may use the cells—if you like.”
Leia knew from the stubborn set of her daughter’s jaw that Jaina was far from satisfied, and Leia did not blame her.
“If one of them’s bad,” Jaina said, “and you have to shut him in—don’t use my cell.” She pointed at one of the doors, indistinguishable from all the rest. “Because I broke the latch!”
Leia knelt beside her and hugged her. “It was very clever and brave of you to do that.”
“And I put sand in their pants and Jacen made the myrmins bite them!”
Jacen looked at the floor. “But the Proctors killed them. The myrmins,” he said softly.
Leia hugged him tight. “Oh, my dear. My dear child.” She held his face between her hands and kissed him on the forehead. “That makes them hero myrmins—doesn’t it?”
He nodded, only a little comforted.
As Leia shepherded the children from the gathering hall, Rillao and Chewbacca met her.
“I found another group of children,” Rillao said.
“Those are the helpers!” Jaina said. “They do whatever Hethrir tells them to, they’re even meaner than the Proctors.”
Leia exchanged a look of concern with Rillao.
These young helpers, Leia thought, may be much harder to liberate than my children, and the children who resisted Hethrir with them.
“And we found the cook and her assistants. Lelila, we must hurry, Hethrir is going to Asylum Station—”
“So the Head Proctor told me. The Indexer was right. But first we have to see to—”
She gestured around her, distressed. Her strongest desire was to fling Alderaan back into hyperspace and follow Hethrir.
But she could not leave the stolen children out here in nowhere by themselves. Leia hesitated, wondering whether it would be harder to persuade Rillao to stay behind, or Chewbacca.
Chewbacca whuffled.
“Oh!” Leia said. “Of course—”
“We will take them with us,” Rillao said. “We will take the worldcraft.”
“We’ll take it away from here,” Leia said. “But we’ll send it to safety.”
“A practical suggestion, Lelila.”
“How long will it take to move it?”
“Only a few minutes,” Rillao said. “In hyperspace, the worldcraft is as fast as any other ship. I will chart our course.” She strode away, the green silk pantaloons whipping around her ankles.
For the sake of the other children, Leia forced herself into a fragile calmness. Only a few minutes, she thought.
Jacen looked up at her, his brown eyes wide. “It will be all right, Mama,” he said. “We’ll find Anakin.”
Leia knelt and hugged him, hugged both her twins.
“I know we will. Very soon.”
Jaina leaned against her. “I’m so hungry, Mama.”
“Let’s go find everyone some dinner,” Leia said.
The group of children cheered raggedly.
Jacen led the way toward the dining hall. As they approached, a tall and massive six-legged being lumbered down the corridor toward them, tendrils wrapped around the handle of a great steaming cauldron. Leia recognized the being as a Veubg, from a culture she remembered with great affection.
“That’s Grake,” Jaina whispered. “Who threw us food.”
The being stopped.
“What are you doing, Grake?” Leia asked.
“Taking the children’s gruel to the Proctors,” Grake said. “The Proctors’ dinner is on the table for the children.”
The children cheered and rushed down the hall. Chewbacca hurried after them, to be sure everyone got a share.
“Go,” Leia said to Jaina and Jacen. “Go with Chewbacca and get some supper.”
They ran after their friend.
Leia glanced into the cauldron Grake was carrying.
“This is dreadful,” she said. “It looks like old dishwater. Whatever were you planning to do with it?”
“Give it to the Proctors,” Grake said. “To see how they like it.”
“That’s out of the question.” Leia stopped. “You said—this was the children’s supper?”
Grake would not meet Leia’s gaze.
“How could you serve this to children?”
“How could I not, madam?”
Leia waited.
“Lord Hethrir ordered it.”
“You had the choice whether to follow the order or not!”
“I did not, madam.”
“Because you needed the job? Because he’d be angry at you?”
“Because I’m a slave, madam. Because Lord Hethrir has the power of life and death and punishment over me.”
Shocked, unable to speak for a moment, Leia gently took the cauldron from Grake. Then she put her hands into the mass of Grake’s tendrils, and let the tendrils wrap around her fingers.
“I am most sincerely sorry for the manner in which I spoke to you,” Leia said to Grake. “You are no longer a slave. You are free. I cannot take you home for a little while yet. But I will.”
Grake trembled.
“Thank you, madam,” she said, her voice soft and rough.
“Will you show me the kitchen?” Leia said. “And the laundry? There’s work for me to do.”
“What am I to do?”
“Whatever pleases you.”
“It pleases me to cook real food for the children.”
“You do understand that you’re free?”
“I do understand, madam. That’s why it pleases me.”
“Thank you, then,” Leia said. She smiled ruefully. “I’ve never had occasion to learn to be a good cook.”
“Come along,” Grake said patiently. “Never too late to start learning.” She hesitated, glancing at the cauldron. “What about this?”
“We’ll throw it out,” Leia said. “And send bread, and fruit, and soup—real soup—to the Proctors.”
“Because it pleases us,” Grake said.
Tigris had passed his childhood on a remote, boring, pastoral world, kept from his destiny. Since Lord Hethrir rescued him, he had lived on the quiet worldcraft.
Tigris loved Crseih Station.
The welcome dome of Crseih always overwhelmed him with its noise and activity. People poked at him, plucked his sleeve, offered him sweetmeats and jewelry and a selection of robes, one of them a silky white one that he wanted more than he had ever wanted anything material in his life.
But as Lord Hethrir preferred, he walked without pausing, without allowing himself to be visibly tempted.
Anakin reached for one of the sweetmeats. The sweetmeat-monger drew the tray away, spiraling its wrinkly arms, and the tray, out of Anakin’s grasp.
“Patience, small person,” the being said. “You must pay, first.”
“Pay?” Tigris asked, curiously. He knew the concept of paying, but only in context of Lord Hethrir’s political dealings and his involvement in the trade. Pay for food, for clothing? He tried to remember if he had paid for anything when he was a child. He had a vague memory of trading, of being given gifts, of his mother providing aid to one of the other villagers, then finding a bushel of fruit or a brace of game or a length of cloth on the doorstep the next morning.
“Yes, pay! You are not a beggar and I am not a do-gooder.” The being extended an eyestalk and bent its eye up and down, regarding Tigris. “Or perhaps you are a beggar.”
Lord Hethrir had not even paused. He strode away, followed by the phalanx of his Proctors. In a moment they would disappear into the crowd. Tigris scooped Anakin up and hurried away from the sweetmeat-monger. The being followed, bulging along with limber gracelessness.
“This is not a transaction of world-shaking magnitude,” the being said.
“I have no account,” Tigris said. “Nothing to transfer to you.”
“No one makes a transfer to buy a sweetmeat! Where are you from, the planet of foolish people? All it requires is a coin of the least magnitude.”
“Excuse me,” Tigris said, slipping between two groups of beings and nearly getting tangled in their tentacles. He had not realized, before interposing himself between them, that they were engaging in some unexplained interaction.
The sweetmeat-monger caught up with him on the other side of the group of tentacled beings. Tigris wiped slime from his face and his sleeve.
“I see you are from the planet of the foolish people,” the being said. “You aren’t safe to be around, even to make a sale. Your pardon, small person,” it said to Anakin, and disappeared.
Tigris rushed through the crowd, heedless of giving offense, trying to catch up to the end of the marching Proctors. His lord walked quickly. A path opened before Lord Hethrir. But Tigris had to edge through. He did his best not to run into anyone else. He wished Lord Hethrir were unaware of his moment of distraction, his fascination with the material things being offered to him at the entryway.
Especially the white robe.
He knows what’s happening behind him, Tigris thought. He always knows.
He labored after Hethrir, Anakin growing heavier and heavier in his arms. Hethrir never looked back.
The children ate with desperate appetite. It broke Leia’s heart to watch them. She sat in the dining hall with Jaina and Jacen, unable to eat anything herself. She cautioned the children not to eat too quickly, or too much. She feared that nevertheless there would be upset stomachs tonight.
“I want to go home,” said one of the little ones. “I want to go home!” Soon all the children were clamoring for their homes, their families.
Leia knew exactly how they felt.
As Leia calmed the children, Rillao entered the dining hall.
“We’ll take you home soon,” Leia said. “I promise. For now, a nice hot bath and a nice warm bed. How does that sound?”
She saw a few trembly lips and teary eyes; they wanted to go home now and Leia did not blame them.
She only hoped their families could be found. Had Hethrir murdered their families in order to steal them? Were they all from the passenger freighters? Or—were their families the people Winter had gone to meet, who thought their children had run away?
Rillao perched on the bench beside Jaina.
“The worldcraft will enter hyperspace soon,” Rillao said softly to Leia. “Before morning, we’ll reach Asylum Station.”
Hethrir strode into a lodge in a quiet park. The only sound was the ripple and splash of the water in the pools and streams of the lobby. Tigris followed. Anakin wriggled to get down. Tigris let him free, gratefully, then had to hurry after him as the little boy headed straight for the irresistible ponds. He crouched down and splashed at the edge of a still circle of water, patting the surface to spread ripples.
“My lord.” The rainbow whirlwind wavered into view, hovering above one of the streams. “All is ready for you.”
“Have my guests arrived?” Hethrir asked.
“Yes, my lord,” the whirlwind host replied. “They will gather to meet you when—”
A purple humanoid droid clattered into the lobby.
“I simply do not understand,” the purple droid said, “why you’re being so disagreeable about this situation.”
The purple droid followed a service droid, gesturing as he spoke. The service droid’s large carrying surface bore a couple of small valises, a scattering of opened and unopened emergency ration packs, and a battered bunch of ugly flowers without a vase.
The carrying droid rumbled a reply comprehensible only in its indifference.
“Halt!” said the host. Its rainbow colors brightened in a threatening manner.
The service droid lurched to a halt. The ugly flowers scattered on the floor.
“What do you mean, performing an eviction through the front door?”
“This is quite absurd!” the purple droid said. “We are no more than hours late with the rent. My human companions will return soon and pay you! They are very busy people!”
The service droid snatched up the spilled flowers with its pincers, breaking the stems and littering the floor with crushed petals. The petals oozed pale fluid. Lord Hethrir watched without expression. The Proctors stood in perfect array, but the droid’s distress amused them.
“Mr. Threep!” Anakin shouted. He ran to the purple droid, bouncing with excitement. Tigris bolted after him but could not keep him from fastening his arms around the strange droid’s leg.
“Master Anakin?” the droid said. “Master Anakin! Whatever are you doing here? Where are your brother and sister? Where is Prin—your mother?”
“Bring the child back,” Hethrir said.
“Who are you, sir?” the droid asked Hethrir. “I have not been instructed that you are permitted to attend Master Anakin!”
“You have mistaken this child for someone else. You are in error. Perhaps you need your brain circuits wiped.”
Tigris hurried to Anakin and managed to pry his little hands from the droid’s knee. The droid tried to interfere, but Tigris fended him off. Anakin shrieked wildly. He kicked at Tigris’s shins.
“Ow!” Tigris said. “Don’t, Anakin, come away, leave the Mr. Droid alone. Your pardon, sir.”
“Who are you, young sir? What are you doing with Master Anakin?”
As soon as Tigris freed Anakin from the droid’s legs, Lord Hethrir strode past him, drawing his lightsaber.
The lightsaber flamed wildly. Its energy blade arced through the droid’s head and body. The handle back-flashed. Sparks pierced the air, searing it into ozone. Lord Hethrir shouted a curse—his high-pitched shout startled Tigris even more than the failure of the lightsaber—and dropped the handle. The blade seared a fissure into the smooth flagstone, flashed to brilliance, and faded.
Tigris had never seen anything like it.
The droid, frozen in place, toppled onto the stone floor with a great metallic clank. He shivered violently, then fell quiet. Purple paint flaked from him, revealing patchy bits of gold.
Anakin screamed and struggled. “Mr. Threep! Mr. Threep!”
Tigris scooped him up and held him, despite his crying and kicking.
“It’s all right, little one,” he whispered. “Shh, shh.”
Confused and angry and exhausted after the long trip and the long confinement, Anakin lapsed into frustrated sobs.
“Fetch my lightsaber,” Hethrir said to Tigris.
Frightened but resolute, Tigris bent down awkwardly, holding Anakin in one arm, and picked up the pommel of the lightsaber. He was sure it would explode; instead, it felt dead in his hand. He offered it to Lord Hethrir, but the Lord ignored him.
“I do beg your pardon for this unforgivable disturbance,” the whirlwind host said to Lord Hethrir. “The droid clearly has twisted circuits. It already tried to defraud me!”
“Secure the droid,” Hethrir said. “It’s dangerous. Later perhaps we will wipe it and recycle it.”
“Very well, my lord,” the whirlwind said.
The service droid wrestled the collapsed droid onto its carrying surface and rolled away into the shadows.
Anakin stared at the service droid, and at the comatose purple and gold droid, with wide, frightened eyes.
“Mr. Threep,” he whispered.
Lord Hethrir put one hand on his forehead and gazed down at him.
“It can’t be of use to you, little one,” he said. “We’re the ones who will take care of you.”
In the Proctors’ large, airy dormitory, Leia and her comrades moved the beds together to form a sleeping platform big enough for all the children. The cupboards held extra blankets and comforters, enough for everyone to be toasty warm even with the windows open.
Rillao and Artoo-Detoo went to handle the worldship’s controls during the entrance into hyperspace, while Chewbacca and Leia tucked the children in. Jaina and Jacen sat on the sleeping platform but did not get under the covers.
“I want to stay with you, Mama,” Jaina whispered. “Me, too,” Jacen said.
“You aren’t too sleepy?”
Jacen shook his head. Jaina yawned.
“I have to go over to Alderaan,” Leia said. “Would you like to come with me, and sleep in my cabin?”
Both twins nodded energetically.
“The ground is going to shake,” Leia said to all the children. “Just for a little while. It means the worldcraft is moving. There’s nothing to be scared of. Chewbacca will be right here with you.”
The children snuggled contentedly under their blankets.
Chewbacca crooned a cradle song from his homeworld. As Leia left the dormitory with Jaina and Jacen, several of the little ones climbed out of bed and scampered to the Wookiee, to cuddle against his brindled fur. He put his arms around them all, and continued his wordless song.
Leia smiled. Children took to Chewbacca instantly.
Leia took Jaina and Jacen to her cabin and tucked them into her bunk and sat with them. Jacen’s four-winged bat fluttered up to the ceiling, landed against the wall, and clung there.
Alderaan shuddered beneath them. The worldcraft and its tiny sun pulled at each other, accelerating, and the ground quaked and rumbled.
Jaina sat up, excited, and Jacen patted the bulkhead beside him.
“It’s like taking off!” Jaina said.
“Exactly like,” Leia said.
The worldcraft transited into hyperspace. The shuddering stopped. Jaina wriggled back down under the covers.
“We’re going to rescue Anakin, aren’t we?” she asked. “And Lusa—before they cut off her horns!”
“Yes,” Leia said, hoping she was telling the truth. Now that they were in hyperspace, she looked and listened for Anakin. She could find no trace of him.
“I missed you so much, Mama!” Jaina said, holding her hand.
“I missed you, too, my darling. Do you know I followed you through hyperspace? I could feel you calling to me. I almost lost you—but then I heard you again.”
Jaina flung herself into Leia’s arms. “Every time we tried to use the Force, Hethrir stopped us! We tried to use the barrier! To protect Anakin. But he stopped us! I know I wasn’t supposed to do anything else, without Uncle Luke, but I thought—we tried—he’s still stopping us, but we could do little things—”
“It’s all right, Jaina. It’s all right. I’m so proud of you both.”
She tucked them in, pulling a warm blanket up around them.
“Mama?” Jaina asked.
“Yes, sweetie.”
“Can you make him stop?”
“Make who stop? Stop what?”
“Jaina and I can’t hear each other,” Jacen said, “like Uncle Luke taught us.”
Leia frowned with concern.
“Sweetheart, why not?”
“Because Hethrir won’t let us!”
“But he isn’t here, darlings. He’s nowhere near, he can’t touch you.”
Both children stared at her, wanting to believe her but afraid.
“He still can,” Jaina whispered.
Leia closed her eyes and opened herself to the widest range of her perceptions.
She found nothing. She reached, as far as she could. She could feel her children’s fear, she could feel what they had experienced while Hethrir controlled them. Her heart trembled, near breaking.
“He isn’t here,” she said again. “You’re safe now.”
Jaina and Jacen hugged each other. The glimmer of their barrier shone around them, then vanished like a spark, beneath the waterfall of their fear. Hethrir was gone, but he had left behind him such fear that Leia could not touch it.
Leia scooped her children up and hugged them. Jaina and Jacen held her desperately tight.
Rillao ran into the cabin, her hair flying and her eyes wide.
“What are you doing? Who are you? Who—” She stared at the children, then turned her gaze to Leia. “You are Jedi,” she said.
Leia shook her head. “No,” she said. “I’m untrained, the children are just beginning their training—How did you know?”
“You just gave me the worst headache I have ever suffered in my life.”
“Make Hethrir go away, Mama,” Jacen said.
“He’s gone, dear one. He can’t touch you now.”
But Jaina and Jacen stared at her, unable to believe Hethrir had no distant control over them.
Rillao sat on the bed beside Leia and her children. With the tip of her finger, she stroked Jaina’s hair, then Jacen’s, delicately. They both looked up, wide-eyed, frightened and fascinated.
“Your mama is right,” Rillao said. “Hethrir has no power to touch you anymore.”
Rillao spoke softly. As she spoke, as she stroked the children’s hair, the strands of terror within Jaina and Jacen disappeared beneath her touch.
Leia watched, astonished.
“Better, now?” Rillao asked.
Jaina and Jacen hesitated for a moment, as if they had been shut away from sunlight for so long that they could not believe its return. Then Jaina laughed aloud and Jacen smiled. They leaped up. They grabbed hands and spun around and around; they grabbed Leia’s hand, and Rillao’s, and drew them into their circle. The children’s barrier spiraled up around them all like a glowing whirlwind. Their laughter filled the room.
They fell down, deliberately, laughing and giggling. Leia fell down beside them and hugged them.
Rillao sat on her heels nearby, watching, with a silent smile.
“Thank you, thank you!” Jaina cried. Jacen watched Rillao gravely. “Yes, thank you,” he said.
“You’re welcome.” Rillao turned to Leia. “We must speak.”
“Yes. We must.” Leia gathered up the twins. “You’re getting so big!” she said. She put them back into her bunk and tucked them in again. They were exhausted, but calm. She kissed them and sat beside them. In a moment they had fallen asleep.
Rillao had left the cabin. Leia found her in the copilot’s chair, staring out the forward port, into the worldcraft’s sky, her face illuminated by the lights of hyperspace.
“Who are you?” Leia asked. “You’re a Jedi, aren’t you? A real Jedi Knight.”
“I was,” Rillao whispered.
Leia sat in the pilot’s chair and turned toward the Firrerreo.
“Tell me.”
“I was a student … of Lord Vader.”
“But—” Leia protested.
Rillao stopped her with a gesture. “He taught us in secret. Even after the Empire declared our people subhuman, and destroyed us, he kept me … and one other.”
“And when the Empire fell, you both fled.” Leia spoke coolly, holding herself under tight control so she would not reveal her horror. Rillao, a pawn of the Empire?
“It is not quite that simple,” Rillao said. “When we were young, just beginning our studies, we both … we fell in love.
“Lord Vader believed we would produce a child with extraordinary talent, one he could bend to the use of the Empire.”
“And … did you?” Leia asked. She thought, This could be the cause of the rumors Luke is investigating. What is my brother facing? A youth as talented as Anakin, trained by my father, Darth Vader, Dark Lord of the Sith …
She shivered.
Rillao smiled gently. “We produced a child. An ordinary, sweet child. Tigris … I was so happy when I realized he had no talent for the Force.”
“Happy!” Leia exclaimed, simultaneously shocked and relieved.
“Even before our child, I became … a disappointing student to Lord Vader.”
“But you’re extraordinarily talented,” Leia said. “How could you be disappointing?”
“Can’t you guess, my friend?” She smiled, fiercely this time, showing the sharp tips of her unusually prominent canine teeth.
Leia waited.
“I was not tempted to the dark side,” Rillao said. “It repelled me. I had no desire for power over other people. I could not understand Lord Vader’s compulsion to gain it, any more than he could understand my desire to escape it.”
“At the end of his life,” Leia said, “he would have understood.”
“Then perhaps he found peace. I am glad. But when I knew him, he was driven. He had no patience for my weaknesses. Lelila, I am possessed of a gift. I can heal, and strengthen, and soothe.”
“As you healed and soothed my children,” Leia said.
Rillao nodded. “Lord Vader forbade me to exercise my healing talents. In turn, I resisted his instruction. Both Lord Vader and my lover found me undependable.”
Her quiet breathing deepened, and she closed her eyes.
“I could not bear it,” she said. “Lord Vader treated me with scorn. My lover … ceased to love me. His feelings for me did not vanish. I could have borne that. I could have borne hatred in place of love. But contempt …”
She paused for so long Leia was afraid she would not—could not—complete her story. Leia placed her hand gently over Rillao’s.
“What happened?”
“Lord Vader appointed my lover—you understand that he is the one whose name I spoke to you, you understand that he is Hethrir?—Procurator of Justice. He charged him with the destruction of our world, and the abduction of a freighter full of our people.”
“Your own world! His own people! How—” But she knew how. It was not even rare.
“He did it to prove his loyalty, his loyalty above all to the Empire. He thought, if he proved himself, the Empire would declare him human after all.” She laughed bitterly. “I wondered, after our world died, why anyone would want to be considered human.”
Leia nodded. After the destruction of Alderaan, she had wondered the same thing.
“Before our child was born, I fled. After the child came, I hid us on the smallest, meekest, most backward worlds. Lord Vader had great hopes for my son, and I feared what he might do when he discovered my son could not fulfill his ambitions.”
“Neither could his own,” Leia whispered. “No, never mind, it’s too complicated to explain, I didn’t mean to interrupt you.”
“When the Empire fell,” Rillao said, “I thought perhaps we were safe. I did not know what had happened to my lover. I grieved that he was dead. I grieved for my world, ruined by the arrogance of the Empire. I grieved for my people, sent I knew not where into space to a far destination. My child and I lived happily. As happily as we could, alone. I could not even answer my child’s questions about his father. I practiced my craft, but in secret.
“And then,” Rillao said softly, “I discovered that I need not have grieved for my lover’s death. The one I had loved discovered us. He had been seeking us constantly. He has vast resources. He foresaw the fall of the Empire, and he prepared for it. We struggled.” She looked away, ashamed. “He overcame me.”
“You’d practiced healing. He practiced for war.”
“He overcame me,” Rillao said, turning aside Leia’s excuses for her. “He imprisoned me. He took our child. He has had our child for five years.”
And, Leia realized, Hethrir had imprisoned Rillao in the passenger freighter, under torture, for five years.
“What did he want of you?” Leia asked softly, meaning, He could have killed you cleanly, but he chose to torment you, for all that time.
“He wanted to win me back, of course,” Rillao said. “Or break me to his will. It made no difference to him, I think, as long as I surrendered to his bidding. He wanted a partner, or a pawn, to strengthen his rule of the Empire Reborn.” She stretched out her hands, spread her long fingers, turned her hands over to reveal the scarred palms, and clenched her fists. “And he wanted our child to be his heir. To the Empire Reborn and to his dark power.”
She smiled again, but her eyes were full of tears.
“My sweet son … I fear what Hethrir has done to him, in five years. He cannot fulfill his father’s ambitions for him. He cannot gain, for Hethrir, full access to the dark side. He could be a fine scientist, or an artist, or an explorer-diplomat. He cannot be a Jedi.”
“And you haven’t even seen him in five years!” Leia exclaimed in sympathy. She tried to imagine missing Jaina and Jacen for five years. She did not think she would survive.
“I have seen him,” Rillao said. “He came to the chamber with his lord. He called me traitor, and weakling, and fool.”
She scrubbed the back of her hand across her eyes, dashing the tears away angrily.
“I must find him, Lelila,” she said. “Perhaps he’s already lost to me … lost to himself. But perhaps Hethrir has not yet extinguished his sweetness. What your children said of him gave me hope.”
“My name isn’t Lelila,” Leia said.
“You need not tell me—”
“It’s Leia. And when we rescue Ti—when we rescue your son, and mine, we’ll go home to Coruscant. You’ll have a safe haven. You’ll have colleagues. Luke—my brother, Luke Skywalker—will be so excited to meet you!”
To her astonishment, Rillao dropped to one knee before her, awkward in the cramped pilot’s cabin.
“Princess Leia of Alderaan,” she said. “Freedom fighter, destroyer of the Empire, and founder of the New Republic. I pledge you my loyalty. I should have recognized you—”
Suddenly shy, Leia began twisting and plaiting her hair into a messy heap on top of her head.
“I was traveling incognito,” she said.



Chapter 11
Leia hugged Chewbacca when he boarded Alderaan and came to her cabin to assure himself that Jaina and Jacen were safe.
Under Grake’s watchful eye, the other stolen children slept on the worldcraft, which was programmed to travel to Munto Codru. There, the children would be safe, and the work of finding their homes and families could begin.
“Will you stay in my cabin with Jaina and Jacen?” Leia asked Chewbacca. “I don’t want to leave them alone.”
Chewbacca snorted a question.
“Yes,” Leia said. “You are an excellent navigator. But Rillao knows the route to Asylum Station.”
Chewbacca growled his opinion of a navigator who had not flown for at least five years, but the growl was just for show. He laid one huge hand gently on Leia’s head, and sat on the end of the bunk where the twins were sleeping.
Leia hurried to her pilot’s seat. She lifted Alderaan off the worldcraft. The worldcraft vanished into the brightness of hyperspace, on its way to refuge. Leia gave the controls over to Rillao.
They were on their way to Asylum Station, and Anakin.
Han strolled happily along the quiet path. What a great evening. No one bothering him, the razor edge of his concentration sharpened rather than dulled by the excellent ale, nothing to worry about, nothing to think about, playing cards on instinct and nerve. Winning.
He felt terrific.
And he knew what to do about Waru.
The lobby of the lodge was deserted. He was rather disappointed. If the host had shown up and harassed him for the rent, he could have laughed and thrown hard cash money at the whirlwind’s feet. No, not feet. Whatever the whirlwind used instead of feet. He could have pitched the credits into the host’s twisty gullet.
He slipped on the flagstone floor and nearly fell.
What the—? he thought. I’m not that drunk.
He glanced at the spot that had tripped him up. A cracked floor tile was littered with thick, ugly flower petals. He had stepped on one and it had squashed under his heel. The petals looked like they came from the same flowers Threepio had pilfered for the breakfast table.
Probably the cleaning droid mistook them for garbage and took them away, Han said to himself. Then dropped them on the floor.
Han climbed the stairs two at a time. He would give the rent money to Threepio. Only fair to let the droid pay the host, since Threepio had been the one to explain and excuse their being late with the payment.
He felt cleanly and completely tired. He looked forward to sleeping late. By afternoon, evening anyway, Luke would have cooled off.
And I’ve cooled off, too, Han thought. If the kid doesn’t jump down my throat again, everything will be fine.
His code would not open the door to his room.
“Hey!” He banged on the door. “Let me in!”
After a moment, the door-screen lit up with the image of a beautiful woman, wrapped in a robe, her hair disheveled.
“This is no time for trading,” she said. “Come back at a civilized hour. We’ll go to my ship and I’ll display the new merchandise.”
“Trading? Merchandise? Huh? Who are you? What are you doing in my room?” He thought, If Luke sees her, I’ll never be able to make him understand about me and Xaverri. I’ll never get him to believe this is a misunderstanding.
“This is my room, sir, and I am sleeping in it.”
Peering close, he rechecked the room number. No, he had made no mistake.
“I’ve been here for days!” he said. “My stuff is in the closet!”
“My things are in the closet. Go away. I have called the host.” The door-screen faded away and she would not reply to Han’s knocking, or his shouts.
A couple of large droids trundled toward him, one from each end of the corridor. They looked like Artoo-Detoo on growth hormones. With a pincer maneuver, they herded him toward the stairs, bumping him roughly despite his protests, then trundled on thick treads after him, one before him, one behind.
In the lobby, the lodge’s host waited for him.
“What’s going on?” Han said. “Who’s that in my room? Where are my colleagues? Where’s our stuff?”
“My establishment has been reserved by a conference,” the host said. “You and your colleagues have consistently been late with your rent, so I required them to find other shelter.”
Han threw a handful of credits at the host. The credits fluttered through the whirlwind image and scattered over the pool’s surface.
“There.”
“Too late.”
The two overgrown droids nudged up against Han’s back and pushed him toward the door, rolling over the crushed flower petals and releasing a powerful cloud of their fetid odor.
“Wait! Hold on!” Han pushed at the droids. He had no effect. Their pressure increased and their progress continued unhampered.
“Dammit, where did my friends go?”
“I do not know,” the whirlwind said. “Furthermore, I do not care.”
The droids bumped Han outside so roughly that he nearly fell on the steps. The door slammed shut behind him. Catcalls followed him through the darkness.
In the warm damp night, Han swore.
Where did they go? he wondered. They didn’t have any money.…
As Han walked, the crystal star dawned. First dawn and second dawn no longer occurred in opposition, second dawn blasting first sunset out of the sky. The crystal star had plummeted past Crseih Station, falling closer to the black hole. It rose, creating first dawn. Nearly in conjunction, the blazing whirlpool of the black hole exploded over the horizon.
Between the interference of the burning whirlpool and the haphazardly effective barriers of the radiation shields, Han’s comlink was unreliable. He tried to reach Luke or Threepio, but received no answer.
He tried to force himself to think clearly.
Of course: they must have gone back to the Falcon. Too much trouble to come and find me, not that I exactly left word where I’d be. I’ll have to go all the way back to the landing field.…
He tramped back down the path.
Suddenly the light around him dimmed a bit. Han glanced upward.
The white dwarf plunged behind the accretion disk of the black hole. For a moment, communication cleared slightly. Han called the Falcon.
No one answered except the Falcon’s automatic systems. No one had entered the ship since Threepio fetched the emergency rations. Neither Threepio nor Luke had left him a message.
As Han tried to call Luke directly, the white dwarf appeared from behind its companion. The interference increased again, blasting Han’s connection to the Falcon.
Could Luke have gone back to Waru? Han thought. Maybe he doesn’t even know we’re thrown out of our room. Maybe Threepio went to find him.…
The daylight brightened again.
Instead of soaring outward from the black hole, the white dwarf sailed around in front of it. Its eccentric elliptical orbit had changed phase, to an orbit nearly circular. The black hole drew the crystalline white dwarf closer. As the crystal star spun around the black hole, a stream of glowing plasma ripped from its surface. The dying star whirled around the black hole, plasma surging from it as it spun. The two stars formed a double whirlpool of light.
As the binary rose higher in the sky, the strange harsh light mottled the dome and the ground. Han blinked, wishing for a clearer, warmer, more ordinary light. He did not even want to know the strength of the X-ray flux.
Threepio was right about the radiation, Han thought.
Han reached the welcome dome, where the lights of the signs and shops obliterated the burning of the black hole. The welcome dome was as active, bright, and noisy now, at double-dawn, as it had been at star-dusk, and at midnight.
Han sighed. He was not interested in anything the welcome dome had to offer. All he wanted was a few hours’ sleep. Instead, he trudged away toward Waru’s compound, thinking, Haven’t these folks ever heard of public transportation?
Alderaan’s molten skin shivered beneath the assault of X rays as it dove into the strange system.
Asylum Station spun in space, a chaotic cluster of irregular, cratered asteroids, held together with communicating tunnels and gravity fields.
Leia frowned. She had never been to Asylum Station, yet she recognized it. There could not be two such strange stations.
“It’s Crseih!” she exclaimed, as Artoo-Detoo whistled the same conclusion. “Crseih Station!”
“Yes,” Rillao said. “Its real name is Crseih. In the trade, it is known as Asylum. Do you know it?”
“My husband and my brother are here,” she said. She felt both hope and joy. “If Anakin’s here, Luke will know it!”
She might land on Crseih Station and find her little boy waiting to meet her, safe and free. She imagined him running toward her, imagined his arms wrapped around her neck, imagined hugging him to her.
She imagined the empty spot in her heart, filling with his presence.
She tried to reach Han, to contact the Millennium Falcon, but the same radiation flux that had prevented her calling him from Munto Codru now blasted her communications out of the sky. Crseih Station was cut off from the rest of the galaxy by the frenzy of the double star.
“Be patient,” Rillao said. “Soon we will find out. Soon we will know.”
“You sound like my brother!”
Leia sighed in distress. For all she knew, Han and Luke had finished their investigation—their vacation—and headed back home before Hethrir brought Anakin to Crseih.
Near tears, Leia caught her breath. She pressed her hands against her eyes and extended her perceptions as far as she could.
She felt nothing.
She let her hands fall.
Rillao, beside her, patted her shoulder gently.
“We’re still a distance from Crseih,” she said. “Let’s not distress ourselves quite yet.”
Leia saw that Rillao had searched for Tigris, as Leia had searched for Anakin, and failed to find him.
Leia shook herself and tried to take Rillao’s advice.
Before Leia, beyond Crseih, a binary system blazed. A white dwarf star plunged around a whirlpool of glowing debris. The black hole within the whirlpool ripped at the surface of the white dwarf, drawing star-stuff into explosive destruction.
Leia gazed at its wild beauty.
“This is the oddest system I’ve ever been in,” Leia said, searching for something to distract her attention. “The oddest, and the most violent.”
Artoo-Detoo beeped, and a geyser of information burst into the air above his carapace. He warbled with excitement.
Leia deciphered Artoo’s display of information.
“He says they’re odd indeed,” Leia said.
Artoo amplified a portion of the information and pushed it toward her.
“Dying?” Leia exclaimed. “The star is dying?” Leia looked closer, interpreting what Artoo showed her. “All white dwarf stars are dying. The star—it’s freezing.”
“A freezing star?” Rillao said skeptically. “I think your droid is joking with us.”
“Artoo has a lot of good qualities,” Leia said, “but he doesn’t have much in the way of a sense of humor. What’s happening is, the star’s so dense it’s nothing but a quantum plasma. It’s very, very old, so old it’s stopped burning. It’s giving up its heat to the universe. Freezing into one huge quantum crystal.”
Leia heard a whimper from the far end of the companionway. She jumped up and ran from the cockpit to her cabin, to her children. Chewbacca sat beside them, looming over them protectively.
Jaina and Jacen awakened, Jaina with a cry, Jacen pale and silent.
“It’s all right, dear ones,” Leia said. She and Chewbacca hugged them. She wished she had left them back on the worldcraft, safe and sound, yet she was desperately grateful to have them with her.
“Is Hethrir back?” Jaina whispered.
“No,” Leia said. “He’s nowhere near. I’ll never let him near you. Did you have a dream? A nightmare?”
Jaina nodded somberly from the safety of Chewbacca’s arms.
“My head hurts, Mama.” Jacen held Leia tight.
Leia rocked him, crooning. After a while, they fell back into uneasy sleep. Leia tucked them in; Chewbacca fastened a safety guard around them.
Alderaan was about to land on Crseih Station.
Tigris entered the meeting hall of Crseih Station’s travelers’ lodge. The long stone pews were filled. Shimmering white velvet backed the dais upon which Lord Hethrir would stand. Against the brilliant white, Hethrir’s gold and red hair would blaze like flame, and his dark eyes would burn.
Tigris recognized most of the people who waited for Lord Hethrir. Lady Ucce sat in the place of honor reserved for the most generous donor to the Empire Reborn. Lord Qaqquqqu sat among Lord Hethrir’s lesser supporters. Many of the guests had visited the worldcraft, either as members of the trade or as supplicants for Hethrir’s favor. Others had been promoted from Proctor to Empire Youth and sent out to work in secret on behalf of the Empire Reborn. Their reunion was unique in Tigris’s experience. The Youths set themselves off with their pale uniforms, their medals, their elegant long coats.
Every free person at the meeting was devoted to the memory of the Empire, and to Lord Hethrir’s plan for the Empire Reborn.
They had never before gathered like this. Something new and strange was happening. Tigris was proud to be involved, no matter how small his part.
A child of a nonhuman species accompanied each guest. All the guests, of course, were human. It was the place of humans to restore the Empire and to regain their power.
Tigris saw the centaur child who had joined Anakin’s sister in defying the rules of Lord Hethrir’s school. In fact, many of the slave children in the room were from the group that Lord Hethrir had just culled and sold. It seemed odd to Tigris that the guests would want to be attended by slaves so young and untrained that they had to be leashed. Some still cried for their mothers. But it was not Tigris’s place to criticize Lord Hethrir’s guests.
Keeping his silence, holding Anakin’s hand, Tigris looked for a place to sit. The meeting room was very full.
The Proctors gathered just outside.
“Rise!”
Tigris hurried into the last pew, pulling Anakin with him. All around, the guests rose and bowed their heads. Tigris stared at the floor, waiting for Hethrir’s permission to look up again.
Lord Hethrir’s retinue of young Proctors marched through the doorway and up the aisle and fanned out on either side of the podium.
Lord Hethrir swept in.
“Were you planning to keep my lightsaber?”
Tigris straightened up, startled by Hethrir’s low and dangerous voice. The Lord frowned down at him.
Tigris paled. The pommel of the lightsaber lay heavy in the pocket of his ragged robe. He fumbled for the saber and gave it to his lord. He should have followed Hethrir to his room and returned the saber immediately. Instead he had calmed Anakin. He should have left Anakin to cry himself to silence. The child must, after all, learn to control himself.
Hethrir strode down the central aisle and took his place on the podium.
“You may be seated,” Hethrir said.
But one of the guests remained standing.
Tigris recognized him. His name was Brashaa. He was an undistinguished member of Lord Hethrir’s following. How dare he defy Hethrir’s command?
Hethrir looked down at Brashaa, with every evidence of welcome. Tigris thought he detected a hint of amusement in Lord Hethrir’s expression. Amusement, and contempt. Brashaa was a notorious miser. He was not even attended by a slave. Instead, he dragged Anakin’s pet after him on a heavy chain. Lord Hethrir had given Lady Ucce the ugly black six-legged creature for free. It panted and whined. Slaver dripped from its heavy, pitted fangs. Lady Ucce must have made a great profit by selling it to Brashaa.
“What is it, Brashaa?” Lord Hethrir said.
“My lord. For many years now you have promised action. We grow weary of concealing ourselves from usurpers of the New Republic.”
Anakin saw the fanged creature. He jumped off the pew and would have run toward the monster if Tigris had not held him back.
“Sit still, little one,” Tigris whispered.
“Anakin want woof!” Anakin said.
“Shh.”
Lord Hethrir said nothing in response to Brashaa. He waited, silent and dangerous, until Brashaa gathered the courage to continue.
“My lord, we tire—desperately—of treating nonhumans as equal beings. We must act soon, before our children are too much affected by egalitarian propaganda, before our generation is too old to act—to fight!”
“I think you do not trust me, Brashaa,” Hethrir said.
“I trust you with my life and with my wealth, my lord. I only mean—”
“I suspect you doubt me, Brashaa.”
“Not at all, my lord. Not for a moment.”
“I wonder if you are a traitor, Brashaa.”
“My lord!” Brashaa protested. He grew pale with dread and regret. Tigris felt sorry for him, and horrified that the man had questioned Lord Hethrir.
“Leave us, Brashaa. You have no part in this meeting. I cannot trust you to hear my plan.”
Brashaa stared at him, speechless even to defend himself. He hesitated, as if he hoped Lord Hethrir would repeal the sentence he had pronounced.
Lord Hethrir stared at him. Brashaa’s face reddened. He gasped for breath. All around him, people withdrew, afraid that to stand too close would mean contamination.
A trickle of blood leaked from Brashaa’s nostril.
Anakin clambered up on the seat of the pew and stared, wide-eyed and silent. Brashaa dropped the chain of the fanged creature, who watched its owner as intently as Anakin.
“I beg your forgiveness, my lord!”
Lord Hethrir simply gazed at him.
The traitor staggered toward the center aisle. Lord Hethrir’s followers made way for him. No one reached out a hand to help him.
“Your forgiveness, my lord!”
Lord Hethrir would never let him live, after such a challenge. Tigris looked away, ashamed of his own weakness but unwilling to watch another man die.
And yet Brashaa did not fall. His footsteps sounded toward the back of the meeting hall.
“Your forgiveness, my lord!”
Tigris turned just in time to see Brashaa flee out the doorway.
The fanged creature looked around. Its ears perked up. Its chain rattled. No one moved to restrain it.
Tigris turned toward Lord Hethrir. He was shocked by his lord’s strained face. Hethrir’s complexion was even paler than usual, gray in contrast to the brilliant white of his robes and the soft white velvet.
He did mean Brashaa to die! Tigris thought. But something—something went wrong. The way Lord Hethrir’s lightsaber went wrong …
Anakin plopped himself down on the seat beside Tigris.
“Bad mans, Tigis,” he said solemnly.
“Shh, little one.” Tigris hoped Lord Hethrir did not hear. Anakin clutched Tigris’s hand in his grubby little fist. Tigris did not draw away. Confused and unhappy, trying to put aside his disloyal ideas, he thought: Lord Hethrir erred.
The fanged creature skulked down the aisle. Everyone ignored it. Instead of running away, or following its master from the hall, it settled itself at Anakin’s feet.
“Shoo!” Tigris whispered.
“Hello, woof,” Anakin said. The monster leaned its ugly head against Anakin’s knee. Anakin scratched the black fur behind the creature’s ears.
Hethrir’s guests had returned their fascinated attention to their lord. Hethrir recovered himself. He smiled benevolently, as if he had let Brashaa live on purpose.
“Does any one of you have a question,” he asked kindly, “before I tell you of my plan?”
No one spoke.
At Anakin’s feet, the wolf-creature whined.
Hot and sweaty in the oppressive heat, Han trudged toward Waru’s calligraphed building. He was so tired that the calligraphy leaped and spun and rewrote itself in his vision. He was traveling against the traffic; Waru’s supplicants danced along the path.
The service must be over, Han thought. Fine. Maybe I’ll meet Luke and Threepio coming out. Maybe they’ll meet me halfway. Maybe Xaverri is around here somewhere, too, and we can clear everything up all at once.
The idea of entering Waru’s presence again gave him the creeps. If he never had to see the damned thing again, he would be perfectly happy.
One of the supplicants stopped Han. “Waru has dismissed us, seeker,” the scaled and feathered being said to him. The feathers ruffled; the scales turned tan, then pure bright yellow. “You will have to come to a later service.”
“It’s okay,” Han said. “I’m meeting someone.”
The feathered being patted his shoulder in a friendly manner and continued down the walkway.
Han passed the end of the line of departing supplicants. Luke and Threepio were nowhere in sight.
Han crossed the silent courtyard, whistling defiantly, and entered Waru’s building. His shadows disappeared. He paused in the cool foyer and listened. A single voice spoke, the words and timbre jumbled by complicated acoustics. After a silence, a second voice replied. Han recognized the second voice: Waru.
He stepped into the theater.
At the foot of the stage, Luke stood with his shoulders slumped, facing Waru.
“I am tired, Luke Skywalker,” Waru said.
Oh, fine, Han thought. He’s told that guy who he is!
“You think of me as a tireless benefactor, a limitless healer. But I am a living being, and I tire like all other living beings. My other followers have acquiesced to my request that they depart. Can you not show me the same courtesy?”
“I’m afraid if you don’t help me, I’ll die.”
What the—? Han thought.
Waru gave the impression of a deep sigh. “Very well. I will help you.”
Luke stepped up on the altar.
“Luke!” Han yelled. As Luke stretched his arms to Waru, placing his palms on the limpid gold scales, Han sprinted toward him, his boots pounding the floor. He reached the altar and leaped up beside Luke. He grabbed him and pulled him away. Luke struggled, blindly reaching for his lightsaber. Han wrestled with him and pulled Luke’s arms behind his back. Once Luke got his hands on the lightsaber, Han knew he could not win.
“Stop it!” he said. “You’re not going to use the lightsaber on me and you know it!”
Then he got a look at Luke’s face, pale and drawn and intense with pain, his eyes staring, and he was not so sure.
“Leave him,” Waru said. “He has asked my aid, and I have offered it.”
“No, it’s too much to ask,” Han said. “We’ll come back when you’re rested.”
Wait a minute! Han thought. I’m trying to be diplomatic—while I’m dragging Luke out of here?
“He has the right to determine his own fate,” Waru said. The low voice flowed like silk. “To choose to try to save his life.”
“There’s nothing wrong with him, dammit!”
Han jumped off the edge of the altar, pulling Luke with him, barely managing to keep his balance. Luke stumbled against him, going limp. Han expected a trick. He expected Luke to will the lightsaber into his hand. Instead, he found himself half dragging and half carrying Luke away from Waru’s altar.
“He is very ill, very weak,” Waru said. “Bring him back to me. If he can be healed, I will heal him.”
Without replying, Han pulled Luke to his feet.
“Give me some help here, brother,” he muttered.
Beside him, Luke staggered upright.
“Please, Han,” he whispered. “Help me …”
“Bring him to me!” Waru’s words shook the chamber.
Han slung Luke’s arm over his shoulder and kept going toward the exit.
“No,” Luke whispered. “No … please …”
Han went cold. Luke was begging not for escape, but to return to Waru. Han refused to let him go.
“I’ve saved your life before, kid,” Han muttered. “You owe it to me at least once.”
He dragged Luke out of the theater and through the silent entryway and into the open field. The disintegrating stars dazzled him. His eyes watered and his vision blurred. The black hole blazed and the crystal star pulsated, high in the sky. Their brightness increased, battering the strained radiation shields. Han shivered.
But Han had a lot more things to be uneasy about right now than the stars in his sky.
He wrestled Luke around and headed toward Xaverri’s secret path.
Tigris listened, rapt, to Lord Hethrir’s speech. He had been speaking for hours. Like the others, Tigris was fascinated, hypnotized, by the Lord’s voice and his powerful message.
Only Anakin was immune to the power of Lord Hethrir’s voice. The little boy had clambered to the floor and curled up with the six-legged fanged creature. They slept soundly on Tigris’s feet.
“Today, I will consolidate my power,” Lord Hethrir said.
“Today, I will be refined like precious metal from the rough ore of earthly existence.
“Today, I will be reborn—like the Empire, whose reincarnation I have conceived and incubated.
“Today I will bring forth—the Empire Reborn.”
His followers gazed at him, stunned by his audacity. Then, all together, they leaped to their feet and cheered.
Tigris, too, started to rise. But if Tigris got up, he would wake Anakin. Anakin might begin to cry, and disturb the Lord’s triumph.
Besides, Tigris’s feet had gone to sleep.
Some of the slave children were whimpering and crying. But their behavior was not Tigris’s responsibility. Anakin’s was.
Tigris stayed where he was, hoping he was far enough in the back, far enough in shadows, so his failure to stand up and acclaim the plan would never be noticed. A whole roomful of people was standing, shouting, waving, applauding, between Tigris and Hethrir. Perhaps, for once, the Lord would not know everything Tigris did.
Anakin looks so peaceful, Tigris thought. I wonder how he can sleep, in all this noise?
He smiled fondly at the little boy, curled up on the floor among the fanged creature’s six legs.
I wish he was always so peaceful! Tigris thought. I wonder what it would be like to have a little brother like Anakin? I wonder what it would be like to have a brother or a sister or a family at all? Why was my mother a traitor? Who was my father, and why did he abandon me?
Anakin opened his eyes. He blinked, sleepily, saw Tigris smiling at him, and took his thumb out of his mouth to smile back. He clambered up on the seat beside Tigris. He reached into his pocket with his sticky hand and pulled out a sweetmeat with one bite taken out of it. He offered it to Tigris.
Tigris laughed softly. “Thanks,” he said. He broke off the least battered end and ate it. It tasted as good as the slice of fruit Anakin had offered him, back on the starship. “Where did you get this?” he asked. It looked like one of the sweetmeats the vendor had offered them in the welcome dome, which they could not buy because they had no money. Anakin just grinned and ate the rest of the sweet.
Tigris wiggled his toes so his feet would wake up. His skin prickled. The fanged creature snorted, woke, and stretched.
The meeting hall suddenly fell silent. The people sat down. The slave children huddled at their feet. Hethrir stood above them, his arms extended. The wide sleeves of his white robe spread like wings, the edges shining with silver light. Tigris hurriedly swallowed the last crumbs of Anakin’s gift and wiped his mouth on his sleeve and urged Anakin to sit up straight. Instead, Anakin burrowed against his side.
“Anakin, go to sleep,” he said.
“Come with me,” Lord Hethrir said. He descended from the podium and strode down the aisle, looking neither right nor left, paying no attention whatever to whether anyone was following him.
For, of course, they did follow him. Two of his Proctors ran before him to open the door, while his guests spilled into the aisle behind him and followed him out of the lodge and trooped down the path. They pulled the sleepy slave children along with them.
“Don’t sleep yet, little brother,” Tigris whispered. “Come on, we have to go.” He gathered the child into his arms and stood up. Now that the excitement of Lord Hethrir’s speech was fading, Tigris felt as tired as Anakin.
“Hey, nursemaid!” One of the Proctors pointed at Tigris, jeering. “You’ll get left behind!”
The Proctors followed the crowd, laughing, letting the door slam shut behind them. Tigris had to balance Anakin on his hip and wrestle the door open wide enough to slip through. The wolf-creature trotted after him, dragging its chain.
Clenching his teeth, Tigris held his head high.
Leia, Rillao, Chewbacca, Jaina, Jacen, and Artoo-Detoo rode Crseih’s landing field tractor to the station.
What a raiding party we make! Leia thought. A raiding party disguised as a family outing.
She looked for the Millennium Falcon, but could not see it beneath the multitude of irregularly shaped radiation shields.
I could ask after it, she thought, but I don’t want to give myself away.
“Does the landing field have a registry of ships?” she asked the driver.
“Such a list will be stored.”
“How can I look at it?”
“You will not.”
“Why not?”
“The company will protect its information.”
Jaina snuggled against Leia, clutching her multitool in one hand and a smart camping blanket from Alderaan in the other. She said the camping blanket was for Anakin when they rescued him. But Anakin did not have the habit of sleeping with a camping blanket or carrying one around. Jaina had, when she was younger, but her blanket was back home on Coruscant. When Winter asked if she wanted to bring it on the tour, Jaina had said she was not a baby any longer and did not need a blanket except for camping, and besides, maybe it was lonely for the other camping blankets.
Leia had no intention of teasing her daughter about carrying the cuddly blanket.
Leia’s comfort was the touch of her children, and the hope that all three would be safe in a short time.
Jacen petted the little four-winged bat, which peeked out from beneath his shirt. The bat made Leia nervous, mildly venomous as it was. If it bit Jacen, he would have a terrible itch. But if it had been going to bite him, it probably would have done so long since. Leia had learned to regard Jacen’s explorations with a certain Jedi-like calm that drew very little from Luke’s lessons in meditation. She was working on the same reaction to Jaina’s habit of dismantling household machines.
Leia was traveling incognito, as Lelila, though this time without abandoning her real identity in the personality of the bounty hunter. She doubted her position as Chief of State of the New Republic would provide her much esteem on Crseih. Her hair swirled wild and long and free.
Rillao carried herself so proudly, she looked so regal in the emerald tunic, that it was possible to overlook how rumpled the tunic, and how tired and drawn Rillao was. The tunic covered most of her scars.
Chewbacca still limped; a bandage wrapped his leg. But he had bathed, and combed his brindled fur. The new silver and black streaks curved into smooth patterns. He was the most presentable of the biological members of the party.
Jaina and Jacen were clean and well dressed. They no longer wolfed down every meal and snack. But an aura of intensity and distress possessed them both.
Among them all, only Artoo-Detoo looked and acted exactly as Leia expected him to.
Jaina pulled at Leia’s sleeve.
“Mama!” she whispered, excited. “That’s one of the ships!” She pointed across the landing field toward a shiny gold spacecraft beneath a custom-made radiation shield.
“Which ships, sweetheart?”
“The ships that came to the worldcraft—right before Hethrir took Lusa away!”
Leia and Rillao looked at each other. Leia saw hope in Rillao’s eyes, and felt hope in her own heart.
“We have to go rescue Lusa, Mama!”
Could it be this easy? Leia wondered. But … if Anakin is in that ship, why can’t I tell?
“Driver,” she said, “we would like to visit that ship.” She gestured toward the gold spacecraft.
“You will pay more,” the arthropoid driver said.
Chewbacca growled. Leia patted his arm gently.
“That’s acceptable,” she said to the driver.
No one in the ship replied to the driver’s signal. The crawler pressed its entry tunnel up against the ship’s gold surface. From a distance, the gold ship appeared featureless. Close up, Leia could see its many gilded ports, peering mysteriously at her.
“Be careful, Mama!” Jacen said. “Mean people took Lusa!” Jaina whispered.
Leia knocked on the outer shell of the spaceship. Her heart sounded just as loud, beating with anticipation and fear.
Nothing happened. Leia waited, then knocked, louder, on one of the ports. She cupped her hands around her face and tried to peer inside, but the gilding was so strong that she might be imagining the shadows inside. She knocked a third time.
The seamless gold surface parted irregularly, softly.
“Patience, gentle, patience! What do you want?”
“I’m—”
It would be so easy, Leia thought, if I knew Anakin and the other stolen children were in there. But if they were—I’d know it. Wouldn’t I? It would have been so much easier in the old days, when we knew …
“We are looking for a child,” Rillao said.
“That’s right,” Leia said, following Rillao’s direct approach, the same approach she had used to the Indexer.
“Human?” the voice said. “You are … human?” A hairy protuberance with a starburst of fleshy tendrils pressed through the opening and wriggled, sensing her. “Or do you prefer transspecies?”
“We’re looking for Lusa!” Jaina said. “She has four feet, not two! She’s red-gold, with white spots, and she has horns. Horns!”
The furry starburst inclined downward and inspected Jaina.
Jacen pulled at Leia’s sleeve. “Mama,” he whispered, “Anakin isn’t in the gold ship.”
“He—he isn’t? But Jaina said …”
Jacen shook his head gravely. Leia thought back over what Jaina had said, and Jacen was right. Jaina had never said her friend Lusa and Anakin were together. The Proctor she had questioned had let her think Anakin might be on Crseih Station. But he had not said it was certain.
If I cannot find my little one, she thought, I’ll go back to the worldcraft and—
“I mean,” Jacen said, “I don’t think he’s there.” He frowned. “Everything’s so weird.” He looked up at her, trusting and hopeful. “Can’t you tell where he is?”
“Is Lusa here?” Jaina asked the wriggling starburst.
“I cannot say, young gentle. You must speak to my mistress, Lady Ucce.”
Leia stroked Jacen’s hair. The force of her disappointment shook her to her core.
“Where is Lady Ucce?” Leia asked.
“You may inquire after her at Crater Lodge.”
The gold skin of the spaceship healed over smoothly. Leia knocked again, then slapped her hand angrily against the ship’s skin.
But no one answered her.



Chapter 12
Leia’s raiders entered the lobby of Crater Lodge like a party of vacation tourists. They stood alone among the pools and streams and black flagstones. A repair droid buzzed and whined over a long ragged scrape that marred one of the tiles. The droid ignored them.
Jaina and Jacen stared around, curious. The four-winged bat clambered out of Jacen’s shirt and flitted off into the dimness.
“Hello!” Rillao called.
“You are rather late.” A waterspout appeared above one of the still pools, rippling its surface. “You will have to hurry.”
“Are you speaking to me?” Rillao asked.
“Yes—are you not a member of the Lord’s retreat?”
Rillao barely hesitated. “I am,” she said.
“May I register your name?”
“If you know the Lord,” Rillao said, “you should know better than to ask my name.”
Leia did not need Jedi abilities to feel the tension emanating from Rillao. Her abilities had taken leave of her, as far as she could tell, leaving behind them nothing but a dull headache. She wondered if Rillao was having the same disorienting experience.
“Your pardon,” the waterspout said.
“Granted. The Lord has arrived?”
“Arrived, and departed with his followers. But if you hurry you may catch them.”
“I shall need a guide.”
“You will not.”
Rillao gave the waterspout a quizzical look. The waterspout spun peacefully.
“You need only ask. For Waru.”
“Very well.”
“I will see that your servants are taken care of.”
“They travel with me,” Rillao said.
“Ah.” The waterspout shivered, then steadied.
The Codru-bat swooped over the water, dove, splashed, and flapped upward again, a tiny fish caught in its claws. It hovered, snacking on the tasty morsel.
“This is not the dining room!” The waterspout’s tone sharpened with anger and disbelief. “Those creatures are valuable—they are expensive! They are part of the decor!”
Chewbacca snorted.
“I’m sorry!” Jacen said. He held up his hand and the bat nestled into his palm. “He was hungry.”
“Put the fish on our account,” Rillao said. “Let’s go.”
Outside, Rillao asked the first person she encountered where to find Waru.
“This path. That airlink. You will see.” The being blinked a circle of wide eyes. “But revered Waru is resting. He has asked for peace and time.”
“I see,” Rillao said. “Don’t worry. We’ll just look.”
She strode down the path. Leia and Chewbacca and the children followed.
They had left the park dome before Leia noticed that Artoo-Detoo was not accompanying them through the airlink.
Where did he go? she wondered.
She could not turn back to look for him now.
The ground rose beneath Han’s feet. He toiled up the hill. He was getting no help at all from Luke. But even exhausted and overburdened as he was, he was less out of breath than he would have been if he had tried this hike when he first arrived on Crseih Station.
“Let me go, Han,” Luke said. “Please. Let me go. I have to see Waru!”
Han dragged him behind a boulder, off the path, and dropped him on the ground. Luke huddled in the dust, his head down, digging his fingers into the dirt.
“What the hell do you mean,” Han said roughly, “asking that—that thing to heal you? After what I saw it do? And you aren’t even sick!”
“I am! Something’s happening to me, Han, something terrible. Can’t you see—?”
“I see you’re behaving like a jerk,” Han said. “Why’d you tell Waru who you are?”
“Han … I’m losing my abilities. My connection to the Force. I can’t maintain my disguise. People started recognizing me. When we talked about Xaverri—I couldn’t know if you were telling me the truth! I feel like I’m deaf and blind, like my heart’s been ripped out of my body.” He ran his hands through his hair, pushing it into complete disarray. “I don’t know what to do!”
“Don’t give yourself to Waru!” Han said. “You don’t even know what’s wrong. Maybe somebody put lizards in your bed—”
“There aren’t any ysalamiri here,” Luke said.
“—or maybe your lightsaber has blown a fuse—”
“It doesn’t have any fuses—”
“—or maybe it’s something in the water! Or the air. Or the light!” Han wiped his sleeve across his forehead. The material of his shirt came away soaked with sweat.
He sat down in the narrow shadow of a massive boulder.
Luke started to object again, then subsided. He sat crosslegged, thoughtfully, resting his elbows on his knees. He ducked his head and combed his fingers through his hair and pulled his hood up to shade his face.
“We’ve had plenty of vacation,” Han said. “Luke, this isn’t the old days. We don’t have to solve every problem and win every fight on our own. If you’re sick, we’ll go back to Coruscant and get you well again.”
And figure out what to do about Waru from a safe distance, Han thought. This isn’t like the old days at all. In the old days, I always knew who the enemy was, and I only had one response. Now … everything’s more complicated.
“I want to get out of here,” Han said. “This place gives me the creeps.”
“But the Jedi—” Luke said. “Waru—”
“There aren’t any lost Jedi here,” Han said gently. “It was all Xaverri’s reports, and her reports are all about Waru. Not Jedi. Waru.”
Luke hesitated, “Yeah.” His voice sounded sad, and confused.
“Let’s go collect Threepio and Xaverri and blast off out of here.”
“Xaverri?” An edge of anger replaced the confusion in Luke’s voice.
“Yeah—you don’t expect me to leave her here, if I can get her to leave. Do you?”
“What do you need her for?”
“What’s got into you?” Incensed, Han grabbed Luke’s robe and pulled him to his feet.
Glaring furiously, Luke pulled away and flung up his hand, palm outward. Han felt the touch of the Force in the center of his chest. He jumped backward, thinking, I can’t move fast enough—I’m dead!
The touch vanished and Luke crumpled to the ground. Han hurried to his side and knelt beside him.
“I’m sorry,” Luke said. “I’m sorry, I don’t know—”
“I loved Xaverri,” Han said. “I loved her. I won’t deny it. I can’t. If she hadn’t left me—I don’t know. It doesn’t matter, Luke. Can’t you see that? I promise you, brother—what Xaverri and I were to each other years ago has nothing to do with what Leia and I are to each other now.”
Luke broke his own gaze, looking away, looking down. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I had no cause to say what I said to you. To refuse to listen to you. It’s just that yesterday—”
“I saw a child die!” Han shouted. “And it was like I could see my own kids in that thing’s power!”
“You needed somebody to talk to,” Luke said. “I understand that. But I could have—”
“You can’t understand how I felt.” Han doubted he could make Luke understand what he was trying to tell him. “I’m sorry, Luke, but you couldn’t. Xaverri could. Her children—the Empire murdered them.” Han jumped to his feet and strode away a few steps, fighting to control himself. “We’ve got to get out of here.”
Luke remained silent.
Han returned to him and helped him to his feet. His friend did not resist him.
“Where’s Threepio?” Han asked.
Luke shrugged. He was shaking. Han looked at him with concern, thinking, He really is sick. I’ve got to get him away from here.
“It beats the hell out of me where he could have gone,” Han said. “He isn’t at the lodge.” He glanced toward the secret path, not looking forward to the trek through the mutant forest.
Xaverri ducked out of the concealed entrance. She walked toward him.
“Xaverri!”
She raised one hand to acknowledge his greeting. Her expression remained neutral. He had almost forgotten the way their last conversation ended.
Helping Luke along, Han went to meet her. When he stepped out of the shade, the light hit him like a wave of hot water. He stopped before her, hoping she would take his hand. She simply gazed at him, in silence.
“We’re leaving,” he said. “You’re right about Waru. About the danger. We’re taking the information back with us. To decide what to do.”
“I am glad to hear it,” she said in a neutral tone.
I’ll find the Ithorian family, Han thought. They’re New Republic citizens—I’ll try to persuade them to press charges in a New Republic court. Then I can have Waru arrested, and tried—even if the Ithorian family won’t agree, there must be some victim of this monster who’s come out of its spell.…
“Come with us.”
Her lips twitched in a quick smile.
“Xaverri, in the center of government? The center of law? I could never fit there, Solo. I could never survive.”
Han grinned. “You might be surprised.”
“Perhaps. But I think I will not risk it.” She glanced at Luke, who stood gazing at the ground with his hood pulled far forward.
“Skywalker,” Xaverri said. “Why are you so melancholy?”
He raised his head, but the starlight shone in his eyes. He flinched and ducked down again. Xaverri frowned and leaned against a rock spur edging the trail. She gazed at Waru’s retreat.
At the far end of the dome, a group of people entered from the main connecting path. They strode toward Waru’s compound. First came a marching phalanx of youths in blue uniforms. Their chests shone with medals, their shoulders with bright epaulets. They led the way for a tall man in a shimmering white robe. Older youths in long white vests flanked the tall man. A more unruly crowd of richly dressed people brought up the rear.
Han leaned on the rock beside her to watch.
The blue-uniformed cadre stood guard on either side of the filigreed archway. The white-robed man walked alone into Waru’s compound.
Xaverri’s whole body tensed. Han glanced at her.
“What—?”
“I know him,” she whispered. “It is the Procurator of Justice.”
Han snapped around, following Xaverri’s gaze. The other followers were entering the compound.
Then Han saw, at the back of the crowd, a human youth, or one of the smaller species of sentient beings. He held the hand of an even smaller person, a child by the way he walked. They vanished between the two lines of guards.
Han froze.
“Luke,” he said.
Beside him, Xaverri turned toward him, startled by the tone of his voice.
Han’s heart crashed against his ribs. “Xaverri …”
“What’s wrong, Solo?”
“That’s Anakin,” he whispered.
He vaulted over the rock and onto the steep slope. Ignoring the path, ignoring the prickly mutant plants that ripped at his clothes, he stumbled and slid down the hillside. Pebbles rolled and clattered, avalanching beside and around him, making so much noise, raising so much dust, that he had no idea if Luke or Xaverri were following him.
Anakin vanished into Waru’s retreat.
For a moment, just a moment, Leia could imagine she was taking a quiet walk with Jaina and Jacen. They held her hands, trusting. Then the emptiness of Anakin’s loss drained her again, leaving a cold and hollow spot in her heart.
“Can you catch any hint of Tigris?” Leia asked. “If Anakin is there …” She sought desperately for a sense of her child. She felt as if she were shouting as loud as she could, in a canyon so large she could not even hear the echoes. “If they’re here—then what?”
I’ve spent years bringing back the rule of law, Leia thought. Putting the rule of justice in place of the rule of terror. But there is no law here. No justice.
“I’m not completely without resources,” Rillao said. She strode onward without looking at Leia.
“But we aren’t armed. And you said … you told me …” Leia hesitated, reluctant to bring up a subject that caused Rillao pain. “Wait, please.” Jaina and Jacen could not keep up, so Leia picked up Jacen and Chewbacca carried Jaina.
“I told you he overcame me, five years ago. Yes.”
“All his guards are with him. And he must be armed!”
“He is. With his lightsaber … and mine.”
“Then—”
“Lelila, you must have noticed! It’s as your boy said.” She glanced at Jacen, and brushed his tangled curls from his forehead. “Everything is weird here.”
Leia nodded.
“The Force is disturbed, disarranged. I open myself to it, and it will not touch me. I cannot heal—so Hethrir cannot destroy. Our worlds have turned to chaos.”
They exited the airlink and came out at the top of a long low slope, above a graceful building.
“I could not use my lightsaber if I had it,” Rillao said. “But neither can Hethrir.”
Leia frowned, confused. “Why not?”
“Because Hethrir’s lightsaber can only be empowered by the Force,” Rillao said. “Mine is built to the same design.”
They walked through an airlink and came upon a peaceful vista, a wide valley spreading below them.
Rillao stood on the hill above a graceful building surrounded by archways and gardens. One by one, youths in pale blue uniforms passed through one of the arches, crossed a courtyard, and vanished into the building.
“We have found him,” Rillao said softly.
“His guards, anyway,” Leia said. “They’d be easier to recognize with mud on their uniforms.”
Leia put Jacen down and turned to Chewbacca. He growled in refusal before she even spoke.
“It’s important!” Leia said. “I expected Artoo to stay with the children, but he’s disappeared! Please, Chewie! Someone’s got to keep watch out here. In case … in case we fail.”
Jacen clutched Leia’s leg.
“Mama, don’t go away again!”
She knelt beside him. “I have to, sweetheart. I have to go get Anakin. I’ll be back soon.” She steadied her voice. “I promise.”
Chewbacca sat on his heels, hugging Jaina in one arm, and gathered Jacen to him.
“Hurry, Lelila,” Rillao said as Leia rose. Below them, the last of Hethrir’s Proctors disappeared inside Waru’s building.
Rillao and Leia hurried down the hillside path.
Leia heard a scattering of gravel, the scuff of boots on steep ground. She turned.
Partway around the dome, Han plunged down the slope, heedless of the trail. Luke and another person followed close behind.
“Han!”
Leia ran to meet him. She pushed her hair back from her face; it flew behind her in the wind of her speed. Han slid to a stop in a small avalanche of gravel and dust. Astonished, he enfolded her in his arms.
“Leia—what—?” He touched her hair, her painted eyebrow, her cheek.
“I found Jaina and Jacen,” she said. “They’re all right.” She pointed up the hill, where Chewbacca stood with the twins, watching unhappily but stoically. “But Anakin—we think Hethrir brought him here!”
“Anakin is here,” Luke said. He glanced at Rillao, then looked at her more closely. She met his gaze coolly.
“He’s inside,” Han said. “We saw him—What happened?”
Leia grabbed his hand and ran toward Waru’s building.
The crowd swept Tigris into its excitement. Hethrir’s guests gathered around the stage, below the great gold altar of Waru’s form. Their lord faced it; the Proctors fanned out on either side of the entryway, standing along the back wall, watching and alert.
“Hello, Ally Hethrir.”
Tigris surreptitiously watched the new Proctor, amused by his surprise: The altar spoke! It moved! Its gold scales rippled and surged.
In Tigris’s arms, Anakin watched, wide-eyed and silent.
“Hello, Ally Waru.”
“What have you brought me, my friend?” the golden being asked. Its form changed and expanded. Scarlet flesh swelled between the shining scales.
“What you required,” Lord Hethrir said. “I will give you a gift. And you will keep your promise to me. You will open me to the limits of the Force.”
“What have you brought me?” the being asked again, its voice soft and wondering. “I have waited a long time. I am tired. I am lonely.”
Hethrir’s guests pressed forward, whispering, “My lord, take mine, take mine.”
The children at their sides drew back fearfully, but the guests held them tight. One of the guests struggled to keep the red-gold centaur child from scrambling away and fleeing. The child’s hooves clattered and scrabbled on the smooth stone floor.
Lord Hethrir gazed over their heads. He gestured to Tigris.
Tigris edged through the crowd. At first they resisted him—he was only Tigris, in his grubby robe, nursemaid, figure of ridicule. He wished Anakin’s ugly pet would lead the way, instead of tagging along at his heels. Lord Hethrir’s followers surely would move aside for those dripping fangs.
Then Lord Hethrir gestured again, and the followers noticed that he wanted Tigris.
They parted, making a path for Tigris and Anakin.
They knelt on the stone floor. Tigris was thrilled.
If only Lord Hethrir would purify me, Tigris thought. I know I could serve him better. I could truly aid the cause of the Empire Reborn.
He stopped before Lord Hethrir, his vision blurry with tears of hope and desire.
“Give the child Anakin to me,” Hethrir said. “I will present him.”
Anakin clutched at Tigris’s neck, hiding his face. Tigris took a moment to soothe him.
“Do not hesitate when I give you an order,” Hethrir said softly, and for the first time in all the years Tigris had known his lord, and honored him, he heard fury in his voice.
Anakin held tight.
“Let go, Anakin.” He tried to disentangle the little boy’s hands from his neck, from his striped hair. “This will be wonderful, I promise you. You’re such a lucky little boy.”
Anakin trembled, trying to exert his unschooled abilities. But even his light had faded. Lord Hethrir must have him completely in his power. Tigris managed to pry Anakin’s hands loose.
Tigris wished the Lord’s control extended to making Anakin do what he was told.
Anakin looked into Tigris’s face, and put one hand on Tigris’s cheek. “Tigis crying,” he said.
Embarrassed, Tigris ducked his head, trying to wipe his face on the sleeve of his robe. But with Anakin in his arms, it was too awkward. He put Anakin down and wiped away the humiliating tears. Then, holding Anakin’s hand, he took the little boy to Hethrir.
“No, Tigis,” Anakin said. “No. Please?”
Hethrir took Anakin’s hand and led him toward Waru. Anakin hung back, straining toward Tigris with his free hand. Anakin’s creature tried to follow, but Tigris grabbed it by the collar and held it back. It strained forward, whining softly.
All the followers of Hethrir watched, envious that Anakin was to be purified, while the children they had brought were overlooked.
Anakin plopped to the floor, sitting down hard, refusing to move.
“Get up, child,” Hethrir said. “Approach your fate with honor.” Lord Hethrir dragged him a little way.
Anakin kicked, and screamed, and his face turned scarlet. Hethrir scowled, picked him up, held his feet from kicking, and approached Waru.
Lord Hethrir placed Anakin, still screaming, on the gold scales of Waru’s base.
“I have brought you what you wished,” Lord Hethrir said. “The most powerful child.”
He paused.
“I have brought you the grandchild of Darth Vader.”
Tigris watched, his feelings a strange mixture of jealousy, regret, dread, and horror. No wonder this gathering differed from all the others. No wonder Lord Hethrir did not make Anakin go through the training required of helpers, and Proctors, and Empire Youth. Anakin would ascend in one step to the highest level.
Or he would die in the purification ritual.
Behind Tigris, the terrified centaur child reared and screamed and tried to escape. Her hooves slipped and scraped on the stone.
The fanged creature pulled forward till its collar slipped from Tigris’s grip. It ran after Anakin, howling piteously.
And Tigris thought: None of Hethrir’s guests brought any of their own children.
None of the children has any choice. It isn’t fair! I would choose—
Waru rippled its scales. They shimmered, liquefying.
Anakin sank into the molten gold, shrieking in terror.
“Tigis! Tigis!” The little boy stretched his arms toward Tigris.
I would choose to give myself to Waru, Tigris thought. I don’t care about the danger! But Anakin didn’t choose.
Tigris darted forward, grabbed Anakin, snatched him from the altar of Waru’s body, and turned to run.
“What are you doing?” Hethrir cried.
Waru rose, its body elongating enormously, scarlet ichor flowing from its flesh. The being roared, a cry of protest, and anger, and desperation.
The roaring shriek of the strange gold being overwhelmed Leia’s cry when she saw Anakin. A youth pulled her little son away from the writhing gold creature. The youth stumbled backward, trying to flee. Mr. Iyon’s wyrwulf crouched at the foot of the altar, growling.
Leia ran toward the youth, toward Anakin. Han was right behind her.
Leia ran through the crowd, through the ragged path the people had left clear when they knelt. Some were struggling to their feet. All the adults were human, but the children with them were of many other species.
Leia and Han reached the youth who had rescued Anakin.
“Papa! Mama!” Anakin cried. His face was streaked with tears, flushed with anger and terror. The youth—This must be Tigris, Leia thought, oh, my, he looks like Rillao!—was crying, too.
Anakin struggled from Tigris’s grasp. He leaped and fell into Leia’s arms. She hugged him with desperate gratitude. She held him against her, kissing his sticky face. Han touched Anakin’s hair, gently, with wonder.
“It’s all right now, sweetheart,” Leia said. “I’m here, Papa’s here—”
The golden being stretched itself toward them. Leia had never seen anything like it. She backed away, bumping into Han. He, too, backed away, holding Leia and Anakin.
Anakin scrambled over Leia’s shoulder and flung his arms around his father’s neck. Han held him gently, radiant with relief and joy.
A white-robed man—Hethrir, Leia thought—grabbed Tigris by the collar and shook him.
“You fool! Wretched, worthless fool!”
“Waru!” Luke ran past them all, passing Tigris, leaping onto the altar.
“Luke, no!”
He’s empty-handed! Leia thought. He’s attacking—defending—without even his lightsaber!
“Stop!” Hethrir cried.
Luke leaped onto the dais, onto the border of gold scales.
“Waru!” Luke said.
“What do you want, Skywalker?” Waru said, its voice rumbling. “I am in pain, I have no gifts to give my followers.”
Hethrir stared at Luke in confusion and anger. Then his expression changed to astonishment and recognition.
“Skywalker!” Hethrir said. “Waru, take him. Luke Skywalker is a trained Jedi. He is Vader’s son.”
The great gold being loomed. Luke faced it, completely open, his arms spread wide. His boots sank into the liquefying gold. The gold being’s form widened. It formed a concave surface, with great rough wings curving forward to surround Leia’s brother. Luke’s reflection in the scales was distorted, inverted, misshapen.
“Yes,” Luke whispered. “Take me.”
The being roared again, but its voice was softer, a great sigh of satisfaction.
“Luke!” Leia cried.
Before she could react, the gold wings collapsed, falling onto Luke, inundating him. The gold scales liquefied, surging forward like waves, pulling back like the tide.
Luke disappeared.
“No!” Leia cried, horrified. This was all too much like seeing Han trapped in the carbon-freeze—
Anakin was safe in Han’s arms. Han stared at Waru, the joy in his face turning to grief.
Leia brushed her fingers quickly against his cheek. Han looked down at her.
Leia turned toward the roiling, clenching mass of molten gold that imprisoned Luke.
She ran after her brother.
Leia dived beneath the surface of the golden sphere.
Leia swam in golden light, her hair fanning all around her. At a great distance, she saw Luke, straining and twisting between great rippling shields of solidified gold. She plunged toward him. He wrestled futilely. She remembered his time in the regeneration tank, where he slept, and dreamed nightmares, and struggled to escape.
Leia’s breath burned in her lungs. She was afraid to breathe, afraid of drowning in the thick and honey-colored light. But she had no choice. She gasped, and the warm thick radiance poured oxygen into her lungs. She exhaled, and breathed again. It was hard work, but she was not drowning.
The gold shields twisted and danced between Leia and Luke. She tried to push one aside, but it turned edge-on to her and slashed at her like a blade. Her sleeve ripped. Leia tumbled backward, then kicked upward, outward—she could hardly perceive gravity in the strange environment—and avoided one of the shields. Another whirled toward her. She met it with her boots. She kicked it. It shattered. Its fragments shattered again, and disintegrated into fine glittering gold dust, and disappeared.
She slid between two other shining plates, and reached Luke’s side.
“We can’t stay here, Chewie!” Jaina cried.
“Mama’s down there, and Papa too, and Uncle Luke,” Jacen said.
“We have to help them.” Something was wrong, she knew it. But she could not tell what. Her head hurt so much.
Chewbacca’s growl turned to a cry. He was as upset about being left out here, as anxious to go inside and help, as Jaina and Jacen. He had already moved halfway down the hill, as Jaina and Jacen pulled at his hands, but there he stopped.
Mama left him here to protect us, Jaina thought. To protect the children.
The dome reverberated with a mournful howl.
“Chewie! That’s Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf!”
He glared down the slope, whuffling with indecision.
Another child screamed.
“It’s Lusa!” she cried. “Oh, Chewie, please—!” She pounded at his leg, desperate, trying to make him go down the hill, trying to make him let her down. He glanced down at her. She stopped. She saw that she had hurt him, and she was horrified at herself for hitting him. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” She patted his fur, trying to straighten it around the bandage. “But it’s Lusa, they’re cutting off her horns, please, we’ve got to hurry!”
She pulled out of his grasp and ran.
Chewbacca roared. He grabbed Jaina and stopped her. He lifted her, and Jacen, onto his shoulders, and he loped down the hill with amazing speed.
Chewbacca crossed beneath arches and entered the building. He had to push his way into the theater past a line of Hethrir’s Proctors, who barred the way of a crowd of people fighting to get out. The people were in fancy robes and jewelry. They all shoved and shouted, in a panic. Chewbacca pushed straight through them. Jaina was afraid of the Proctors. But they could not even turn on their lightsabers! Jaina could not use her abilities, either. But Chewbacca was not afraid of them at all. He walked through their line and hardly even slowed down.
Everyone was shouting and screaming and running around. All the children Hethrir had sent away were right here, crying in fear. Even though they had no place to run, they were all trying to run away.
Except Lusa. She was running, but she was not running away. She ran right up to one of the Proctors and turned her back on him and kicked him so hard with her back feet, with her cloven hooves, that he fell down. He lay on the floor, groaning. Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf followed, watching curiously.
Jaina laughed with delight. “Lusa!”
The noise was so loud in the theater that Jaina did not know if Lusa could hear her. Jaina could hardly hear herself.
Chewbacca never paused. He strode to the front of the theater, where Papa stood holding Anakin. They were both safe, and both of them were crying.
“Anakin!” Jaina shouted with joy. “Papa!” She reached down from Chewbacca’s shoulder to touch her father, to make sure he was real. “Don’t cry! You’re not dead, I knew all along you weren’t dead! Where’s Mama? Did you see Mama? Where’s Uncle Luke?”
Nearby, Tigris looked confused and hurt and unhappy. The Firrerreo stood between him and Hethrir.
She launched herself at Hethrir. She grabbed him by the throat and knocked him down.
Papa put Anakin into Chewbacca’s arms.
“Take care of the kids,” he said.
Jaina had never heard Papa’s voice sound like that before. He looked at Jaina, and at Jacen, just a quick look that did not even last a second.
“I love you,” he said. “I’ll always love you.”
He turned around and ran away and leaped up at a huge quivering gold sphere.
He disappeared beneath its surface.
“Papa!” Anakin buried his face against Chewbacca’s fur and bawled.
It was so beautiful—! Jaina wondered if Papa would come out of the sphere all covered with gold like Threepio.
Lusa ran up beside Chewbacca. “Jaina! Isn’t this fun? It’s fun to kick Proctors.”
“I’m so glad to see you! They didn’t cut off your horns!”
“No—but they were going to feed me to that monster, that monster can eat people.”
“F-feed—?” Jaina whispered. She stared at the gold sphere where Papa had disappeared, and she was afraid she knew what had happened to her mama and Uncle Luke.
Tigris fell back against the dais. Waru’s transformation roiled and shook above him. Shock paralyzed him. He had not ever expected to see his mother again. Hethrir had told him she was dead. She had been executed for betraying the Empire. For refusing to support the Empire Reborn. And Tigris had been glad.
Before him, she fought Hethrir bitterly.
He should help his lord. But he could not move.
Hethrir snatched his lightsaber from beneath his robe. Instead of turning itself on at his command, it reacted with an electronic screech and an assault of sparks and ozone. Hethrir cursed and dropped it. It spun across the floor and crashed into the wall. It shattered, melting the stone beneath it.
Rillao clawed at Hethrir’s face. The second, smaller lightsaber fell from his belt. Rillao leaped away from Hethrir. They faced each other, panting, scraped, bleeding. Rillao feinted, and when Hethrir leaped to the attack, she ducked away from him and grabbed the fallen lightsaber.
She did not engage it. She slipped it beneath her robe. In her moment of inattention, Hethrir leaped onto her back. She staggered. He choked her with his arm, and when her knees trembled, Hethrir bared his sharp teeth. He would bite her spine, snap it, paralyze or kill her—
“No!” Tigris shouted. He grabbed Hethrir’s robe and pulled him back. The Lord’s teeth snapped together, biting air, gashing his own lip. Rillao escaped his grasp and fell forward, panting.
“Foolish boy! Foolish! She’s a traitor!” Blood gushed down his chin.
“Please don’t kill my mother, my lord.”
Hethrir snorted in disgust. “She’s a traitor! She betrayed the Empire—she betrayed you!”
Rillao struggled to her feet. “You are the traitor,” she said.
Tigris glared at her, furious. “How dare you say that to Lord Hethrir!”
She looked at Tigris sadly, then faced Hethrir again. “You could not tell him, could you, Hethrir?”
“Do not speak my name!” he said.
To Tigris, she said, “He is a traitor to you.”
Tigris shook his head, confused.
“Hethrir is your father.”
Han swam toward Leia and Luke, flailing through the thick light. He swam forever, until his muscles ached.
Waru was far larger inside than outside. The creature’s circulation whirlpooled around a central point of darkness. It looked like the black hole and its accretion disk.
Han wondered, Could the black hole open a portal to another universe? Is that where Waru came from?
Nothing could escape the black hole’s gravity … but the singularity distorted time and space around it—
None of that mattered. All that mattered was getting to Leia, to Luke. They swam back to back, fending off creatures that looked now like knife blades, now like streamlined predators with hides of molten gold. Han plowed through the ring of attackers, succeeding in his blind rush because Waru’s predators were so intent on the prey at the center of their circle.
“Han—!” Leia’s warm fingers wrapped around his. He melded into a circle with his love and his friend. They swam, back to back, kicking, twisting, fighting.
The whirlpool swept them around and pulled them inward, toward the point of utter darkness.
“Swim!” Han yelled. He knew—How do you know? he asked himself, and answered, I don’t know, I only know what I know—that if they touched the darkness, they were doomed forever.
He thought he could hear the ghosts of the people Waru had killed.
He kicked, a swimming kick. He tried to propel himself and Leia and Luke away from the center, out of the maelstrom, to Waru’s molten skin. Leia joined his efforts.
But Luke floated between them, strangely quiescent, holding them back.
“Give yourself to me, Skywalker,” Waru said. “I’ll show you—I’ll open you to the greatest power you can imagine.”
Luke slipped away, diving toward Waru’s trap.
* * *
“It’s lying!” Leia cried. She felt her brother falling. He drew her with him, tempted her with him.
He slipped away from her. She swam after him. The whirlpool drew them deeper.
“It’s the truth,” Waru said. “I am truth.”
The siren song of Waru’s voice soothed Leia’s fears. Her fingers slipped from Han’s grip, and when she tried to find him again, the golden light blinded her.
The whirlpool held her hand.



Chapter 13
Jaina rode Chewbacca’s shoulder, with Jacen beside her. Chewie hugged Anakin close against his chest with one arm. With his free hand, the Wookiee grabbed one of the Proctors by the scruff of his neck and shook him. The Proctor grabbed his lightsaber but Jaina was not even afraid of it. She knew it would explode as soon as he tried to turn it on. He did, and it flashed sparks and burned his hand and fell to the floor in pieces. Jaina was glad.
Chewbacca shook him again.
“I yield!” the Proctor screamed. “Please, stop!” Chewbacca shook him again and let him fall. The Proctor cowered on the floor.
All the children were running around, shouting and screaming, holding on to the Proctors’ legs, sometimes biting them, tripping them and running away. Lusa and Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf played with them together. Lusa rushed up and turned to kick, while the wyrwulf crouched behind the knees of the Proctor. The Proctor would step back and fall over the wyrwulf. Lusa and the wyrwulf laughed and howled and ran away.
If the Proctor did not step back, Lusa kicked him. Sometimes she kicked even when she did not really have to.
The Proctors had bullied some of the guests into a corner of the theater. Jaina did not know why they were trying to keep the guests inside. Maybe Hethrir wanted to feed them to the gold monster. A lot of the guests had escaped, leaving the children behind.
The Proctors could have escaped if they had let all the guests run away. They might even have won the fight. There were a lot more of them than of Jaina’s friends. But without the use of their lightsabers, and without Hethrir to tell them what to do, they were lost.
Chewbacca picked up another Proctor and shook him and dropped him on the floor. When he tried to stand, Chewie picked him up and shook him again and held him higher and dropped him again. He stayed where Chewie put him.
The person who had come down the hill with Papa and Uncle Luke let several of the Proctors rush her, then spun and ducked out of their way. When the Proctors ran into each other, she grabbed their arms and twisted them and made the Proctors fall down. She ripped their sleeves to the elbows and tied their arms together behind their backs. She ripped their pants halfway up their legs, and tied their knees together.
Chewbacca and Papa’s friend advanced on the last two Proctors. The Proctors brandished the handles of their useless lightsabers. Jaina was glad the Proctors could not turn their lightsabers on in this strange place. But she was sorry too, because it meant she could not do anything to help.
I wish I had four legs and hooves, she thought. Like Lusa! Or big fangs like Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf!
The last two Proctors dropped their lightsaber handles and fell to their knees.
As Papa’s friend bent to tie them, Jaina slipped from Chewbacca’s back, climbing down his fur, and ran to Lusa. She embraced her. Lusa bent down and hugged Jaina, and rubbed her forehead, and her horns, against the top of Jaina’s head. Lusa’s horns had broken through their velvet. Now, instead of being soft red-furred knobs, Lusa’s horns were transparent, as bright as diamond, cool and ridged and smooth.
“Thank you, Jaina. Thank you, thank you,” Lusa whispered.
Jaina started to cry.
A few of the guests tried to sneak out of their corner. Chewbacca snarled at them. They cowered away from him.
Unafraid of Chewbacca’s roaring, the children all clustered around him. Papa’s friend joined them.
“Do you remember me?” she asked Chewbacca. “I’ve changed, but I’m Xaverri.”
He snorted in surprise, then put one huge gentle hand on her shoulder. She patted his wrist.
“Papa,” Anakin wailed. “Papa, come back!”
They all turned toward the molten sphere. Anakin stretched out his hands, yearning toward the shining surface.
There was no sign of Papa or Mama or Uncle Luke.
“We have to rescue them!” Jaina said. She ran toward the golden sphere. Lusa leaped in the air and followed.
Chewbacca roared in distress. He ran after Jaina and scooped her up. She struggled, but he hugged her and she cried against his rough fur.
“Chewie, what are we going to do?”
He faced the dais and roared.
Anakin shouted again. “Papa! Mama!”
“Uncle Luke!” Jaina and Jacen cried. “Mama! Papa!”
“Solo!” Xaverri shouted.
Lusa joined them in calling out, and the wyrwulf howled again. The other children crept around them and gathered around Chewbacca’s feet, and they yelled too.
Tigris stared at Hethrir, stunned. “My father—?”
“A traitor, and a liar,” Hethrir said. “What do you expect, from someone who would abandon her oath to the Empire? To Lord Vader. To me!”
“What of your vows to me?” Rillao asked sadly.
“You gave up any right …”
Tigris realized that his mother was telling the truth. Hethrir had been caught in a lie. Tigris had never before seen him at a loss for words.
“Were you so disappointed in me,” Rillao asked, “that you couldn’t acknowledge our son?”
“Our son,” Hethrir said, with pure contempt, “deserved no acknowledgment. He can never fulfill my legacy. He is ordinary.”
Tigris’s face burned with humiliation.
Hethrir turned away from Rillao, from Tigris, and leaped onto the dais.
“Waru! The time has come! You have Skywalker! Keep your promise to me, Waru! Make me omnipotent!”
Tigris tried to follow him, but Rillao grabbed him and held him and stopped him.
“Let me go!”
“He isn’t worth your loyalty! He isn’t worth your life!”
Han struggled to keep his grip on Leia’s hand, struggled to swim up out of the whirlpool.
“Swim!” Han shouted. “Please, Leia, I love you, swim!”
But she was captured by Waru’s promises, by Luke’s fascination. Her fingers slipped from his hand. Her beautiful hair waving around her, hiding her like a cape, she dove and descended into the golden light.
“Leia!” He dove after her, toward the cold darkness.
Leia basked in the siren song of Waru’s promises. The melody distracted her from the voice calling behind her. She followed Luke toward—
“Mama, Papa, Uncle Luke!”
She hesitated. The whirlpool pulled her into a spiral. She slowed, trying to remember what those words meant. She swam a few strokes as the wordless assurances of Waru drew her deeper.
“Mama! Come back, Mama!”
She remembered the sound of Jacen’s voice, her joy when he kissed her cheek, her wonder and delight as he and Jaina grew and changed and learned.
“Mama!”
She remembered the glow of Anakin’s spirit.
Leia stopped, floating, spinning dizzily. The gold light opened beneath her, and pressed her down from above.
“Papa! Mama! Uncle Luke!” Chewbacca’s roar pushed the children’s voices through the light.
Below her, Luke hesitated in his headlong plunge. He was very close to the point of darkness. If he touched it, he could never escape. He would be destroyed.
“Luke,” Leia whispered. “Luke, we have to go back.”
Han appeared beside her, shining in Waru’s radiance. He took her hand.
“Luke—!”
“Leave him to me,” Waru said. “Leave him, and I will free you.”
“No!” Leia cried. “Give him back to us, why do you want him?”
“He can help me return to my home.” Waru’s voice softened. “Won’t you help me? You know what it is to miss your home. I can see that I’ve been away so very long.”
Waru’s voice was so sad that Leia let herself drift closer, deeper.
“How can we help you?”
“Leia!” Han tried to draw her back. “Don’t listen!”
“His power can help me open a portal—”
Luke raised his head. His eyes were empty.
Leia gasped. She barely recognized him as her brother.
She knew that if he helped Waru, he would be destroyed. She tried to reach him, tried to pull him up out of the whirlpool. He struggled against her.
The darkness opened, expanding, reaching hungrily after them, swirling at Luke’s feet.
“Uncle Luke!” Jaina cried.
Luke shivered. He closed his eyes. He shook his head.
When he opened his eyes, he looked confused, but he was Luke again.
“Where—? What—?”
“Come with us!” Leia said.
Luke kicked fiercely. Leia and Han pulled him.
They escaped the night by a hairsbreadth. Holding Luke in her arms, Leia gasped with relief.
They all fled, plunging away from the pursuing night, fighting their way through Waru’s illumination. The whirlpool burst into chaotic eddies and erratic spirals, knocking Leia back and forth as she fled.
She reached toward the shimmering golden surface. Her fingertips brushed it, broke it, reached through into the air.
Leia fell out onto the dais, drawing Han and Luke along with her. She lay on the stage, panting for breath. She staggered to her feet and slid off the stage, wanting only to get away from Waru’s touch. Luke lay collapsed behind her. She helped Han drag him from the altar.
Jaina and Jacen and Anakin ran to her and launched themselves at her. She knelt to hug them, tears streaming down her face. Chewbacca loomed over her. Han swept Anakin into his arms, and Luke picked Jaina up. Leia stood, still hugging Jacen, and Chewbacca wrapped his arms around them all.
The children were safe.
Waru’s voice filled the theater. “You did not keep your promise, Hethrir. You did not give me the child. You did not give me the Jedi. I owe you nothing. I am hungry, Hethrir, I am hungry and lonely and dying, and I want to return home.”
“No—!” Hethrir cried in terror.
The golden surface expanded, quick as a snake’s strike. It broke over Hethrir, surrounded him, engulfed him.
Hethrir disappeared, leaving nothing behind but a scream.
Something happened. All three children whimpered. Lusa jumped straight up in the air. Rillao flinched, and Luke moaned, and Leia felt as if a gong were ringing in her head. It was as if for an instant the Force had disappeared from the universe.
The feeling vanished, leaving Leia breathless and shaken.
Unaffected, unaware of the disturbances raging all around him and tearing at the fabric of space-time, Tigris broke free of Rillao and jumped up onto the stage after Hethrir. Rillao lunged and grabbed his ankle. She held on to him with tenacious desperation. Xaverri ran to help her.
“Let me go!” Tigris struggled. Rillao was too shaken to hold him. He broke away just as Xaverri reached for him.
Rillao cried out in despair.
Tigris flung himself against Waru’s golden shell.
The gold yielded, then rebounded, flinging him away. Waru’s shell rang, a great low-pitched bell. Tigris fell to the stage.
The ringing slowly faded.
The only sound was Tigris’s anguished sobs.
Waru’s golden shell solidified.
It began to contract.
Rillao and Xaverri drew Tigris from the stage.
“Tigris,” Rillao said, “my sweet son—”
“Leave me alone!” he snarled. “Never say my name! Never!”
He ran a few steps, then stood, shaking, with his shoulders hunched.
“Mama?” Jaina said.
“I’m all right, sweetheart.” Leia looked into Han’s eyes, and smiled. She hugged Jacen, she held him with one arm and touched Luke’s face with her free hand, then squeezed Chewbacca’s arm, as he held all his human friends, his Honor Family, in a protecting embrace. “We’re all all right. We’re going home.”
Jaina surveyed the theater from the vantage point of Uncle Luke’s shoulder.
“All those Proctors escaped!” she said. “And the other people, too!”
Once the Proctors were tied up, the guests had fled. Xaverri had tied the Proctors with their uniforms. They had ripped the cloth, untied each other, struggled free. They had all run away. Bits of light blue uniform and the dead handles of lightsabers littered the floor.
Jaina was wrong about all the Proctors. One was left, the one who had just been promoted. No one had stopped to untie him, and he had not been able to free himself. He struggled, but could not rip his knotted uniform.
“We should go after them,” Papa said.
“They’re no threat, without Hethrir,” Xaverri said. “The ones you must worry about are those Hethrir placed within the Republic.” She smiled wryly. “But I suspect they will soon find themselves unemployed.”
“We’ll deal with them,” Papa said. He sounded mad. “The guests, too, the damned slavers! They all ought to be in jail!”
“I will tell you where to find them,” Xaverri said. “Soon. When I am done with them. When you complete an important task: return these children to their homes.” Her smile vanished. Her voice was shaking. “These children still have homes.”
“Xaverri—” Papa said.
“Good-bye, Solo.” She turned to Mama. “Good-bye, Princess Leia. I’m glad to have met you.”
“Good-bye,” Mama said. “Thank you, Xaverri.”
“Good-bye, Xaverri,” Papa said.
She strode away without another word, walking up the slope of the theater. She paused long enough to cut loose the last tied-up Proctor, to fling away his lightsaber, and then she walked out of the theater without looking back.
The Proctor staggered to his feet. He looked so funny, with the arms and legs of his uniform cut off, that Jaina laughed. He glared at her, but there was nothing he could do. He glanced after his lightsaber, but he was too frightened to retrieve it. Stumbling, awkward, he fled.
On the stage, the gold sphere contracted to the size of a ball. Hethrir must be squished up inside it.
Jaina felt safe.
Leia feared for no one for the first time in too long. She worried about Rillao and Tigris, reunited, yet separated by Hethrir’s lies. But she could not bear more fear.
“Let’s go home.” Han stared at the diminishing sphere that had been Waru. “This place gives me the creeps.”
“It gives me a headache,” Rillao said. “I do not like this system at all. It is … disconnected.”
Leia went to her brother. She set Jacen on the ground and reached up for Jaina, still on Luke’s shoulders.
“Come down, sweetheart,” she said. “Your Uncle Luke is tired.” Jaina dove into Leia’s embrace and hugged her tightly, then jumped down and wrapped her arms around Luke’s waist.
“You lean on me, Uncle Luke!” she said.
Luke looked gray with fatigue and pain. “Thank you, Jaina,” he said. His gaze kept returning to Waru’s sphere.
“What did it want from us?” Leia asked. Waru whispered to my brother, she thought, and told him—tempted him …
“It was stranded,” Luke said. His gaze was haunted. “It could only gain energy by annihilating the Force of our universe with the anti-Force of its own.”
“And Waru reached the Force …” Leia said, horrified.
“Yes. Through people. By destroying people.”
“Lusa said it eats people,” Jaina said.
“The Ithorian child,” Han said.
Luke nodded. “But Waru didn’t always kill its victims. Sometimes, if it was satiated, it would feed the power back. It really could heal people, or strengthen them. That’s what happened to Hethrir’s Proctors if they survived—if they were reborn. And that’s what Hethrir wanted for himself. To have his connection to the Force strengthened and refined. It is … a very tempting offer.” Luke shook his head as if flinging off a memory. “Hethrir had to satiate Waru before he’d risk himself. He needed someone stronger than he was, someone Waru would prefer—yet someone Hethrir could control.”
“Anakin,” Leia whispered. Han smoothed Anakin’s dark hair, holding him protectively.
“Anakin get down!” Anakin said. Reluctantly, Han let him down. Anakin ran to Luke, and gazed up at him.
“Waru didn’t care what Hethrir wanted,” Luke said. “Waru needed enough power to rip a path through space-time back to its own universe. Like an electron and a positron. Bring them together, and—” He clapped his hands together. “Annihilation. Unimaginable energy.” He closed his eyes, “Hethrir thought he’d be able to tap into that power. And … for a moment, so did I.”
“Is it gone for good?” Han asked.
Luke nodded. “And Hethrir, too. Waru wanted to go home.”
Leia could not make herself feel the least sympathy for Waru.
Luke drew Jaina and Jacen and Anakin into an embrace. He kissed them each on the forehead.
“Thank you, young Jedi Knights, for calling me back.”
“You’re welcome, Uncle Luke,” they said.
“Hey,” Han protested. “Don’t Leia and I get any credit?”
Luke hugged the children, and smiled.
Leia and Chewbacca gathered the stolen children together. Rillao put her arm around Tigris. He shrugged it off angrily. He tried to pick up the gold sphere that had been Waru, but he could not lift it, he could not move it. He ran out of the theater, leaving Rillao behind. Leia took Rillao’s hand and squeezed it, hoping to give the Firrerreo some comfort.
“Oh, Lelila,” Rillao said. “My sweet son …”
“Give him time.”
“Yes. And peace, if we can find it.”
“I’ll help you,” Leia said. “Luke can help—”
“No!” Rillao gripped Leia’s hand intently. “Tigris has been too much under the influence of Hethrir. He cannot counter it. He must be left alone, to find himself. If he returns to me, it must be of his own free will.”
Leia’s eyes filled with tears of sympathy for the distress in Rillao’s voice.
“I know a place where you can rest, and think, and talk, and play—a refuge, for as long as you need it. A place of peace.”
Rillao tensed. It was not the custom of her people to accept charity or even sympathy. Leia was afraid Rillao would snarl, “Who asked you for your help?” and stalk stiffly away.
“My family owes yours so much!” Leia said sincerely. “We’ll always be in your debt, Firrerreo.” I’ll never speak Rillao’s name in public again, Leia realized. I’ll never again use that power over her. “Please let me repay you a little.”
Rillao hesitated. “I accept, Lelila,” she finally said.
Rillao glanced at the altar. The sphere contracted to half its size, to half its size again, and again. Each contraction happened more quickly. The sphere was the size of an orange, an egg, a marble. It blurred.
A grain of golden sand lay on the altar. With a blaze of energy, the pop! of air filling a vacuum, it disappeared.
Rillao shivered and turned away.
“Come with me,” Leia said.
“Very well, Lelila.”
Together, they walked into the light of the crystal star.
Tigris had run halfway to the hill, and then he had stopped. He sat on the ground with his back to them, his head down. Rillao watched him from a distance.
Leia passed through the archway of Waru’s retreat. Heat and brilliance hit her. Her knees trembled with exhaustion. She sat abruptly on the ground. Jacen ran to her, worried, and cuddled in her lap. She held him, smoothing his unruly hair. Rillao sat on her heels beside them, gazing toward her son.
The sky beyond the dome amazed Leia. The crystal star orbited the black hole, closer and closer, crashing through the glowing whirlpool. Gravitational stress was ripping it apart. The black hole pulled a swirl of glowing star-stuff from the dwarf’s surface and spun it into the accretion disk, which blazed more and more brightly. Leia had to look away, before it dazzled her.
Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf flung itself at her feet and gazed at her with wide gold eyes, panting.
Free for the first time in—how long?—the stolen children ran and shouted and played. Lusa leaped in a capriole, jumping high in the air and kicking her hind feet.
Han sat behind Leia.
“Are you okay?”
She nodded, too tired to speak.
Jaina nestled in her lap next to Jacen. Anakin ran over and cuddled with his brother and sister. Leia hugged them. Han put one arm around them all, and stroked Leia’s hair. Leia leaned gratefully into Han’s warmth and strength.
“We’d better get out of here,” he said. “But first we have to find Threepio.”
“And Artoo,” Leia said.
“Speaking of,” Luke said.
Artoo-Detoo and See-Threepio descended the trail, Artoo rolling and bumping along at full speed, Threepio walking as fast as he could.
“Mistress Leia! Master Luke, Master Han!”
“Mr. Threep!” Anakin jumped up and ran toward Threepio and grabbed him around the leg.
“Master Anakin!” Threepio said. “I’m delighted to see you well!”
Anakin stood on Threepio’s foot to ride back to Leia. He shrieked with delight.
Both droids slowed when they saw Tigris, but the youth did not react to them. Artoo rolled on by; Threepio passed him with a curious glance.
Anakin jumped off Threepio’s foot and ran to Tigris. He grabbed Tigris’s grubby shirt and pulled him toward the others. Tigris shrugged, pulling his shirt out of Anakin’s hands.
Mr. Chamberlain’s wyrwulf loped after Anakin. The heavy chain attached to its collar clanked and rattled.
Threepio reached Leia and Han. “We must hurry, Master Han!” he exclaimed.
“Where have you been?” Han asked. “And what happened to you?”
Threepio’s new purple varnish had crackled all over like the glaze of an antique pot.
“A strange man—he was with that boy—” Threepio gestured toward Tigris. “Master Anakin was with him! When I requested an explanation, why, the man struck me! With a lightsaber! I was of course completely disabled. I was lucky not to be dismembered! Master Luke, if this is the caliber of the people you are looking for, I beg you not to try to find any more of them!”
“Don’t worry, Threepio,” Luke said.
“They imprisoned me! Artoo discovered me, and resuscitated my circuits—”
Artoo-Detoo trilled emphatically.
“—but no time for that!” Threepio exclaimed. “Artoo has made an ominous discovery!”
“I’m not sure we can stand another ominous discovery.” Han said indulgently. “Can it wait till after supper?”
“I fear not, sir. The white dwarf star has cooled into a perfect quantum crystal. Very rare—unique, to my knowledge! As the black hole increases the amplitude of its resonance—”
“The crystal star is resonating?”
“I beg your pardon, Master Luke?”
“The crystal star is resonating.”
“Indeed it is, sir—I believe I said as much. The resonances destabilize its orbit. The crystal star is in danger of falling into the black hole at any moment.”
Threepio paused to be sure everyone knew what this meant.
Everyone did.
Threepio continued anyway. “When that happens—the violence of the explosion, the density of the X-ray flux … No living being, biological or mechanical, will survive.”
“How long have we got?” Han demanded.
“The possibilities are never all calculable, I regret to say,” Threepio said.
Artoo whistled insistently.
“I believe I said that, too,” Threepio retorted. “It is clear to everyone that we do not have much time.”
Leia shooed Jaina and Jacen out of her lap, and jumped to her feet.
“Children!” she called. “Come along! It’s time to go home.”
None of the stolen children begged to be allowed to run and play a little longer. Even Lusa, who had run all the way around Waru’s retreat at a dead gallop and passed Leia on the way to making another circuit, slid to a halt. She pranced and danced in place.
“Home!” she said. “Home!”
The stolen children set off up the hillside, shepherded by Chewbacca and Threepio and Artoo. Chewbacca looked like a pile of children, for he carried them on his back and in his arms. Two of the little ones rode his feet, delightedly clutching his fur and squealing with each stride. The rest of the children jockeyed for a place as near to him as they could get.
“Let’s go, love,” Han said to Leia. They held hands and walked toward the hillside trail. Rillao and Luke and the twins followed.
As they approached Tigris and Anakin, Tigris unfastened the collar and chain from Mr. Iyon’s wyrwulf. He rose and threw the collar away, as hard as he could.
Mr. Iyon’s wyrwulf sat on its haunches and gave its neck a good scratch with both feet of its central legs.
Rillao stopped a few paces from Tigris.
“My son,” she said gently. “We must leave.”
Tigris glared at her. “No.”
“This system will die soon.”
“I don’t care!”
Leia joined them. “Then it doesn’t matter,” she said, “whether you come with us or not. So you might as well.”
Tigris glanced at her, quizzically.
“Tigis come home!” Anakin demanded.
Tigris laid his hand on Anakin’s dark curly hair. “I have no home, little one.”
“Cookies!” Anakin grabbed Tigris’s hand and pulled.
Tigris raised his head and looked his mother in the eyes.
“You didn’t steal the Force from me, did you?”
“No, my sweet,” she whispered.
“I never had any abilities at all, did I?”
Sadly, she shook her head.
“Wait a minute!” Han said. “Kid, you saved my son’s life. Maybe you can’t use the Force. So what? Neither can I, and it hasn’t held me back.”
“Who are you?” Tigris said.
Han laughed, surprised. “Maybe my disguise is better than I thought. I’m Han Solo.”
“I was taught to hate you.” Tigris added thoughtfully. “As I was taught to hate my mother.”
“That’s too bad,” Han said with genuine regret. “I’m grateful to you. Thank you for bringing Anakin back to us.”
“And I was taught to respect you—” Tigris said.
“That’s a start—”
“—as an enemy.”
Han grinned his lopsided grin. “A weird start, but a start all the same. Come on, kid. Let’s get out of here.”
“I don’t have any choice, do I?” Tigris said belligerently.
“Not a whole hell of a lot,” Han said.
With a show of revulsion, Tigris trudged after the other children. Rillao watched him go, her shoulders slumped. Leia put her arm around her new friend.
“It is a beginning,” she said.
“Yes, Lelila. A beginning.”
Han made a choking sound. Startled, Leia looked up.
He was doing his best not to laugh at Tigris.
“Han!” Leia said. “Stop it!”
“Okay,” he said, his voice strangled. He controlled his laughter by force of will, and grinned crookedly at her. “I don’t know what he does think,” he said, “but I don’t think he wants to die.”
Even Rillao brightened at that. “I believe you are right,” she said.
“Luke?” Leia said. Her brother was staring at Waru’s retreat. Leia had the irrational fear that he would run back inside.
“Resonance,” Luke said. “That’s it.”
“What?” Han asked.
“The resonance. Of the crystal star. It’s disrupting the Force—that’s what’s been happening to me.”
“To me, too,” Rillao said.
Luke spun toward her. “You—a Jedi?”
She drew the inactive lightsaber from inside her robe. She did not try to engage it, but she fastened it to her belt in its proper place.
“I see that you found your ‘small machine,’ ” Leia said.
Rillao nodded solemnly, then glanced at Luke.
“Perhaps, when we have left this place, we might spar a bit. Though I am badly out of practice.”
Luke managed a smile. “I’d like that.”
Han thought: We have three hours to get out of here. Three hours, more or less. It’s the “less” that bothers me. Like Threepio said, the possibilities are never all calculable.
“What about Crseih?” he said to Leia.
“What about it?” she replied.
“When the star goes—the station will get blown to dust.”
“Subatomic particles, more likely,” Leia said with some satisfaction.
“Leia!” Han protested.
“She is right,” Rillao said. “This place is best destroyed.”
“People live here,” Han said. “A friend of mine lives here.”
“Warn her,” Rillao said.
“If I can find her,” Han said.
“If Xaverri does not survive,” Rillao said, “it will be a shame.”
Leia relented. “We’ll warn everyone. Of course. But surely they keep watch on their own star. Surely they know they have to evacuate! This is supposed to be a research station, after all.”
“Whatever was done here,” Han said, “you can hardly call it research.”
Leia slipped her hand into his.
“How could I not know about the trade?” she said. “I thought everything was going so well, and all along the Empire still terrorized people, in secret—!”
“You sent Winter to investigate—”
“I never talked to people who might have been affected. Back on Munto Codru, I spent a whole day talking to officials and ambassadors, and when I asked about the people still waiting to talk to me, I let myself be told they didn’t have anything important to say.”
“Sweetheart,” Han said. He put his arm around her shoulders and drew her close. She leaned against him and embraced him, and they walked close together. “You’ve been working yourself half to death—you expect too much of yourself.”
“I could say the same of you,” Leia said fondly.
“And I could say I should have known about the trade.”
“But—”
“I learned a lot about Hethrir and his followers from Xaverri,” Han said. “They’re careful and they’re wary and they have enormous resources. Plunder from the Empire …”
“All the more reason to find them.”
“Yes. Now.”
“I always like to have an important project,” Leia said dryly.
Han chuckled, his laugh part self-deprecation.
They walked up the hill in silence, and passed into the airlink.
Han leaned toward Leia and whispered, “Did I tell you how much I like your hair that way?” He twined his fingers in the long, smooth strands.
Her free hand flew to her head.
“I forgot it was down!” she said.
She decided to leave it that way.
Han surveyed the landing field. It was a cacophony of departing starships, shipowners arguing with field personnel, residents seeking a passenger berth.
“Looks like some people are paying attention,” Han said.
As Leia and Chewbacca divided the children into two groups, one to board Alderaan and the other to depart on the Millennium Falcon, Han hurried over to See-Threepio.
“Can you get in touch with Xaverri?” he said. “She never would tell me where she lived, how to reach her—”
“I have already done so, Master Han,” Threepio said. “In fact …” He pointed to a derelict-looking ship rising off the field with a precision and speed that belied its ugliness. “I believe that is her ship now, on a course for hyperspace.”
Han relaxed, and grinned. “She always did like deceptive appearances.”
“Papa!” Anakin, riding on top of Han’s shoulders, kicked his heels against his father’s chest “Look at Mr. Chamberlain’s woof!”
The great fanged wyrwulf lay on the field, curled up, its nose hidden by its bushy black tail, all six limbs pulled in close beneath it. Han strode over to it and sat on his heels beside it.
“Hey, fella, are you all right?”
The wyrwulf opened one eye halfway, whined, and curled up tighter.
Leia hurried over. “Oh, my,” she said.
“Do you know what’s wrong with it?”
“Nothing,” she said.
“Strange kind of nothing.”
The beast was sweating heavily. Its sweat was thick and blue. It flowed out over the wyrwulf’s fur, matting it down.
She smiled. “I think that when we get back to Munto Codru, we’ll bring a little boy or a little girl to Chamberlain Iyon, in place of his wyrwulf.”
“What?”
The blue sweat solidified on the wyrwulfs body, forming a rubbery coating.
“It’s metamorphosing,” Leia said. “When it wakes up again, it will be self-aware—a Codru-Ji child.”
The blue sweat flowed down over the wyrwulf’s face. The wyrwulf snorted; the sweat covered its nose and mouth. The rubbery blue coating formed a seal.
“Help me carry it onto the ship.”
Luke joined them. “It looks like I feel,” he said.
“You do look a little blue,” Han said.
“I’ll be all right as soon as I get out of—”
Luke fainted.
Jaina waited for liftoff in Alderaan. She held Uncle Luke’s hand. Jacen sat on Uncle Luke’s other side. Between them they kept watch over him. If they could just get away from this system! Mr. Threepio had tried to explain about the resonating star, the quantum crystal. Jaina did not understand why the white dwarf star did not look like a big jewel, a huge diamond in space. But she did understand that it was why she could not use her abilities. She understood that it was making Uncle Luke sick. That it would also make her and Mama and Jacen and Rillao, and Anakin especially, sick, if they did not leave soon.
“Almost ready, now,” Mama said, her voice disembodied. She was up front in the cockpit with Rillao. Papa and Chewbacca were over on the Millennium Falcon, with Threepio and Artoo and Anakin and most of the other children. Tigris was on Alderaan, but he might as well be anywhere, or no place at all, because he would not speak to anyone.
Lusa and the wyrwulf’s chrysalis lay on Mama’s bed in the other cabin. Lusa was scared. She had not been on very many space flights. Jaina wished she could be with her.
“We’re all ready, Mama,” Jaina said.
“How’s Luke?”
“He’s … he’s very quiet, Mama.”
The engines whispered.
“Leia, is Artoo with you?” Papa’s voice sounded fuzzy through the comlink.
“No, I thought he was on the Falcon,” Mama said.
“What? Okay, you get Luke out of here, I’ll take one more look around for him.”
Han could not lift off without Artoo-Detoo.
The radiation shields withdrew. Above Millennium Falcon and Alderaan, the sky was free.
But Han could not leave without the droid.
He jumped up with a curse. “Did you see where Artoo went?”
Chewbacca snorted a negative.
“I just don’t know what to do,” Threepio said. “That Artoo-Detoo never does as I ask—never does as expected—”
“Where did he go?” Han demanded.
“I believe—though I could be wrong, he does sometimes give me inaccurate information—”
“Where?”
“He went looking for the engine controls of Crseih Station.”
“I ought to let him get vaporized along with the rest of the blasted place—”
Han jumped up and headed for the Falcon’s exit ramp.
“If I’m not back in fifteen minutes—”
Chewbacca’s roar drowned out his words. Han grinned. Chewbacca was not about to leave without him.
With a musical beep and warble, Artoo-Detoo lurched from the landing field to the Falcon’s entry ramp, and rolled toward him.
“About damn time!” Han said. “We were going to leave you behind.”
Unperturbed, Artoo whistled and rolled on by. Han and Threepio followed the little droid into the Falcon.
“What did you say?” Threepio said, outraged. “What do you mean, you don’t care if you miss the flight? Do you want to get vaporized? Why, we’ve waited so long looking for you that we might be vaporized no matter what!”
Artoo-Detoo whined and wheeped.
“Why—why, I must say, that was very clever of you.”
Han threw himself into the pilot’s seat and strapped in. “Let’s get out of here.”
The Millennium Falcon came to life around him.
“Artoo-Detoo has arranged,” Threepio said, “for Crseih Station to follow us out of this system so it will not be vaporized. Many of Lord Hethrir’s guests are still on board …”
“And they’ll be easy to round up,” Han said.
The Falcon rose above the battered landing field of Crseih Station, and soared into space after Alderaan.
Leia headed for the hyperspace point, but her attention was behind her ship, back on Crseih Station and the Millennium Falcon and the tumult of elemental forces that would soon explode. The crystal star raced around the black hole, faster and faster, closer and closer, with more of its surface stripped away into great glowing streamers of burning plasma.
Leia’s head ached fiercely, as if her brain vibrated in time with the star system’s resonance. Rillao, too, looked pale and ill.
“Hold on,” Leia said, as much to herself as to Rillao. “Just a little while longer, and we’ll be away from this place.”
“Yes,” Rillao whispered.
In the distance, Xaverri’s ship vanished into hyperspace. Leia was curious about her. She wanted to talk to her, to learn more about the times in Han’s life that he usually avoided discussing. Strangely enough, she did not feel jealous of Xaverri.
I always believed, if I met her, I’d think she wasn’t good enough for Han, Leia thought. But she was. And I’m glad.
She watched intently for the Millennium Falcon.
Where are you? she cried in her mind.
“Mama?”
“Yes, Jaina?”
“I think … I think you better hurry … Uncle Luke …”
The burning whirlpool spun furiously, ripping the glowing crystal’s surface to ribbons. The whirlpool blasted out X rays, gamma rays, intense light. Leia closed her eyes, trying to force away the pain.
“Han!” she cried, but no transmission could penetrate the primordial cacophony.
Suddenly, against the brilliance of the dying stars, a point of darkness appeared and expanded.
“It’s the Falcon!” Leia said.
It streaked toward Alderaan. Leia accelerated, wild joy overcoming the resonating pain. The Millennium Falcon raced Alderaan toward hyperspace.
In the far distance, the crystal star spiraled inward. Nearer, Crseih Station plunged into motion, its engines shuddering it into flight.
The face of the crystal star reached the event horizon of the black hole.
The crystal star shattered. Ripped apart by unimaginable forces, it disintegrated into atoms, into stripped nuclei and electrons, into subatomic particles. As they fell toward the black hole, energy burst from them. The radiation fueled a pressure wave of gas and stripped atoms that exploded outward, to sweep away anything in its path.
On Alderaan, Leia felt the disruption in the Force before the storm could reach her; she knew she must escape before the light and the X rays and the pressure wave could reach her.
Hyperspace flared open before her. Her ship blasted toward safety, the Falcon at its side, Crseih Station just behind.
The disruption of the crystal star lifted from Leia’s shoulders.
She was free.
She was going home.
Leia piloted Alderaan from hyperspace into the normal space of the star system of Munto Codru. Then she waited, anxiously.
The Millennium Falcon appeared.
“Han!” Leia said.
The transmissions became clear once more. Han replied from Millennium Falcon.
“We made it,” he said.
“Are you all right? Is Anakin?”
“He’s okay. I was worried there at the last—but he’s okay now.”
As Han spoke, Crseih Station dropped into existence a few light-seconds away. It slipped into orbit around Munto Codru’s sun. Following Artoo-Detoo’s instructions, its engines turned themselves off. The outlaw station, and all its inhabitants, were stranded.
Hethrir’s worldcraft spun serenely, surrounded by every ship in the Munto Codru system, as Leia’s advisers and the Munto Codru officials rescued the lost children and began the work of returning them to their homes.
Leia unstrapped herself from Alderaan’s pilot’s couch and hurried back to the twins. They were excited, exhausted, as bright-eyed as if they had a fever. She hugged them and kissed them.
“You’re so brave,” she said. “So smart, and so brave. I’m so proud of you.”
She took Luke’s hand. It was cold and slack.
“Luke—”
“Uncle Luke!” Jaina said. “Wake up!” said Jacen.
Rillao joined them. “Let me help,” she said.
She sat on her heels beside Luke. He did not stir.
“Do not leave us now,” she said. “You were in the influence of the crystal star, but you survived. You were in the influence of Waru, but you survived.”
She stroked his forehead.
“Come back to us, Jedi.”
Luke’s eyelids fluttered.
“Are you going to let a little thing like a rip through space-time slow you down?” Rillao asked.
Luke opened his eyes. He looked at her, and smiled.
On the other side of the cabin, in silence, Tigris watched his mother.
Lusa clattered down the companionway and skidded around the corner.
“Are we home yet?” she asked.
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STAR WARS—The Expanded Universe
You saw the movies. You watched the cartoon series, or maybe played some of the video games. But did you know …
In The Empire Strikes Back, Princess Leia Organa said to Han Solo, “I love you.” Han said, “I know.” But did you know that they actually got married? And had three Jedi children: the twins, Jacen and Jaina, and a younger son, Anakin?
Luke Skywalker was trained as a Jedi by Obi-Wan Kenobi and Yoda. But did you know that, years later, he went on to revive the Jedi Order and its commitment to defending the galaxy from evil and injustice?
Obi-Wan said to Luke, “For over a thousand generations, the Jedi Knights were the guardians of peace and justice in the Old Republic. Before the dark times. Before the Empire.” Did you know that over those millennia, legendary Jedi and infamous Sith Lords were adding their names to the annals of Republic history?
Yoda explained that the dreaded Sith tend to come in twos: “Always two, there are. No more, no less. A Master, and an apprentice.” But did you know that the Sith didn’t always exist in pairs? That at one time in the ancient Republic there were as many Sith as Jedi, until a Sith Lord named Darth Bane was the lone survivor of a great Sith war and created the “Rule of Two”?
All this and much, much more is brought to life in the many novels and comics of the Star Wars expanded universe. You’ve seen the movies and watched the cartoon. Now venture out into the wider worlds of Star Wars!
Turn the page or jump to the timeline of Star Wars novels to learn more.







Prologue

Eight months after the Battle of Endor
The Empire’s orbiting repair yard at N’zoth, code-named Black 15, was of standard Imperial design, with nine great shipways arrayed in a square. On the morning of the retreat from N’zoth, all nine slips were occupied by Imperial warships.
Under most circumstances, nine Star Destroyers together would have been an intimidating sight to any who might come under their guns.
But on the morning of the retreat from N’zoth, only one of the nine was ready for space.
That was the sorry assessment of Jian Paret, commander of the Imperial garrison at N’zoth, as he looked out on the yards from his command center. The orders he had received hours ago were still playing before his eyes:
You are ordered to evacuate the planetary garrison to the last man, at best possible speed, using any and all ships that are spaceworthy. Destroy the repair yard and any and all remaining assets before withdrawing from the system.
Paret’s assessment was shared by Nil Spaar, master of the Yevethan underground, as he rode the work shuttle up from the surface with the first commando team. The orders he had given hours ago were still ringing in his ears:
“Notify all teams that an Imperial evacuation has been ordered. Execute the primary plan without delay. It is our day for retribution. Our blood is in those vessels, and they will be ours. May each of us honor the name of the Yevetha today.”
Nine ships.
Nine prizes.
The most badly damaged, Redoubtable, had taken terrible punishment in the retreat from Endor. The others ranged from old medium cruisers being upgraded and recommissioned, to the EX-F, a weapons and propulsion test bed built on a Dreadnaught hull.
The key to them all was the massive Star Destroyer Intimidator, moored at one of the open slips. Spaceworthy but completely unblooded, it had been sent to Black 15 from the Core for finish work, to free up a Super-class shipway at the command’s home shipbuilding yard.
There was more than enough room aboard it for the garrison, and more than enough firepower aboard to destroy the yard and the hulls within. Paret transferred his command to the bridge of the Intimidator within an hour of receiving his orders.
But Intimidator could not leave the yard as quickly as Paret would have liked. He had only one-third of a standard crew aboard, a single watch—too few hands to quickly ready a ship of that size to fly free.
Moreover, nine of every ten workers on Black 15 were Yevetha. Paret despised the gaudy-faced skeletons. He would have liked to seal the ship in the interest of security, or to draft additional work details in the interest of speed. But either act would prematurely alert the Yevetha that the occupation force was leaving N’zoth, threatening the withdrawal from the surface.
All Paret would do was call a surprise departure drill and wait out its lengthy checks and countdowns, letting the normal work details continue until the troop transports and the governor’s shuttle had lifted off and were en route. Then, and only then, could his crew close the hatches, cut the moorings, and turn its back on N’zoth.
Nil Spaar knew of Commander Paret’s dilemma. He knew all that Paret knew, and much more. For more than five years he had worked to position allies of the underground throughout the conscript workforce. Nothing of importance happened without Nil Spaar’s swiftly hearing of it. And he had taken the information he had collected and woven it into an elegant scheme.
He had put an end to the rash of minor “mistakes” and “accidents,” demanding that those who worked for the Empire show diligence and strive for excellence—while learning everything they could about the ships and their operation. He had seen to it that the Yevetha made themselves indispensable to the Black Fleet’s yard bosses and earned the trust of its commanders.
It was that trust which had allowed the work slowdown in the months since the Battle of Endor to go on unquestioned. It was that trust which had given his Yevetha the run of both the yard and the ships moored in the slips.
And it was the patient and calculating exploitation of that trust which had brought Nil Spaar and those who followed him to this moment.
He knew that he no longer need fear the Harridan, the Victory-class Star Destroyer that had been protecting the yard and patrolling the system. The Harridan had been ordered to the front three weeks ago, joining the Imperial force fighting a losing rear-guard action at Notak.
He knew that Paret could not seal the Intimidator against his men, even by ordering a battle-stations lockdown. More than a dozen external hatches in Sections 17 and 21 had been rigged by Yevetha technicians to report that they were secured when they were not, and to report that they were closed when they were not.
He knew that even if Intimidator got free of the slip in which it was moored, it would not have a chance to escape or turn its guns on the abandoned vessels. The packages of explosives concealed inside Intimidator’s hull would break it open like an egg the moment its shields went up and blocked the signal that was safing the bombs.
As the work shuttle neared the receiving dock, Nil Spaar felt no fear, no apprehension. Everything that could be done had been done, and there was a joyful inevitability about the fighting to come. He had no doubt what the outcome would be.
Nil Spaar and the first commando team entered Intimidator through the hatches in Section 17, while his second, Dar Bille, and the backup team entered through Section 21.
There was no talking. None was necessary. Every member of both teams knew the layout of the ship as well as any Imperial crewman. They moved through it like ghosts, down corridors closed or cleared by friends on work details, through crawlways and up access ladders that appeared on no construction blueprint. In minutes they had reached the bridge—without ever being challenged, or drawing a weapon, or firing a shot.
But they entered the bridge with weapons drawn, knowing exactly which stations would be occupied, where the guard station was, who could sound a shipwide alarm. Nil Spaar shouted out no warnings, made no theatrical announcement, demanded no surrenden He simply walked briskly across the deck toward the executive officer, raised his blaster, and burned the officer’s face away.
As he did, the rest of the team fanned out behind him, each to his own assigned target. Six of Intimidator’s bridge crew were struck down in the first seconds, sitting at their stations, because of the power that rested at their fingertips. The others, including Commander Paret, quickly ended up facedown on the floor, hands bound behind them.
Taking the ship was not difficult. Timing the raid to avoid retribution had always been the challenge.
“Signal from the governor’s shuttle,” called out a Yevetha commando, slipping into the seat at the communications station. “The transports are leaving the surface. No trouble reported.”
Nil Spaar nodded approvingly. “Acknowledge the signal. Advise the crew that we’re moving out to pick up the garrison. Notify the yard that Intimidator is leaving.”
Like a cluster of insects returning to the hive, the fleet of Imperial transports rose from N’zoth toward the great dagger-shaped Star Destroyer. More than twenty thousand citizens of the Empire were crammed into the insect fleet—soldiers and bureaucrats, technicians and families.
“Open all hangars,” said Nil Spaar.
Their destination in sight, the transports slowed and began to align themselves on approach vectors.
“Activate all autotargeting batteries,” said Nil Spaar.
There was a collective gasp from the prisoners on the bridge, who were watching the same display screens as the Yevetha commandos who now occupied their stations.
“You’re all cowards,” Commander Paret called out to the invaders, his voice bitter with contempt and anger. “A real soldier would never do this. There’s no honor in killing the defenseless.”
Nil Spaar ignored him. “Lock on targets.”
“You vicious, pathetic fool. You’ve already won. How can you justify this?”
“Fire,” said Nil Spaar.
The deck plates barely vibrated as the gun batteries erupted and the approaching transports disappeared in balls of fire and fragments. It did not take long. None escaped. Moments later the communications station began to scream with shocked and panicked inquiries from all over the ship. There had been many witnesses to the carnage.
Nil Spaar turned away from the tracking display and crossed the bridge to where Commander Paret lay on the decking. Grabbing the Imperial officer by the hair, he dragged Paret out of line and rolled him over roughly with his booted foot. Seizing the front of Paret’s tunic with one hand, Nil Spaar lifted him half off the deck. For a long moment he loomed over the officer, looking like a tall, vengeful demon with his cold, black, widely set eyes, the white slash down his nasal ridge, and the deep scarlet-splashed ridges that furrowed his cheeks and chin.
Then, hissing, the Yevetha made a fist with his free hand and cocked it back. A sharp, curving dew-claw emerged from the swelling at his wrist.
“You are vermin,” Nil Spaar said coldly, and slashed the claw across the Imperial captain’s throat.
Nil Spaar held on through the commander’s death throes, then dropped the body carelessly to the floor. Turning, he looked down into the pit at the commando who had taken over the communications station.
“Tell the crew that they are the prisoners of the Yevetha Protectorate and His Glory the viceroy,” said Nil Spaar, wiping his claw on the trouser leg of his victim. “Tell them that beginning today, their lives depend on their being useful to us. And then I wish to speak to the viceroy, and tell him of our triumph.”



Chapter 1

Twelve years later
In the pristine silence of space, the Fifth Battle Group of the New Republic Defense Fleet blossomed over the planet Bessimir like a beautiful, deadly flower.
The formation of capital ships sprang into view with startling suddenness, trailing fire-white wakes of twisted space and bristling with weapons. Angular Star Destroyers guarded fat-hulled fleet carriers, while the assault cruisers, their mirror finishes gleaming, took the point.
A halo of smaller ships appeared at the same time. The fighters among them quickly deployed in a spherical defensive screen. As the Star Destroyers firmed up their formation, their flight decks quickly spawned scores of additional fighters.
At the same time, the carriers and cruisers began to disgorge the bombers, transports, and gunboats they had ferried to the battle. There was no reason to risk the loss of one fully loaded—a lesson the Republic had learned in pain. At Orinda, the commander of the fleet carrier Endurance had kept his pilots waiting in the launch bays, to protect the smaller craft from Imperial fire as long as possible. They were still there when Endurance took the brunt of a Super Star Destroyer attack and vanished in a ball of metal fire.
Before long more than two hundred warships, large and small, were bearing down on Bessimir and its twin moons. But the terrible, restless power of the armada could be heard and felt only by the ships’ crews. The silence of the approach was broken only on the fleet comm channels, which had crackled to life in the first moments with encoded bursts of noise and cryptic ship-to-ship chatter.
At the center of the formation of great vessels was the flagship of the Fifth Battle Group, the fleet carrier Intrepid. She was so new from the yards at Hakassi that her corridors still reeked of sealing compound and cleaning solvent. Her huge realspace thruster engines still sang with the high-pitched squeal that the engine crews called “the baby’s cry.”
It would take more than a year for the mingled scents of the crew to displace the chemical smells from the first impressions of visitors. But after a hundred more hours under way, her engines’ vibrations would drop two octaves, to the reassuring thrum of a seasoned thruster bank.
On Intrepid’s bridge, a tall Dornean in general’s uniform paced along an arc of command stations equipped with large monitors. His eye-folds were swollen and fanned by an unconscious Dornean defensive reflex, and his leathery face was flushed purple by concern. Before the deployment was even a minute old, Etahn A’baht’s first command had been bloodied.
The fleet tender Ahazi had overshot its jump, coming out of hyperspace too close to Bessimir and too late for its crew to recover from the error. Etahn A’baht watched the bright flare of light in the upper atmosphere from Intrepid’s forward viewstation, Knowing that it meant six young men were dead.
But there was no time to linger over the loss. The monitors were flashing images from dozens of scanners on ships and spy satellites at a frenzied pace. Reports from the battle management section changed moment to moment, almost as quickly as the master battle clock counted up the tenths and hundredths.
The assault plan was too intricate and tightly scheduled for a few deaths to stop it. Battle management quickly assigned a reserve fleet tender to Ahazi’s section. May your spirits fly to the zenith and your bodies rest peacefully in the depths, General A’baht thought, recalling an old Dornean sailors’ blessing for the dead. Then he turned away and studied the order of battle and tactical plan. There would be time to mourn later.
“Penetration phase complete,” sang out a lieutenant at one of the consoles. “Deployment complete. Assault leader is approaching wave-off failsafe and requests final authorization.”
“Penetration complete, copy,” echoed A’baht. “Deployment complete, copy. All stations, call off.”
“Battle management, go.”
“Combat intelligence, go.”
“Tactical, go.”
“Communications, go.”
“Fleet ops, go.”
“Flight ops, go.”
“Ground ops, go.”
“I read the call board as clear,” General A’baht said in a strong, confident voice. “Failsafe authorization is go, combat rules are green—repeat, go green.”
“Authorization is go green, copy,” acknowledged the lieutenant, turning a key on his console. “Assault leader, the word is go—you are clear to proceed. All weapons are live, and the target is hot.”
Almost at once, a trio of assault cruisers and their complement of K-wing bombers broke away and surged ahead of the primary formation. Their new course would take them looping under the planet’s south pole en route to their targets—the primary spacefighter base and planetary defense batteries located on the alpha moon, which was still over the horizon from the armada’s jumppoint.
Pairs of speedy A-wing fighters flashed out of formation and fanned out to intercept and destroy the planet’s lightly armed sensor and communications satellites. The A-wings fired the first shots of the assault on Bessimir, and did so with unerring accuracy, transforming their targets into sparkling clouds of metal and plasteel.
The A-wings also drew the first opposing fire. Several ion-cannon batteries on the surface opened up in a vain attempt to protect their high-orbiting eyes. Moments after the ground batteries revealed their location, gunners on the lead Republic assault cruisers had them targeted.
High-powered lasers on the cruisers painted the batteries, blinding ground sensors and testing for counterpunch fire from secondary sites. When there was none, the great pulse cannon mounted aboard the Star Destroyers methodically turned the ground batteries into smoking black craters. The only casualty for the Republic was an A-wing from Blackfire Flight, which picked up a sleeper mine on the right wing while making its pass against a recon satellite.
On the far side of Bessimir, the cruiser detachment approached the alpha moon on a high-speed collision course. As drone fighters appeared from concealed launch chutes on the surface, the big ships fanned out three abreast and began releasing clusters of penetration bombs.
Tall as a man and tipped by a reinforced spike, the black-cased bombs sped down toward the fighter base as the cruisers veered off. The drone fighters rising from the moon veered off as well. Moments later a dozen antiship batteries on the surface surrendered their camouflage, opening fire on the infalling bombs.
But the penetration bombs—propelled only by inertia, and with their casings as dark and nearly as cold as space itself—did not offer much of a target. Most fell through the defensive barrage unmolested. Two seconds before impact, small thrusters in the tail of each bomb fired, slamming them into the surface at even greater speed and driving them twice their length into the barren ground.
A moment later, with the dust of impact still rising, the bombs exploded as one. The flash and flame were swallowed by the moon’s face. But the terrible concussion propagated downward and outward through the rock. It shattered reinforced walls like matchsticks, and collapsed underground chambers like eggshells. Great plumes of gray dust shot out of the launch chutes, and the ground itself subsided over what had been the main hangar.
At the moment the bombs exploded, Esege Tuketu was flying lead in an eighteen-ship formation following the cruisers toward the alpha moon. “Sweet mother of chaos,” he breathed, awestruck by the sight. For just a moment, he took his hands off the controls of his K-wing and lowered his forehead against his crossed wrists—the Narvath gesture of surrender to the fire that consumes all.
From the second seat of Tuketu’s bomber came an equally heartfelt and respectful “Wow!” voiced by his weapons technician. “And I don’t care what they say,” he added. “I felt that one.”
“Seemed like I did, too, Skids,” said Tuketu.
“No one had a better seat for it than we did, that’s for sure.”
They watched carefully ahead with eyes as well as passive scanners. No more fighters emerged from the hidden base. The antiship batteries were still.
But the drone fighters already launched fought on, even though deprived of their controllers. Following internal combat protocols, they flung themselves against the largest targets, the cruisers. Agile but lightly armed, the drones did not last long. The cruisers batted them down like so many insects.
“Good shooting!” Tuketu exclaimed. None of the other crews in the formation heard him. The attack force was following blackout protocols—including strict comm silence, despite the close formation and the critical timing of what lay ahead.
“This is going to work,” the weapons tech said hopefully. “Isn’t it?”
“It has to,” said Tuketu, thinking about what lay ahead.
Only one real threat to the fleet remained—the great hypervelocity gun on the far side of the gravity-locked moon. Like a swift-footed sentry making its rounds, the alpha moon would soon revolve around Bessimir to a point where the HV gun would have its pick of targets in the fleet.
According to the New Republic’s surveillance droids, the gun emplacement was both ray-shielded and particle-shielded. Moreover, with the weapon’s power plants and shield generator buried deep in the rock, it could easily survive the sort of assault that had destroyed the fighter base. If Etahn A’baht’s capital ships had to slug it out with the alpha moon’s big gun, the Fifth Battle Group would surely lose several ships in the process. The key to avoiding that outcome lay with Tuketu’s eighteen bombers.
“Coming up on the break,” said Skids, glancing at the mission clock and then at the broken surface of the alpha moon, rushing toward them.
“I’m on top of it,” said Tuketu.
“You’d better be,” was the nervous reply. “My mama’s counting on me doing more with my life than making a hole in the ground someplace where they already got enough holes in the ground.”
“Break in ten,” said Tuketu. “Signaling the others. Break in five.” A collision alarm began to sound in the cockpit. The moon’s surface seemed terribly close. “Break!”
The entire spaceship shuddered as the emergency deceleration thrusters roared and the nose of the K-wing swung up toward the horizon. Tuketu and Skids were slammed back into their flight couches as the moon rotated dizzily under them. Breathing came hard throughout the long moments of the pullout.
When the ship stopped shaking and it was possible to breathe again, Tuketu’s ship was skimming the surface of the alpha moon with only two other bombers nestled in behind. The K-wings had scattered in six groups, each taking a different compass heading to the target. With luck, they would meet again over the aperture of the electromagnetic gun.
“Pardon me, but has anyone seen my wits?” Skids said in a squeaky voice. “I had them right here just a moment ago—”
Tuketu laughed. “That was fun, wasn’t it?”
“Fun?” Skids shook his head. “Fun like having a rancor sit on your lap is fun. Sir, I am afraid I must relieve you of command, effective immediately, on the grounds that you are clearly insane. Please surrender the controls and come along quietly.”
Smiling, Tuketu reached overhead and adjusted the trim thrusters. “We were a little late getting to the first ground check. I’m taking us up a couple of points. Check back there and make sure the others stay with us.”
“Copy, Tuke,” Skids said, twisting his head first to the left, then to the right. “By the jewel of Haarkan, you put that much ordnance on a K, and you get one mean-looking, chip-on-a-shoulder, fixing-for-trouble star kitty.”
“Let’s hope we don’t need all of it,” Tuketu said soberly, almost to himself.
According to reports Fleet Intelligence had provided to the Fifth’s planners, Bessimir’s hypervelocity gun fired at a rate of 120 slugs per minute, though rarely for more than ten seconds at a time. To avoid deflecting the superaccelerated projectiles, the particle shield protecting the gun was synchronized with the firing controller. The shield would open for each outbound slug when the gun was fired, while the ray shielding would remain in place throughout, protecting the emplacement from any long-range counterfire.
Open, close, open, close, like the winking eye of a shutter, like a tempting carnival game. Time the opening correctly and win the prize. That was why two of the three K-wings in each flight were configured as penetrators, carrying no energy weapons at all—just ordinary slug cannon and an extraordinary number of fléchette missiles. If even one round, one explosive splinter, could slip through and find its target—
But to have even that slim chance, they had to get very close—and something had to coax the gunners into firing.
That something was the New Republic Star Destroyer Resolve. Specially outfitted with multiple shields into which were poured the full power of her engines, she came out of hyperspace nearly dead center in the gun’s field of fire. The K-wings were approaching the perimeter of the shield zone, hiding in the clutter, hugging every contour of the surface as they closed in.
A’baht watched nervously, his shoulder spines rippling. A few moments longer, and the approaching bombers would be spotted, the threat analyzed. “Fire,” he whispered. “Come on—take the bait.”
Esege Tuketu, watching his penetrators race toward the red line on his battle display, tensed himself for the high-G abort maneuver he expected them to have to execute.
A heartbeat stretched out to a lifetime.
On impulse, Tuketu thumbed his comm switch and broke comm silence. “Red Leader to Red Two, Red Three, stay on the tower, stay on it!”
“What are you doing?” Skids demanded.
Tuketu shook his head. “We have to get the game in before it rains.”
Red Three suddenly broke right, away from its target, trying to escape the invisible wall that lay ahead. But Red Two flew past the wave-off point and opened fire. Streams of silver missiles flashed from under its wings toward the stubby shield tower in their sights.
“Sorry, Tuke, too late, going around,” Red Three called.
At the same moment, the big gun roared, belching a staccato stream of slugs toward the Resolve.
Red Two broke left and up, its cannon tracking the shield tower and firing nonstop.
“Come on, come on, come on,” Tuketu said under his breath. “Make a hole for us.”
The leading edge of Red Two’s salvo reached the shield boundary as the gun was still firing. Most shattered without exploding, crushed like insects hurled against a cockpit canopy. A few exploded against nothingness, their triggers overwhelmed by a surging induction current as the particle shield cycled on and off. But two fléchette missiles slipped through. The hemispheric dome of the shield tower disappeared in a small but brilliant explosion that left the metal remnants burning.
“How did you know?” Skids said wonderingly.
Tuketu shook his head. “I didn’t,” he said, pushing the throttles forward. Ahead lay the aperture of the big gun.
Like a frantic animal fighting for its life, the hypergun fired on the Resolve without pause from the moment the particle shield vanished. The big cruiser wasn’t nimble enough to evade the barrage pattern thrown at it from the alpha moon, and Commander Syub Snunb wondered if it was tough enough to withstand the hits it was taking. Shells crashed against its invisible shields with such force that the ship itself shuddered and shook.
“Red Flight is inside the perimeter,” a lieutenant sang out.
Steadying himself against a bulkhead, Snunb acknowledged the report with a nod. “Then we’ve done our job. Keep tracking the incoming fire,” he said. “Navigator, turn and show them our heels. Keep us on an escape heading. If they give us any kind of break at all, drop the auxiliary shields and jump us out of here.”
“Yes, Commander.”
Just then the outermost shield buckled under a salvo of shells, the impacts sucking the field strength from the protective bubble faster than the shield generators could restore it. An alarm sounded on the bridge as the shaking abruptly got worse.
“The D shield is down. The generators are slagged!”
Snunb shook his head. “I must remember to tell General A’baht that I do not much like being the bait tied outside the predator’s lair. How much longer?”
His first officer pointed to the tactical display. “Tuketu should be over the target in another few seconds.”
Another alarm sounded on the bridge of the Resolve. “I hope we have another few seconds to give him.”
The aperture of the hypergun was glowing brilliantly in the infrared on Tuketu’s targeting computer. “Let’s finish this on the first pass.”
“Arming Number One,” Skids sang out. “Arming Number Two. Taking attitude control, now.”
Tuketu lifted his hands from the stick and throttle. “All yours.”
The nose of the K-wing lifted skyward, and the bomber began to climb. “Range—mark. Number One away. Number Two away. Let’s not hang around, Tuke.”
As the lob bombs began to trace a clean, elegant ballistic arc, up and over the top of a gravitational hill, Tuketu hauled the nose of the bomber back and around to the left so sharply that he felt momentarily dizzy. While the broad bottom of the ship was facing the target, there was a dull roaring sound, a brilliant flash that cast long shadows on the surface, and a neck-snapping vertical translation, as though some mighty hand had shoved the K-wing from below.
“Too soon, too soon!” Skids cried in alarm. “Not ours.”
At that moment Black One flashed by overhead, and the comm speaker crackled to life with gleeful exultations. “Scratch one big gun,” drawled Black Leader. “My stars, that was a big splash. She was still firin’ when we bracketed her—we must have jammed up a couple of shells in the barrel. Did you see it, Red Leader?”
“Negative, Black Leader.” The landscape lit up again with a double flash that was a pale echo of the first. “Sounds like you didn’t leave much for us, Hodo,” Tuketu said with a grin.
“That’ll teach you not to dawdle—sir.”
“This is Green Leader,” said a new voice. “I’ve made a verification pass and I confirm target destroyed.”
“This is the Resolve. We concur with Green Leader, target destroyed. Thank you, boys.”
“Copy, Green Leader. Copy, Resolve,” said Tuketu, turning his ship skyward, toward where the cruisers waited for them. “All ships, form up with me. We have a rendezvous to keep.”
Standing at a podium and wearing the uniform of the Joint Defense Operations Staff rather than the Mon Calamari battle dress in which he had earned his fame, Admiral Ackbar gestured with a large hand toward the display screen on his right.
“With the Fleet firmly in control of local space, it is now relatively safe for the gunships to begin opening a corridor to the surface,” Ackbar said, looking out at the small, select audience. “The tactics echo those used against the hypergun—to expose well-armored vessels to enemy fire in order to locate and destroy the defensive emplacements in the target sector. In this case, as you can see, the counterfire is coming from the heavy batteries of the vessels in orbit.”
The monitors in the conference hall at the New Republic Defense Force’s headquarters on Coruscant showed much the same images as those on Intrepid’s bridge, though lagging some seconds behind.
The signals were being relayed across fifteen parsecs by hyperspace transponder, then reviewed by military censors to make sure that what appeared on the displays was appropriate to the clearances of the audience in the hall. That afternoon, little censorship was needed. The audience included all eight members of the Senate’s Council on the Common Defense, half a dozen senior Fleet officers, and Princess Leia Organa Solo, president of the Senate and commander-in-chief of the New Republic’s defense forces.
Ackbar went on, “The curvature of a planetary body limits the effectiveness of fixed emplacements with line-of-sight weapons. Destruction of only a few such emplacements creates a breach in the planetary defenses, and a corridor from space to the surface. You see here that the Fleet is close to opening such a corridor. The threat at this point would be from atmospheric fighters or ground-to-air missiles launched from over the horizon. But Bessimir has no such defenses. When the breach is fully opened, the invasion will begin.”
“Admiral Ackbar—a question,” Senator Tolik Yar called out. “How realistic a test is this for the Fleet? Is this anything more than a scripted performance?”
“It is as realistic as possible,” said Ackbar. “This is an operational readiness exercise, not a simulation. It is true that the Fleet is opposed only by battle drones and computer sims. But I can assure you that the defense team takes pride and pleasure in constructing a difficult problem for the Fleet tacticians.”
“Admiral Ackbar,” said Senator Cion Marook, rising from his seat and allowing the great, heavily veined air sacs on his back to fully inflate. “This has been a most impressive demonstration so far. But on behalf of my colleagues, and those we represent, I must wonder why command of the new task force was given to such a newcomer.”
“Senator, General Etahn A’baht is hardly a hatchling—he is easily twice my age, and I suspect he is senior to you as well.”
Marook bristled. “I did not say he was young, Senator, I said he was a newcomer. The commanders of the other fleets are all veterans of the Rebellion—leaders who, like yourself, earned honor in the great battles at Yavin, Hoth, and Endor.”
Ackbar acknowledged the compliment with a nod.
“But this Dornean has worn our uniform for less than two standard years. The Fifth Fleet was authorized in no small part on your personal testimony and assurances, and built at great expense to the New Republic. I would be much happier if it were you on the bridge of the Intrepid and General A’baht were here waving a pointer in front of us.”
“But you ought not be, Senator,” Ackbar said sharply. “Though it was not part of the Rebel Alliance, Dornea has its own heroes from the fight against the Empire. General A’baht has a long and exemplary record as a fleet commander with the Dornean Navy. We are fortunate to be able to call upon his services.”
“The entire Dornean Navy numbers barely eighty vessels,” Senator Marook said with a grand gesture of contempt.
Standing by the back wall of the conference room, Princess Leia rolled her eyes and shook her head. It was wholly predictable that the complainant was Marook. Hrasskis society was built around a strict notion of succession by seniority, and the highest social value was waiting one’s turn. After five years in the Senate, he still had not embraced the notion of basing appointments on merit.
“And yet, the Dornean Navy successfully defended Dornea’s independence throughout the reign of Palpatine, against Imperial forces several times as large,” said Princess Leia, intervening in the hope of cutting the argument short. “Come now, Senator Marook—surely this is an inappropriate time to argue over command assignments. Let’s move on.”
Admiral Ackbar held up his broad hand. “Princess Leia, if you please—there is no better time to put this to rest. I have heard rumors of discontent in the Council for weeks, but this is the first time anyone has voiced such sentiments in my hearing. I would like the chance to explain to Senator Marook exactly why he is so terribly wrong.”
Even offered in his measured tones, such a direct rebuke was out of character for Admiral Ackbar, and told Leia how angry her Calamari friend was. “Very well, Admiral,” she said, nodding and settling into a seat to listen.
Given the floor, Ackbar proceeded to ignore Senator Marook completely, addressing himself to the rest of the gathering. “You must understand that the problems of invading a planetary body from space, or defending one against an invasion, are quite different from the problems of destroying a planet, or blockading one, or laying siege to one.”
Ackbar moved out from behind the podium. “And it is a set of problems with which we have had very little experience. The veterans of the Alliance, whom Senator Marook so kindly praised, know all the secrets of fighting as an insurgent force—the roles of stealth, of mobility, of hit-and-run tactics, of disrupting the enemy’s lines of supply and communication.
“But a commando force cannot defend a homeworld, a system, a sector. A commando force cannot tie up its assets waiting to be attacked. A commando force cannot carry out an invasion. You should remind yourself that at no time in its history did the Alliance enjoy the resources to fight a conventional war. And the one time we were forced by circumstance to do so, at Hoth, we suffered a terrible defeat.
“That is why Etahn A’baht was selected to command the Fifth Fleet. He brings to that bridge all the hard-won expertise of the Dornea, an expertise which I cannot match. And it is his tactical plan which we are testing at Bessimir,” Ackbar said, pointing at the screens behind him.
“Unlike my colleague from the Hrasskis, I do not question the qualifications of General A’baht. I am more concerned about the sharp end of the knife than I am with who wields it,” said Senator Tig Peramis, rising from his seat near the door. “Admiral Ackbar, I have questions concerning the conditions of the test.”
Leia’s attention immediately perked up. Senator Peramis was the newest member of the Council on the Common Defense, representing the worlds of the Seventh Security Zone, including his own, Walalla. So far he had been a quiet member, diligently studying the Council records that his new level of clearance opened to his eyes, asking many thoughtful questions, and expressing few opinions.
“Proceed,” said Admiral Ackbar, making a sweeping gesture.
“You chose to send the Fifth Fleet against a target which lacks a planetary shield. Why is that?”
“Senator, it is not possible to assault a planet which enjoys the protection of a planetary shield until that shield has been disabled. We would learn nothing about our new tactics from such an exercise. And there are far more worlds like Bessimir than there are worlds with the wealth and technology to sustain a planetwide shield.”
“But, Admiral, did you not warn the Council that it was exactly those well-armed worlds which the New Republic lacked the capacity to confront? And did you not promise the Council that if we built the Fifth Fleet, even the strongest of the old Imperial worlds would not be able to threaten us with impunity?”
Ackbar nodded gravely. “I believe that we are keeping that promise, Senator Peramis. The defense of Bessimir was designed in accord with our existing threat profiles. Operation Hammerblow represents a likely scenario for the use of the Fifth Fleet.”
“What, to overwhelm an underdefended world?”
“Senator, I did not say—”
“This is exactly the point that concerns me. An army fights as it trains,” said Senator Peramis. “Did you build the Fifth Fleet to protect us against a strategic threat, or to strengthen Coruscant? Does the danger you saw lie outside our borders, or within them?” He turned and pointed an accusing finger in Leia’s direction. “Exactly who are you preparing to invade?”
Ackbar blinked, rendered wordless by surprise. The other officers in the room scowled and bristled. The other members of the Council were taken aback—by Peramis’s intimations themselves, or, like Senator Marook, by his temerity in speaking out of turn.
“I can only think that if you had been here when the votes were taken, Senator Peramis, you would not ask such questions,” Leia said sharply, moving to the front of the room with a purposeful stride and a swirl of robes. “You unfairly malign Admiral Ackbar’s honor.”
“I do not malign him in the slightest. I am sure Admiral Ackbar is faithful in his duties and loyal to his superiors,” Peramis said, looking purposefully at Leia.
“How dare you!” bellowed Senator Tolik Yar as he leaped to his feet. “If you do not withdraw your words, I will knock you down myself.”
Leia sent a small, tight smile in the direction of her champion but waved off his assistance. “Senator Peramis, the Fifth Fleet was built to protect the New Republic, and for no other reason. We have no territorial aspirations, no hunger for conquest. How could we, with ten new applications for membership arriving every day? On the honor of the House of Organa, I give my word—the Fifth Fleet will never be used to invade a member world, or to coerce its will, or subdue its legitimate ambitions.”
Even before he spoke, it was clear that Peramis was unimpressed. “What weight shall I give a vow made on the honor of an extinct family—a family you have no blood claim with?”
Tolik Yar’s face flushed, and his hand moved toward the ceremonial dagger he wore on his breastplate. But the hand of the officer standing beside him stayed the impulse. “Wait,” General Antilles said softly. “Give him a little more rope.”
Senator Peramis swept his gaze across the room and found that every face was turned toward him. “I am sorry to spoil the festive moment, and waste the expensive pyrotechnics thoughtfully arranged for us by Admiral Ackbar and General A’baht. I am sorry to raise Senator Yar’s blood pressure, and to offend Senator Marook’s well-honed sense of propriety. But I cannot be silent.
“What I’ve learned in the months since I took my Council oath, what I’ve heard and seen today, alarms me profoundly. If I could, I would speak of this in the well of the Senate, before the eyes of the entire Republic. You have not bought security—you have built the machinery of oppression, and are about to hand it over to the progeny of the most brutal oppressor in history’s memory.
“I am deeply, unalterably opposed to arming the New Republic against its own members—”
“You are mistaken—” Admiral Ackbar began.
“That is what you’ve done!” Senator Peramis said angrily. “The Fifth Fleet is a weapon of conquest and tyranny, nothing less and nothing more. And once a weapon is forged, it tantalizes, and tempts, and transfixes, until someone finds a reason to use it. You’ve given the son of Darth Vader a glittering temptation to follow his father’s path. You’ve given the daughter of Darth Vader a gift-wrapped invitation to secure her power by force of arms.
“And yet you sit here smiling and nodding and swallowing the fiction that all of it is for your protection. I am ashamed for you—ashamed.” Senator Peramis shook his head vigorously, as though to clear it of unwelcome thoughts, then stalked out of the conference room.
Leia quickly turned her head away, struggling to control her expression, and to conceal the struggle. The stunned silence was broken by embarrassed coughing and the squirming, shuffling sounds of officers and Council members shifting uncomfortably in their seats.
“Chairman! Chairman Behn-kihl-nahm!” Senator Tolik Yar exclaimed, finding his voice at last. “I want him reprimanded! I want him brought before the Review! This is intolerable. The Seventh must send someone else to represent it. Intolerable, do you hear?”
“We all hear, Senator Yar,” Behn-kihl-nahm said in his most silken, soothing voice as he moved toward Leia. “President Organa, allow me to apologize for Senator Peramis’s regrettable lapse—”
Tolik Yar snorted. “Why not apologize for the Emperor’s regrettable lapses as well? It would mean about as much.”
Behn-kihl-nahm ignored the comment. “You may remember, Princess Leia, that the hand of the Empire fell heavily on Walalla. Tig Peramis remembers all too well. He was only a boy, watching his world conquered, his people’s spirit destroyed. The memories fill him with a passion which inspires his diligence but betrays his good sense. I will speak with him. I am sure he already regrets his intemperate words.”
Behn-kihl-nahm’s exit was the cue for the room to empty. The others nearly fell over each other in their eagerness to excuse themselves, the ritual etiquette of salutes, congratulations, and good wishes so rushed that it took on the flavor of farce. Almost before she knew it, Leia was alone with Admiral Ackbar.
As she lifted a weary face to Ackbar’s sympathetic gaze, she attempted a wry smile. “I thought that went well—didn’t you?”
Just then, an image of General A’baht appeared on the primary display screen. “Etahn A’baht, reporting to Fleet Ops, Coruscant, with copy to president of the Senate,” the image said. “Live-fire exercise Hammerblow satisfactorily concluded. Detailed report on casualties, deficiencies, and the performance of individual commands to follow. Recommend that the Fifth Defense Task Force be considered operational this date.” Then the display went dark.
Ackbar nodded, and clasped Leia’s shoulder with one large hand in a friendly and comforting gesture. “Well enough, Madame President,” he said. “Better to face bitter words than to face more fighting and dying. I think we have all had enough of that for a lifetime.”
She stared out the doorway through which Peramis had exited. “How could he be so foolish?” she asked plaintively. “After Palpatine, Hethrir, Durga, Daala, Thrawn—one after another, with hardly enough time in between to heal the wounds and patch the hulls—how could he think we love war so much?”
“I have found that most foolishness begins with fear,” said Ackbar.
“I’m not accustomed to being feared.” Leia shook her head. “Especially for no reason. It makes me angry.”
Ackbar grunted sympathetically. “I intend to go to my quarters and bite the head off a frozen ormachek. I suggest you go home and find something ugly to smash.”
Leia laughed tiredly and patted Ackbar’s hand. “I just may do that. You know, I think we still have that Calamari blessing pot you gave Han and me at our wedding—”



THE OLD REPUBLIC
(5,000–33 YEARS BEFORE STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)
Long—long—ago in a galaxy far, far away … some twenty-five thousand years before Luke Skywalker destroyed the first Death Star at the Battle of Yavin in Star Wars: A New Hope … a large number of star systems and species in the center of the galaxy came together to form the Galactic Republic, governed by a Chancellor and a Senate from the capital city-world of Coruscant. As the Republic expanded via the hyperspace lanes, it absorbed new member worlds from newly discovered star systems; it also expanded its military to deal with the hostile civilizations, slavers, pirates, and gangster-species such as the slug-like Hutts that were encountered in the outward exploration. But the most vital defenders of the Republic were the Jedi Knights. Originally a reclusive order dedicated to studying the mysteries of the life energy known as the Force, the Jedi became the Republic’s guardians, charged by the Senate with keeping the peace—with wise words if possible; with lightsabers if not.
But the Jedi weren’t the only Force-users in the galaxy. An ancient civil war had pitted those Jedi who used the Force selflessly against those who allowed themselves to be ruled by their ambitions—which the Jedi warned led to the dark side of the Force. Defeated in that long-ago war, the dark siders fled beyond the galactic frontier, where they built a civilization of their own: the Sith Empire.
The first great conflict between the Republic and the Sith Empire occurred when two hyperspace explorers stumbled on the Sith worlds, giving the Sith Lord Naga Sadow and his dark side warriors a direct invasion route into the Republic’s central worlds. This war resulted in the first destruction of the Sith Empire—but it was hardly the last. For the next four thousand years, skirmishes between the Republic and Sith grew into wars, with the scales always tilting toward one or the other, and peace never lasting. The galaxy was a place of almost constant strife: Sith armies against Republic armies; Force-using Sith Lords against Jedi Masters and Jedi Knights; and the dreaded nomadic mercenaries called Mandalorians bringing muscle and firepower wherever they stood to gain.
Then, a thousand years before A New Hope and the Battle of Yavin, the Jedi defeated the Sith at the Battle of Ruusan, decimating the so-called Brotherhood of Darkness that was the heart of the Sith Empire—and most of its power.
One Sith Lord survived—Darth Bane—and his vision for the Sith differed from that of his predecessors. He instituted a new doctrine: No longer would the followers of the dark side build empires or amass great armies of Force-users. There would be only two Sith at a time: a Master and an apprentice. From that time on, the Sith remained in hiding, biding their time and plotting their revenge, while the rest of the galaxy enjoyed an unprecedented era of peace, so long and strong that the Republic eventually dismantled its standing armies.
But while the Republic seemed strong, its institutions had begun to rot. Greedy corporations sought profits above all else and a corrupt Senate did nothing to stop them, until the corporations reduced many planets to raw materials for factories and entire species became subjects for exploitation. Individual Jedi continued to defend the Republic’s citizens and obey the will of the Force, but the Jedi Order to which they answered grew increasingly out of touch. And a new Sith mastermind, Darth Sidious, at last saw a way to restore Sith domination over the galaxy and its inhabitants, and quietly worked to set in motion the revenge of the Sith …
If you’re a reader new to the Old Republic era, here are three great starting points:
• The Old Republic: Deceived, by Paul S. Kemp: Kemp tells the tale of the Republic’s betrayal by the Sith Empire, and features Darth Malgus, an intriguing, complicated villain.
• Knight Errant, by John Jackson Miller: Alone in Sith territory, the headstrong Jedi Kerra Holt seeks to thwart the designs of an eccentric clan of fearsome, powerful, and bizarre Sith Lords.
• Darth Bane: Path of Destruction, by Drew Karpyshyn: A portrait of one of the most famous Sith Lords, from his horrifying childhood to an adulthood spent in the implacable pursuit of vengeance.
Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the Old Republic era.








FATMAN
SHIVERED, her metal groaning, as Zeerid pushed her through Ord Mantell’s atmosphere. Friction turned the air to fire, and Zeerid watched the orange glow of the flames through the transparisteel of the freighter’s cockpit.
He was gripping the stick too tightly, he realized, and relaxed.
He hated atmosphere entries, always had, the long forty-count when heat, speed, and ionized particles caused a temporary sensor blackout. He never knew what kind of sky he’d encounter when he came out of the dark. Back when he’d carted Havoc Squadron commandos in a Republic gully jumper, he and his fellow pilots had likened the blackout to diving blind off a seaside cliff.
You always hope to hit deep water, they’d say. But sooner or later the tide goes out and you go hard into rock.
Or hard into a blistering crossfire. Didn’t matter, really. The effect would be the same.
“Coming out of the dark,” he said as the flame diminished and the sky opened below.
No one acknowledged the words. He flew Fatman alone, worked alone. The only things he carted anymore were weapons for The Exchange. He had his reasons, but he tried hard not to think too hard about what he was doing.
He leveled the ship off, straightened, and ran a quick sweep of the surrounding sky. The sensors picked up nothing.
“Deep water and it feels fine,” he said, smiling.
On most planets, the moment he cleared the atmosphere he’d have been busy dodging interdiction by the planetary government. But not on Ord Mantell. The planet was a hive of crime syndicates, mercenaries, bounty hunters, smugglers, weapons dealers, and spicerunners.
And those were just the people who ran the place.
Factional wars and assassinations occupied their attention, not governance, and certainly not law enforcement. The upper and lower latitudes of the planet in particular were sparsely settled and almost never patrolled, a literal no-being’s-land. Zeerid would have been surprised if the government had survsats running orbits over the area.
And all that suited him fine.
Fatman broke through a thick pink blanket of clouds, and the brown, blue, and white of Ord Mantell’s northern hemisphere filled out Zeerid’s field of vision. Snow and ice peppered the canopy, frozen shrapnel, beating a steady rhythm on Fatman’s hull. The setting sun suffused a large swath of the world with orange and red. The northern sea roiled below him, choppy and dark, the irregular white circles of breaking surf denoting the thousands of uncharted islands that poked through the water’s surface. To the west, far in the distance, he could make out the hazy edge of a continent and the thin spine of snowcapped, cloud-topped mountains that ran along its north–south axis.
Motion drew his eye. A flock of leatherwings, too small to cause a sensor blip, flew two hundred meters to starboard and well below him, the tents of their huge, membranous wings flapping slowly in the freezing wind, the arc of the flock like a parenthesis. They were heading south for warmer air and paid him no heed as he flew over and past them, their dull, black eyes blinking against the snow and ice.
He pulled back on the ion engines and slowed still further. A yawn forced itself past his teeth. He sat up straight and tried to blink away the fatigue, but it was as stubborn as an angry bantha. He’d given the ship to the autopilot and dozed during the hyperspace run from Vulta, but that was all the rack he’d had in the last two standard days. It was catching up to him.
He scratched at the stubble of his beard, rubbed the back of his neck, and plugged the drop coordinates into the navicomp. The comp linked with one of Ord Mantell’s unsecured geosyncsats and fed back the location and course to Fatman. Zeerid’s HUD displayed it on the cockpit canopy. He eyed the location and put his finger on the destination.
“Some island no one has ever heard of, up here where no one ever goes. Sounds about right.”
Zeerid turned the ship over to the autopilot, and it banked him toward the island.
His mind wandered as Fatman cut through the sky. The steady patter of ice and snow on the canopy sang him a lullaby. His thoughts drifted back through the clouds to the past, to the days before the accident, before he’d left the marines. Back then, he’d worn the uniform proudly and had still been able to look himself in the mirror—
He caught himself, caught the burgeoning self-pity, and stopped the thoughts cold. He knew where it would lead.
“Stow that, soldier,” he said to himself.
He was what he was, and things were what they were.
“Focus on the work, Z-man.”
He checked his location against the coordinates in the navicomp. Almost there.
“Gear up and get frosty,” he said, echoing the words he used to say to his commandos. “Ninety seconds to the LZ.”
He continued his ritual, checking the charge on his blasters, tightening the straps on his composite armor vest, getting his mind right.
Ahead, he saw the island where he would make the drop: ten square klicks of volcanic rock fringed with a bad haircut of waist-high scrub whipping in the wind. The place would probably be underwater and gone next year.
He angled lower, flew a wide circle, unable to see much detail due to the snow. He ran a scanner sweep, as always, and the chirp of his instrumentation surprised him. A ship was already on the island. He checked his wrist chrono and saw that he was a full twenty standard minutes early. He’d made this run three times and Arigo—he was sure the man’s real name was not Arigo—had never before arrived early.
He descended to a few hundred meters to get a better look.
Arigo’s freighter, the Doghouse, shaped not unlike the body of a legless beetle, sat in a clearing on the east side of the island. Its landing ramp was down and stuck out of its belly like a tongue. Halogens glared into the fading twilight and reflected off the falling snow, turning the flakes into glittering jewels. He saw three men lingering around the ramp, though he was too far away to notice any details other than their white winter parkas.
They spotted Fatman, and one waved a gloved hand.
Zeerid licked his lips and frowned.
Something felt off.
Flares went up from the freighter and burst in the air—green, red, red, green.
That was the correct sequence.
He circled one more time, staring down through the swirl of snow, but saw nothing to cause alarm, no other ships on the island or in the surrounding sea. He pushed aside his concern and chalked his feelings up to the usual tension caused by dealing with miscreants and criminals.
In any event, he could not afford to mess up a drop of several hundred million credits of hardware because he felt skittish. The ultimate buyer—whoever that was—would be unhappy, and The Exchange would take the lost profits from Zeerid in blood and broken bones, then tack it on to the debt he already owed them. He’d lost track of exactly how much that was, but knew it was at least two million credits on the note for Fatman plus almost half that again on advances for Arra’s medical treatment, though he’d kept Arra’s existence a secret and his handler thought the latter were for gambling losses.
“LZ is secure.” He hoped saying it would make it so. “Going in.”
The hum of the reverse thrusters and a swirl of blown snow presaged the thump of Fatman’s touching down on the rock. He landed less than fifty meters from Arigo’s ship.
For a moment he sat in the cockpit, perfectly still, staring at the falling snow, knowing there’d be another drop after this one, then another, then another, and he’d still owe The Exchange more than he’d ever be able to pay. He was on a treadmill with no idea how to get off.
Didn’t matter, though. The point was to earn for Arra, maybe get her a hoverchair instead of that wheeled antique. Better yet, prostheses.
He blew out a breath, stood, and tried to find his calm as he threw on a winter parka and fingerless gloves. In the cargo hold, he had to pick his way though the maze of shipping containers. He avoided looking directly at the thick black lettering on their sides, though he knew it by heart, had seen such crates many times in his military career.
DANGER—MUNITIONS.
FOR MILITARY USE ONLY.
KEEP AWAY FROM INTENSE HEAT
OR OTHER ENERGY SOURCES.
In the crates were upward of three hundred million credits’ worth of crew-served laser cannons, MPAPPs, grenades, and enough ammunition to keep even the craziest fire team grinning and sinning for months.
Near the bay’s landing ramp, he saw that three of the four securing straps had come loose from one of the crates of grenades. He was lucky the crate hadn’t bounced around in transit. Maybe the straps had snapped when he set down on the island. He chose to believe that rather than admit to his own sloppiness.
He did not bother reattaching the straps. Arigo’s men would have to undo them to unload anyway.
He loosened his blasters in their holsters and pushed the button to open the bay and lower the ramp. The door descended and snow and cold blew in, the tang of ocean salt. He stepped out into the wind. The light of the setting sun made him squint. He’d been in only artificial light for upward of twelve hours. His boots crunched on the snow-dusted black rock. His exhalations steamed away in the wind.
Two of the men from Arrigo’s freighter detached themselves from their ship and met him halfway. Both were human and bearded. One had a patched eye and a scar like a lightning stroke down one cheek. Both wore blasters on their hips. Like Zeerid, both had the butt straps undone.
Recognizing neither of them rekindled Zeerid’s earlier concerns. He had a mind for faces, and both of the men were strangers.
The drop was starting to taste sour.
“Where’s Arigo?” Zeerid asked.
“Doin’ what Arigo does,” Scar said, and gestured vaguely. “Sent us instead. No worries, though, right?”
No Scar shifted on his feet, antsy, twitchy.
Zeerid nodded, kept his face expressionless as his heart rate amped up and adrenaline started making him warm. Everything smelled wrong, and he’d learned over the years to trust his sense of smell.
“You Zeerid?” Scar asked.
“Z-man.”
No one called him Zeerid except his sister-in-law.
And Aryn, once. But Aryn had been long ago.
“Z-man,” echoed No Scar, shifting on his feet and half giggling.
“Sound funny to you?” Zeerid asked him.
Before No Scar could answer, Scar asked, “Where’s the cargo?”
Zeerid looked past the two men before him to the third, who lingered near the landing ramp of Arigo’s ship. The man’s body language—too focused on the verbal exchange, too coiled—reinforced Zeerid’s worry. He reminded Zeerid of the way rooks looked when facing Imperials for the first time, all attitude and hair trigger.
Suspicion stacked up into certainty. The drop didn’t just smell bad, it was bad.
Arigo was dead, and the crew before him worked for some other faction on Ord Mantell, or worked for some organization sideways to The Exchange. Whatever. Didn’t matter to Zeerid. He never bothered to follow who was fighting who, so he just trusted no one.
But what did matter to him was that the three men standing before him probably had tortured information from Arigo and would kill Zeerid as soon as they confirmed the presence of the cargo.
And there could be still more men hidden aboard the freighter.
It seemed he’d descended out of atmospheric blackout and into a crossfire after all.
What else was new?
“Why you call that ship Fatman?” No Scar asked. Arigo must have told them the name of Zeerid’s ship because Fatman bore no identifying markings. Zeerid used fake ship registries on almost every planet on which he docked.
“ ’Cause it takes a lot to fill her belly.”
“Ship’s a she, though. Right? Why not Fatwoman?”
“Seemed disrespectful.”
No Scar frowned. “Huh? To who?”
Zeerid did not bother to answer. All he’d wanted to do was drop off the munitions, retire some of his debt to The Exchange, and get back to his daughter before he had to get back out in the black and get dirty again.
“Something wrong?” Scar asked, his tone wary. “You look upset.”
“No,” Zeerid said, and forced a half smile. “Everything’s the same as always.”
The men plastered on uncertain grins, unclear on Zeerid’s meaning.
“Right,” Scar said. “Same as always.”
Knowing how things would go, Zeerid felt the calm he usually did when danger impended. He flashed for a moment on Arra’s face, on what she’d do if he died on Ord Mantell, on some no-name island. He pushed the thoughts away. No distractions.
“Cargo is in the main bay. Send your man around. The ship’s open.”
The expressions on the faces of both men hardened, the change nearly imperceptible but clear to Zeerid, a transformation that betrayed their intention to murder. Scar ordered No Scar to go check the cargo.
“He’ll need a lifter,” Zeerid said, readying himself, focusing on speed and precision. “That stuff ain’t a few kilos.”
No Scar stopped within reach of Zeerid, looking back at Scar for guidance, his expression uncertain.
“Nah,” said Scar, his hand hovering near his holster, the motion too casual to be casual. “I just want him to make sure it’s all there. Then I’ll let my people know to release payment.”
He held up his arm as if to show Zeerid a wrist comlink, but the parka covered it.
“It’s all there,” Zeerid said.
“Go on,” said Scar to No Scar. “Check it.”
“Oh,” Zeerid said, and snapped his fingers. “There is one other thing …”
No Scar sighed, stopped, faced him, eyebrows raised in a question, breath steaming out of his nostrils. “What’s that?”
Zeerid made a knife of his left hand and drove his fingertips into No Scar’s throat. While No Scar crumpled to the snow, gagging, Zeerid jerked one of his blasters free of its hip holster and put a hole through Scar’s chest before the man could do anything more than take a surprised step backward and put his hand on the grip of his own weapon. Scar staggered back two more steps, his mouth working but making no sound, his right arm held up, palm out, as if he could stop the shot that had already killed him.
As Scar toppled to the ground, Zeerid took a wild shot at the third man near the Doghouse’s landing ramp but missed high. The third man made himself small beside the Doghouse, drew his blaster pistol, and shouted into a wrist comlink. Zeerid saw movement within the cargo bay of Arigo’s ship—more men with ill intent.
No way to know how many.
He cursed, fired a covering shot, then turned and ran for Fatman. A blaster shot put a smoking black furrow through the sleeve of his parka but missed flesh. Another rang off the hull of Fatman. A third shot hit him square in the back. It felt like getting run over by a speeder. The impact drove the air from his lungs and plowed him face-first into the snow.
He smelled smoke. His armored vest had ablated the shot.
Adrenaline got him to his feet just as fast as he had gone down. Gasping, trying to refill his lungs, he ducked behind a landing skid for cover and wiped the snow from his face. He poked his head out for a moment to look back, saw that No Scar had stopped gagging and started being dead, that Scar stayed politely still, and that six more men were dashing toward him, two armed with blaster rifles and the rest with pistols.
His armor would not stop a rifle bolt.
A shot slammed into the landing skid, another into the snow at his feet, another, another.
“Stang!” he cursed.
The safety of Fatman’s landing ramp and cargo bay, only a few steps from him, somehow looked ten kilometers away.
He took a blaster in each hand, stretched his arms around to either side of the landing skid, and fired as fast he could he pull the trigger in the direction of the onrushing men. He could not see and did not care if he hit anyone, he just wanted to get them on the ground. After he’d squeezed off more than a dozen shots with no return fire, he darted out from the behind the skid and toward the ramp.
He reached it before the shooters recovered enough to let loose another barrage. A few bolts chased him up the ramp, ringing off the metal. Sparks flew and the smell of melted plastoid mixed with the ocean air. He ran past the button to raise the ramp, struck at it, and hurried on toward the cockpit. Only after he’d nearly cleared the cargo bay did it register with him that he wasn’t hearing the whir of turning gears.
He whirled around, cursed.
In his haste, he’d missed the button to raise the landing ramp.
He heard shouts from outside and dared not go back. He could close the bay from the control panel in the cockpit. But he had to hurry.
He pelted through Fatman’s corridors, shouldered open the door to the cockpit, and started punching in the launch sequence. Fatman’s thrusters went live and the ship lurched upward. Blasterfire thumped off the hull but did no harm. He tried to look down out of the canopy, but the ship was angled upward and he could not see the ground. He punched the control to move it forward and heard the distant squeal of metal on metal. It had come from the cargo bay.
Something was slipping around in there.
The loose container of grenades.
And he’d still forgotten to seal the bay.
Cursing himself for a fool, he flicked the switch that brought up the ramp then sealed the cargo bay and evacuated it of oxygen. If anyone had gotten aboard, they would suffocate in there.
He took the controls in hand and fired Fatman’s engines. The ship shot upward. He turned her as he rose, took a look back at the island.
For a moment, he was confused by what he saw. But realization dawned.
When Fatman had lurched up and forward, the remaining straps securing the container of grenades had snapped and the whole shipping container had slid right out the open landing ramp.
He was lucky it hadn’t exploded.
The men who had ambushed him were gathered around the crate, probably wondering what was inside. A quick head count put their number at six, so he figured none had gotten on board Fatman. And none of them seemed to be making for Arigo’s ship, so Zeerid assumed they had no intention of pursuing him in the air. Maybe they were happy enough with the one container.
Amateurs, then. Pirates, maybe.
Zeerid knew he would have to answer to Oren, his handler, not only for the deal going sour but also for the lost grenades.
Kriffing treadmill just kept going faster and faster.
He considered throwing Fatman’s ion engines on full, clearing Ord Mantell’s gravity well, and heading into hyperspace, but changed his mind. He was annoyed and thought he had a better idea.
He wheeled the freighter around and accelerated.
“Weapons going live,” he said, and activated the over-and-under plasma cannons mounted on Fatman’s sides.
The men on the ground, having assumed he would flee, did not notice him coming until he had closed to five hundred meters. Faces stared up at him, hands pointed, and the men started to scramble. A few blaster shots from one of the men traced red lines through the sky, but a blaster could not harm the ship.
Zeerid took aim. The targeting computer centered on the crate.
“LZ is hot,” he said, and lit them up. For an instant pulsing orange lines connected the ship to the island, the ship to the crate of grenades. Then, as the grenades exploded, the lines blossomed into an orange cloud of heat, light, and smoke that engulfed the area. Shrapnel pattered against the canopy, metal this time, not ice, and the shock wave rocked Fatman slightly as Zeerid peeled the ship off and headed skyward.
He glanced back, saw six, motionless, smoking forms scattered around the blast radius.
“That was for you, Arigo.”
He would still have some explaining to do, but at least he’d taken care of the ambushers. That had to be worth something to The Exchange.
Or so he hoped.
DARTH MALGUS STRODE THE AUTOWALK, the steady rap of his boots on the pavement the tick of a chrono counting down the limited time remaining to the Republic.
Speeders, swoops, and aircars roared above him in unending streams, the motorized circulatory system of the Republic’s heart. Skyrises, bridges, lifts, and plazas covered the entire surface of Coruscant to a height of kilometers, all of it the trappings of a wealthy, decadent civilization, a sheath that sought to hide the rot in a cocoon of duracrete and transparisteel.
But Malgus smelled the decay under the veneer, and he would show them the price of weakness, of complacency.
Soon it would all burn.
He would lay waste to Coruscant. He knew this. He had known it for decades.
Memories floated up from the depths of his mind. He recalled his first pilgrimage to Korriban, remembered the profound sense of holiness he had felt as he walked in isolation through its rocky deserts, through the dusty canyons lined with the tombs of his ancient Sith forebears. He had felt the Force everywhere, had exulted in it, and in his isolation it had showed him a vision. He had seen systems in flames, the fall of a galaxy-spanning government.
He had believed then, had known then and ever since, that the destruction of the Jedi and their Republic would fall to him.
“What are you thinking of, Veradun?” Eleena asked him.
Only Eleena called him by his given name, and only when they were alone. He enjoyed the smooth way the syllables rolled off her tongue and lips, but he tolerated it from no others.
“I am thinking of fire,” he said, the hated respirator partially muffling his voice.
She walked beside him, as beautiful and dangerous as an elegantly crafted lanvarok. She clucked her tongue at his words, eyed him sidelong, but said nothing. Her lavender skin looked luminescent in the setting sun.
Crowds thronged the plaza in which they walked, laughing, scowling, chatting. A human child, a young girl, caught Malgus’s eye when she squealed with delight and ran to the waiting arms of a dark-haired woman, presumably her mother. The girl must have felt his gaze. She looked at him from over her mother’s shoulder, her small face pinched in a question. He stared at her as he walked and she looked away, burying her face in her mother’s neck.
Other than the girl, no one else marked his passage. The citizens of the Republic felt safe so deep in the Core, and the sheer number of beings on Coruscant granted him anonymity. He walked among his prey, cowled, armored under his cloak, unnoticed and unknown, but heavy with purpose.
“This is a beautiful world,” Eleena said.
“Not for very much longer.”
His words seemed to startle her, though he could not imagine why.
“Veradun …”
He saw her swallow, look away. Whatever words she intended after his name seemed stuck on the scar that marred her throat.
“You may speak your mind, Eleena.”
Still she looked away, taking in the scenery around them, as if memorizing Coruscant before Malgus and the Empire lit it aflame. “When will the fighting end?”
The premise of the question confounded him. “What do you mean?”
“Your life is war, Veradun. Our life. When will it end? It cannot always be so.”
He nodded then, understanding the flavor of the conversation to come. She would try to disguise self-perceived wisdom behind questions. As usual, he was of two minds about it. On the one hand, she was but a servant, a woman who provided him companionship when he wished it. On the other hand, she was Eleena. His Eleena.
“You choose to fight beside me, Eleena. You have killed many in the name of the Empire.”
The lavender skin of her cheeks darkened to purple. “I have not killed for the Empire. I fight, and kill, for you. You know this. But you … you fight for the Empire? Only for the Empire?”
“No. I fight because that is what I was made to do and the Empire is the instrument through which I realize my purpose. The Empire is war made manifest. That is why it is perfect.”
She shook her head. “Perfect? Millions die in its wars. Billions.”
“Beings die in war. That is the price that must be paid.”
She stared at a group of children following an adult, perhaps a teacher. “The price for what? Why constant war? Why constant expansion? What is it the Empire wants? What is it you want?”
Behind his respirator, he smiled as he might when entertaining the questions of a precocious child.
“Want is not the point. I serve the Force. The Force is conflict. The Empire is conflict. The two are congruent.”
“You speak as if it were mathematics.”
“It is.”
“The Jedi do not think so.”
He fought down a flash of anger. “The Jedi understand the Force only partially. Some of them are even powerful in its use. But they fail to comprehend the fundamental nature of the Force, that it is conflict. That a light side and a dark side exist is proof of this.”
He thought the conversation over, but she did not relent.
“Why?”
“Why what?”
“Why conflict? Why would the Force exist to foment conflict and death?”
He sighed, becoming agitated. “Because the survivors of the conflict come to understand the Force more deeply. Their understanding evolves. That is purpose enough.”
Her expression showed that she still did not understand. His tone sharpened as his exasperation grew.
“Conflict drives a more perfect understanding of the Force. The Empire expands and creates conflict. In that regard, the Empire is an instrument of the Force. You see? The Jedi do not understand this. They use the Force to repress themselves and others, to enforce their version of tolerance, harmony. They are fools. And they will see that after today.”
For a time, Eleena said nothing, and the hum and buzz of Coruscant filled the silent gulf between them. When she finally spoke, she sounded like the shy girl he had first rescued from the slave pens of Geonosis.
“Constant war will be your life? Our life? Nothing more?”
He understood her motives at last. She wanted their relationship to change, wanted it, too, to evolve. But his dedication to the perfection of the Empire, which allowed him to perfect his understanding of the Force, precluded any preeminent attachments.
“I am a Sith warrior,” he said.
“And things with us will always be as they are?”
“Master and servant. This displeases you?”
“You do not treat me as your servant. Not always.”
He let a hardness he did not feel creep into his voice. “Yet a servant you are. Do not forget it.”
The lavender skin of her cheeks darkened to purple, but not with shame, with anger. She stopped, turned, and stared directly into his face. He felt as if the cowl and respirator he wore hid nothing from her.
“I know your nature better than you know yourself. I nursed you after the Battle of Alderaan, when you lay near death from that Jedi witch. You speak the words in earnest—conflict, evolution, perfection—but belief does not reach your heart.”
He stared at her, the twin stalks of her lekku framing the lovely symmetry of her face. She held his eyes, unflinching, the scar that stretched across her throat visible under her collar.
Struck by her beauty, he grabbed her by the wrist and pulled her to him. She did not resist and pressed her curves against him. He slipped his respirator to the side and kissed her with his ruined lips, kissed her hard.
“Perhaps you do not know me as well as you imagine,” he said, his voice unmuffled by the mechanical filter of his respirator.
As a boy, he had killed a Twi’lek servant woman in his adoptive father’s house, his first kill. She had committed some minor offense he could no longer recall and that had never mattered. He had not killed her because of her misdeed. He’d killed her to assure himself that he could kill. He still recalled the pride with which his adoptive father had regarded the Twi’lek’s corpse. Soon afterward, Malgus had been sent to the Sith Academy on Dromund Kaas. “I think I do know you,” she said, defiant.
He smiled, she smiled, and he released her. He replaced his respirator and checked the chrono on his wrist.
If all went as planned, the defense grid should come down in moments.
A surge of emotion went through him, born in his certainty that his entire life had for its purpose the next hour, that the Force had brought him to the moment when he would engineer the fall of the Republic and the ascendance of the Empire.
His comlink received a message. He tapped a key to decrypt it.
It is done, the words read.
The Mandalorian had done her job. He did not know the woman’s real name, so in his mind she had become a title, the Mandalorian. He knew only that she worked for money, hated the Jedi for some personal reason known only to herself, and was extraordinarily skilled.
The message told him that the planet’s defense grid had gone dark, yet none of the thousands of sentients who shared the plaza with him looked concerned. No alarm had sounded. Military and security ships were not racing through the sky. The civilian and military authorities were oblivious to the fact that Coruscant’s security net had been compromised.
But they would notice it before long. And they would disbelieve what their instruments told them. They would run a test to determine if the readings were accurate.
By then, Coruscant would be aflame.
We are moving, he keyed into the device. Meet us within.
He took one last look around, at the children and their parents playing, laughing, eating, everyone going about their lives, unaware that everything was about to change.
“Come,” he said to Eleena, and picked up his pace. His cloak swirled around him. So, too, his anger.
Moments later he received another coded transmission, this one from the hijacked drop ship.
Jump complete. On approach. Arrival in ninety seconds.
Ahead, he saw the four towers surrounding the stacked tiers of the Jedi Temple, its ancient stone as orange as fire in the light of the setting sun. The civilians seemed to give it a wide berth, as if it were a holy place rather than one of sacrilege.
He would reduce it to rubble.
He walked toward it and fate walked beside him.
Statues of long-dead Jedi Masters lined the approach to the Temple’s enormous doorway. The setting sun stretched the statue’s tenebrous forms across the duracrete. He walked through the shadows and past them, noting some names: Odan-Urr, Ooroo, Arca Jeth.
“You have been deceived,” he whispered to them. “Your time is past.”
Most of the Jedi Order’s current Masters were away, either participating in the sham negotiations on Alderaan or protecting Republic interests offplanet, but the Temple was not entirely unguarded. Three uniformed Republic soldiers, blaster rifles in hand, stood watchful near the doors. He sensed two more on a high ledge to his left.
Eleena tensed beside him, but she did not falter.
He checked his chrono again. Fifty-three seconds.
The three soldiers, wary, watched him and Eleena approach. One of them spoke into a wrist comlink, perhaps querying a command center within.
They would not know what to make of Malgus. Despite the war, they felt safe in their enclave in the center of the Republic. He would teach them otherwise.
“Stop right there,” one of them said.
“I cannot stop,” Malgus said, too softly to hear behind the respirator. “Not ever.”
STILL HEART, still mind, these things eluded Aryn, floated before her like snowflakes in sun, visible for a moment, then melted and gone. She fiddled with the smooth coral beads of the Nautolan tranquillity bracelet Master Zallow had given her when she’d been promoted to Jedi Knight. Silently counting the smooth, slick beads, sliding them over their chain one after another, she sought the calm of the Force.
No use.
What was wrong with her?
Outside, speeders hummed past the large window that looked out on a bucolic, beautiful Alderaanian landscape suitable for a painting. Inside, she felt turmoil. Ordinarily, she was better able to shield herself from surrounding emotions. She usually considered her empathic sense a boon of the Force, but now …
She realized she was bouncing her leg, stopped. She crossed and uncrossed her legs. Did it again.
Syo sat beside her, callused hands crossed over his lap, as still as the towering statuary of Alderaanian statesmen that lined the domed, marble-tiled hall in which they sat. Light from the setting sun poured through the window, pushing long shadows across the floor. Syo did not look at her when he spoke.
“You are restless.”
“Yes.”
In truth, she felt as if she were a boiling pot, the steam of her emotional state seeking escape around the lid of her control. The air felt charged, agitated. She would have attributed the feelings to the stress of the peace negotiations, but it seemed to her something more. She felt a doom creeping up on her, a darkness. Was the Force trying to tell her something?
“Restlessness ill suits you,” Syo said.
“I know. I feel … odd.”
His expression did not change behind his short beard, but he would know to take her feelings seriously. “Odd? How?”
She found his voice calming, which she supposed was part of the reason he had spoken. “As if … as if something is about to happen. I can explain it no better than that.”
“This originates from the Force, from your empathy?”
“I don’t know. I just … feel like something is about to happen.”
He seemed to consider this, then said, “Something is about to happen.” He indicated with a glance the large double doors to their left, behind which Master Dar’nala and Jedi Knight Satele Shan had begun negotiations with the Sith delegation. “An end to the war, if we are fortunate.”
She shook her head. “Something other than that.” She licked her lips, shifted in her seat.
They sat in silence for a time. Aryn continued to fidget.
Syo cleared his throat, and his brown eyes fixed on a point across the hall. He spoke in a soft tone. “They see your agitation. They interpret it as something it is not.”
She knew. She could feel their contempt, an irritation in her mind akin to a pebble in her boot.
A pair of dark-cloaked Sith, members of the Empire’s delegation to Alderaan, sat on a stone bench along the wall opposite Aryn and Syo. Fifteen meters of polished marble floor, the two rows of Alderaanian statuary, and the gulf of competing philosophies separated Jedi and Sith.
Unlike Aryn, the Sith did not appear agitated. They appeared coiled. Both of them leaned forward, forearms on their knees, eyes on Aryn and Syo, as if they might spring to their feet at any moment. Aryn sensed their derision over her lack of control, could see it in the curl of the male’s lip.
She turned her eyes from the Sith and tried to occupy her mind by reading the names engraved on the pedestals of the statues—Keers Dorana, Velben Orr, others she’d never heard of—but the presence of the Sith pressed against her Force sensitivity. She felt as if she were submerged deep underwater, the pressure pushing against her. She kept waiting for her ears to pop, to grant her release in a flash of pain. But it did not come, and her eyes kept returning to the Sith pair.
The woman, her slight frame lost in the shapelessness of her deep blue robes, glared through narrow, pale eyes. Her long dark hair, pulled into a topknot, hung like a hangman’s noose from her scalp. The slim human man who sat beside her had the same sallow skin as the woman, the same pale eyes, the same glare. Aryn assumed them to be siblings. His dark hair and long beard—braided and forked into two tines—could not hide a face so lined with scars and pitted with pockmarks that it reminded Aryn of the ground after an artillery barrage. Her eyes fell to the thin hilt of the man’s lightsaber, the bulky, squared-off hilt of the woman’s.
She imagined their parents had noticed brother and sister’s Force potential when they had been young and shipped them off to Dromund Kaas for indoctrination. She knew that’s what they did with Force-sensitives in the Empire. If true, the Sith sitting across from her hadn’t really fallen to the dark side; they’d never had a chance to rise and become anything else.
She wondered how she might have turned out had she been born in the Empire. Would she have trained at Dromund Kaas, her empathy put in service to pain and torture?
“Do not pity them,” Syo said in Bocce, as if reading her thoughts. Bocce sounded awkward on his lips. “Or doubt yourself.”
His insight surprised her only slightly. He knew her well. “Who is the empath now?” she answered in the same tongue.
“They chose their path. As we all do.”
“I know,” she said.
She shook her head over the wasted potential, and the eyes of both Sith tracked her movement with the alert, focused gaze of predators tracking prey. The Academy at Dromund Kaas had turned them into hunters, and they saw the universe through a hunter’s eyes. Perhaps that explained the war in microcosm.
But it did nothing to explain the proposed peace.
And perhaps that was why Aryn felt so ill at ease.
The offer to negotiate an end to the war had come like a lightning strike from the Sith Emperor, unbidden, unexpected, sending a jolt through the government of the Republic. The Empire and the Republic had agreed to a meeting on Alderaan, the scene of an earlier Republic victory in the war, the number and makeup of the two delegations limited and strictly proscribed. To her surprise, Aryn was among the Jedi selected, though she was stationed perpetually outside the negotiation room.
“You have been honored by this selection,” Master Zallow had told her before she took the ship for Alderaan, and she knew it to be true, yet she had felt uneasy since leaving Coruscant. She felt even less at ease on Alderaan. It wasn’t that she had fought on Alderaan before. It was … something else.
“I am fine,” she said to Syo, hoping that saying it would work a spell and make it so. “Lack of sleep perhaps.”
“Be at ease,” he said. “Everything will work out.”
She nodded, trying to believe it. She closed her eyes on the Sith and fell back on Master Zallow’s teachings. She felt the Force within and around her, a matrix of glowing lines created by the intersection of all living things. As always, the line of Master Zallow glowed as brightly as a guiding star in her inner space.
She missed him, his calm presence, his wisdom.
Focusing inward, she picked a point in her mind, made it a hole, and let her unease drain into it.
Calm settled on her.
When she opened her eyes, she fixed them on the male Sith. Something in his expression, a knowing look in his eye, half hidden by his sneer, troubled Aryn, but she kept her face neutral and held his gaze, as still as a sculpture.
“I see you,” the Sith said from across the room.
“And I you,” she answered, her voice steady.



RISE OF THE EMPIRE
(33–0 YEARS BEFORE STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)
This is the era of the Star Wars prequel films, in which Darth Sidious’s schemes lead to the devastating Clone Wars, the betrayal and destruction of the Jedi Order, and the Republic’s transformation into the Empire. It also begins the tragic story of Anakin Skywalker, the boy identified by the Jedi as the Chosen One of ancient prophecy, the one destined to bring balance to the Force. But, as seen in the movies, Anakin’s passions lead him to the dark side, and he becomes the legendary masked and helmeted villain Darth Vader.
Before his fall, however, Anakin spends many years being trained as a Jedi by Obi-Wan Kenobi. When the Clone Wars break out, pitting the Republic against the secessionist Trade Federation, Anakin becomes a war hero and one of the galaxy’s greatest Jedi Knights. But his love for the Naboo Queen and Senator Padmé Amidala, and his friendship with Supreme Chancellor Palpatine—secretly known as the Sith Lord Darth Sidious—will be his undoing …
If you’re a reader looking to jump into the Rise of the Empire era, here are five great starting points:
• Labyrinth of Evil, by James Luceno: Luceno’s tale of the last days of the Clone Wars is equal parts compelling detective story and breakneck adventure, leading directly into the beginning of Star Wars: Episode III Revenge of the Sith.
• Revenge of the Sith, by Matthew Stover: This masterfully written novelization fleshes out the on-screen action of Episode III, delving deeply into everything from Anakin’s internal struggle and the politics of the dying Republic to the intricacies of lightsaber combat.
• Republic Commando: Hard Contact, by Karen Traviss: The first of the Republic Commando books introduces us to a band of clone soldiers, their trainers, and the Jedi generals who lead them, mixing incisive character studies with a deep understanding of the lives of soldiers at war.
• Death Troopers, by Joe Schreiber: A story of horror aboard a Star Destroyer that you’ll need to read with the lights on. Supporting roles by Han Solo and his Wookiee sidekick, Chewbacca, are just icing on the cake.
• The Han Solo Adventures, by Brian Daley: Han and Chewie come to glorious life in these three swashbuckling tales of smuggling, romance, and danger in the early days before they meet Luke and Leia.
Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the Rise of the Empire era.







 

MURKHANA. FINAL HOURS OF THE CLONE WARS
Dropping into swirling clouds conjured by Murkhana’s weather stations, Roan Shryne was reminded of meditation sessions his former Master had guided him through. No matter how fixed Shryne had been on touching the Force, his mind’s eye had offered little more than an eddying whiteness. Years later, when he had become more adept at silencing thought and immersing himself in the light, visual fragments would emerge from that colorless void—pieces to a puzzle that would gradually assemble themselves and resolve. Not in any conscious way, though frequently assuring him that his actions in the world were in accord with the will of the Force.
Frequently but not always.
When he veered from the course on which the Force had set him, the familiar white would once again be stirred by powerful currents; sometimes shot through with red, as if he were lifting his closed eyes to the glare of a midday sun.
Red-mottled white was what he saw as he fell deeper into Murkhana’s atmosphere. Scored to reverberating thunder; the rush of the wind; a welter of muffled voices …
He was standing closest to the sliding door that normally sealed the troop bay of a Republic gunship, launched moments earlier from the forward hold of the Gallant—a Victory-class Star Destroyer, harried by vulture and droid tri-fighters and awaiting High Command’s word to commence its own descent through Murkhana’s artificial ceiling. Beside and behind Shryne stood a platoon of clone troopers, helmets fitting snugly over their heads, blasters cradled in their arms, utility belts slung with ammo magazines, talking among themselves the way seasoned warriors often did before battle. Alleviating misgivings with inside jokes; references Shryne couldn’t begin to understand, beyond the fact that they were grim.
The gunship’s inertial compensators allowed them to stand in the bay without being jolted by flaring antiaircraft explosions or jostled by the gunship pilots’ evasive maneuvering through corkscrewing missiles and storms of white-hot shrapnel. Missiles, because the same Separatists who had manufactured the clouds had misted Murkhana’s air with anti-laser aerosols.
Acrid odors infiltrated the cramped space, along with the roar of the aft engines, the starboard one stuttering somewhat, the gunship as battered as the troopers and crew it carried into conflict.
Even at an altitude of only four hundred meters above sea level the cloud cover remained dense. The fact that Shryne could barely see his hand in front of his face didn’t surprise him. This was still the war, after all, and he had grown accustomed these past three years to not seeing where he was going.
Nat-Sem, his former Master, used to tell him that the goal of the meditative exercises was to see clear through the swirling whiteness to the other side; that what Shryne saw was only the shadowy expanse separating him from full contact with the Force. Shryne had to learn to ignore the clouds, as it were. When he had learned to do that, to look through them to the radiant expanse beyond, he would be a Master.
Pessimistic by nature, Shryne’s reaction had been: Not in this lifetime.
Though he had never said as much to Nat-Sem, the Jedi Master had seen through him as easily as he saw through the clouds.
Shryne felt that the clone troopers had a better view of the war than he had, and that the view had little to do with their helmet imaging systems, the filters that muted the sharp scent of the air, the earphones that dampened the sounds of explosions. Grown for warfare, they probably thought the Jedi were mad to go into battle as they did, attired in tunics and hooded robes, a lightsaber their only weapon. Many of them were astute enough to see comparisons between the Force and their own white plastoid shells; but few of them could discern between armored and unarmored Jedi—those who were allied with the Force, and those who for one reason or another had slipped from its sustaining embrace.
Murkhana’s lathered clouds finally began to thin, until they merely veiled the planet’s wrinkled landscape and frothing sea. A sudden burst of brilliant light drew Shryne’s attention to the sky. What he took for an exploding gunship might have been a newborn star; and for a moment the world tipped out of balance, then righted itself just as abruptly. A circle of clarity opened in the clouds, a perforation in the veil, and Shryne gazed on verdant forest so profoundly green he could almost taste it. Valiant combatants scurried through the underbrush and sleek ships soared through the canopy. In the midst of it all a lone figure stretched out his hand, tearing aside a curtain black as night …
Shryne knew he had stepped out of time, into some truth beyond reckoning.
A vision of the end of the war, perhaps, or of time itself.
Whichever, the effect of it comforted him that he was indeed where he was supposed to be. That despite the depth to which the war had caused him to become fixed on death and destruction, he was still tethered to the Force, and serving it in his own limited way.
Then, as if intent on foiling him, the thin clouds quickly conspired to conceal what had been revealed, closing the portal an errant current had opened. And Shryne was back where he started, with gusts of superheated air tugging at the sleeves and cowl of his brown robe.
“The Koorivar have done a good job with their weather machines,” a speaker-enhanced voice said into his left ear. “Whipped up one brute of a sky. We used the same tactic on Paarin Minor. Drew the Seps into fabricated clouds and blew them to the back of beyond.”
Shryne laughed without merriment. “Good to see you can still appreciate the little things, Commander.”
“What else is there, General?”
Shryne couldn’t make out the expression on the face behind the tinted T-visor, but he knew that shared face as well as anyone else who fought in the war. Commander of the Thirty-second air combat wing, the clone officer had somewhere along the line acquired the name Salvo, and the sobriquet fit him like a gauntlet.
The high-traction soles of his jump boots gave him just enough added height to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Shryne, and where his armor wasn’t dinged and scored it was emblazoned with rust-brown markings. On his hips he wore holstered hand blasters and, for reasons Shryne couldn’t fathom, a version of the capelike command skirt that had become all the rage in the war’s third year. The left side of his shrapnel-pitted helmet was laser-etched with the motto LIVE TO SERVE!
Torso markings attested to Salvo’s participation in campaigns on many worlds, and while he wasn’t an ARC—an Advanced Reconnaissance Commando—he had the rough edges of an ARC, and of their clone template, Jango Fett, whose headless body Shryne had seen in a Geonosian arena shortly before Master Nat-Sem had fallen to enemy fire.
“Alliance weapons should have us in target lock by now,” Salvo said as the gunship continued to descend.
Other assault ships were also punching through the cloud cover, only to be greeted by flocks of incoming missiles. Struck by direct hits, two, four, then five craft were blown apart, flaming fuselages and mangled troopers plummeting into the churning scarlet waves of Murkhana Bay. From the nose of one gunship flew a bang-out capsule that carried the pilot and co-pilot to within meters of the water before it was ripped open by a resolute heat seeker.
In one of the fifty-odd gunships that were racing down the well, three other Jedi were going into battle, Master Saras Loorne among them. Stretching out with the Force, Shryne found them, faint echoes confirming that all three were still alive.
He clamped his right hand on one of the slide door’s view slots as the pilots threw their unwieldy charge into a hard bank, narrowly evading a pair of hailfire missiles. Gunners ensconced in the gunship’s armature-mounted turrets opened up with blasters as flights of Mankvim Interceptors swarmed up to engage the Republic force. The anti-laser aerosols scattered the blaster beams, but dozens of the Separatist craft succumbed to missiles spewed from the gunships’ top-mounted mass-drive launchers.
“High Command should have granted our request to bombard from orbit,” Salvo said in an amplified voice.
“The idea is to take the city, Commander, not vaporize it,” Shryne said loudly. Murkhana had already been granted weeks to surrender, but the Republic ultimatum had expired. “Palpatine’s policy for winning the hearts and minds of Separatist populations might not make good military sense, but it makes good political sense.”
Salvo stared at him from behind his visor. “We’re not interested in politics.”
Shryne laughed shortly. “Neither were the Jedi.”
“Why fight if you weren’t bred for it?”
“To serve what remains of the Republic.” Shryne’s brief green vision of the war’s end returned, and he adopted a rueful grin. “Dooku’s dead. Grievous is being hunted down. If it means anything, I suspect it’ll be over soon.”
“The war, or our standing shoulder-to-shoulder?”
“The war, Commander.”
“What becomes of the Jedi then?”
“We’ll do what we have always done: follow the Force.”
“And the Grand Army?”
Shryne regarded him. “Help us preserve the peace.”




Murkhana City was visible now, climbing into steep hills that rose from a long crescent of shoreline, the sheen of overlapping particle shields dulled by the gray underbelly of the clouds. Shryne caught a fleeting glimpse of the Argente Tower before the gunship dropped to the crests of the frothing waves and altered course, pointing its blunt nose toward the stacked skyline and slaloming through warheads fired from weapons emplacements that lined the shore.
In a class with Mygeeto, Muunilinst, and Neimoidia, Murkhana was not a conquered planet but a host world—home to former Senator and Separatist Council member Passel Argente, and headquarters of the Corporate Alliance. Murkhana’s deal makers and litigators, tended to by armies of household droids and private security guards, had fashioned a hedonistic domain of towering office buildings, luxurious apartment complexes, exclusive medcenters, and swank shopping malls, casinos, and nightclubs. Only the most expensive speeders negotiated a vertical cityscape of graceful, spiraling structures that looked as if they had been grown of ocean coral rather than constructed.
Murkhana also housed the finest communications facility in that part of the Outer Rim, and was a primary source of the “shadowfeeds” that spread Separatist propaganda among Republic and Confederacy worlds.
Arranged like the spokes of a wheel, four ten-kilometer-long bridges linked the city to an enormous offshore landing platform. Hexagonal in shape and supported on thick columns anchored in the seabed, the platform was the prize the Republic needed to secure before a full assault could be mounted. For that to happen, the Grand Army needed to penetrate the defensive umbrellas and take out the generators that sustained them. But with nearly all rooftop and repulsorlift landing platforms shielded, Murkhana’s arc of black-sand beach was the only place where the gunships could insert their pay-loads of clone troopers and Jedi.
Shryne was gazing at the landing platform when he felt someone begin to edge between him and Commander Salvo, set on getting a better look through the open hatch. Even before he saw the headful of long black curls, he knew it was Olee Starstone. Planting his left hand firmly on the top of her head, he propelled her back into the troop bay.
“If you’re determined to make yourself a target, Padawan, at least wait until we hit the beach.”
Rubbing her head, the petite, blue-eyed young woman glanced over her shoulder at the tall female Jedi standing behind her. “You see, Master. He does care.”
“Despite all evidence to the contrary,” the female Jedi said.
“I only meant that it’ll be easier for me to bury you in the sand,” Shryne said.
Starstone scowled, folded her arms across her chest, and swung away from both of them.
Bol Chatak threw Shryne a look of mild reprimand. The raised cowl of her black robe hid her short vestigial horns. An Iridonian Zabrak, she was nothing if not tolerant, and had never taken Shryne to task for his irascible behavior or interfered with his teasing relationship with her Padawan, who had joined Chatak in the Murkhana system only a standard week earlier, arriving with Master Loorne and two Jedi Knights. The demands of the Outer Rim Sieges had drawn so many Jedi from Coruscant that the Temple was practically deserted.
Until recently, Shryne, too, had had a Padawan learner …
For the Jedi’s benefit, the gunship pilot announced that they were closing on the jump site.
“Weapons check!” Salvo said to the platoon. “Gas and packs!”
As the troop bay filled with the sound of activating weapons, Chatak placed her hand on Starstone’s quivering shoulder.
“Use your unease to sharpen your senses, Padawan.”
“I will, Master.”
“The Force will be with you.”
“We’re all dying,” Salvo told the troopers. “Promise yourselves you’ll be the last to go!”
Access panels opened in the ceiling, dropping more than a dozen polyplast cables to within reach of the troopers.
“Secure to lines!” Salvo said. “Room for three more, General,” he added while armored, body-gloved hands took tight hold of the cables.
Calculating that the jump wouldn’t exceed ten meters, Shryne shook his head at Salvo. “No need. We’ll see you below.”
Unexpectedly, the gunship gained altitude as it approached the shoreline, then pulled up short of the beach, as if being reined in. Repulsorlifts engaged, the gunship hovered. At the same time, hundreds of Separatist battle droids marched onto the beach, firing their blasters in unison.
The intercom squawked, and the pilot said, “Droid buster away!”
A concussion-feedback weapon, the droid buster detonated at five meters above ground zero, flattening every droid within a radius of fifty meters. Similar explosions underscored the ingress of a dozen other gunships.
“Where were these weapons three years ago?” one of the troopers asked Salvo.
“Progress,” the commander said. “All of a sudden we’re winning the war in a week.”
The gunship hovered lower, and Shryne leapt into the air. Using the Force to oversee his fall, he landed in a crouch on the compacted sand, as did Chatak and Starstone, if less expertly.
Salvo and the clone troopers followed, descending one-handed on individual cables, triggering their rifles as they slid to the beach. When the final trooper was on the ground, the gunship lifted its nose and began to veer away from shore. Up and down the beach the same scenario was playing out. Several gunships failed to escape artillery fire and crashed in flames before they had turned about.
Others were blown apart before they had even offloaded.
With projectiles and blaster bolts whizzing past their heads, the Jedi and troopers scurried forward, hunkering down behind a bulkhead that braced a ribbon of highway coursing between the beach and the near-vertical cliffs beyond. Salvo’s communications specialist comlinked for aerial support against the batteries responsible for the worst of the fire.
Through an opening in the bulkhead hastened the four members of a commando team, with a captive in tow. Unlike the troopers, the commandos wore gray shells of Katarn-class armor and carried heftier weapons. Hardened against magnetic pulses, their suits allowed them to penetrate defensive shields.
The enemy combatant they had captured wore a long robe and tasseled headcloth but lacked the sallow complexion, horizontal facial markings, and cranial horns characteristic of the Koorivar. Like their fellow Separatists the Neimoidians, Passel Argente’s species had no taste for warfare, but felt no compunction about employing the best mercenaries credits could buy.
The burly commando squad leader went immediately to Salvo.
“Ion Team, Commander, attached to the Twenty-second out of Boz Pity.” Turning slightly in Shryne’s direction, the commando nodded his helmeted head.
“Welcome to Murkhana, General Shryne.”
Shryne’s dark brows beetled. “The voice is familiar …,” he began.
“The face even more so,” the commando completed.
The joke was almost three years old but still in use among the clone troopers, and between them and the Jedi.
“Climber,” the commando said, providing his sobriquet. “We fought together on Deko Neimoidia.”
Shryne clapped the commando on the shoulder. “Good to see you again, Climber—even here.”
“As I told you,” Chatak said to Starstone, “Master Shryne has friends all over.”
“Perhaps they don’t know him as well as I do, Master,” Starstone grumbled.
Climber lifted his helmet faceplate to the gray sky. “A good day for fighting, General.”
“I’ll take your word for it,” Shryne said.
“Make your report, squad leader,” Salvo interrupted.
Climber turned to the commander. “The Koorivar are evacuating the city, but taking their sweet time about it. They’ve a lot more faith in these energy shields than they should have.” He beckoned the captive forward and spun him roughly to face Salvo. “Meet Idis—human under the Koorivar trappings. Distinguished member of the Vibroblade Brigade.”
“A mercenary band,” Bol Chatak explained to Starstone.
“We caught him … with his trousers down,” Climber continued, “and persuaded him to share what he knows about the shoreline defenses. He was kind enough to provide the location of the landing platform shield generator.” The commando indicated a tall, tapered edifice farther down the beach. “Just north of the first bridge, near the marina. The generator’s installed two floors below ground level. We may have to take out the whole building to get to it.”
Salvo signaled to his comlink specialist. “Relay the building coordinates to Gallant gunnery—”
“Wait on that,” Shryne said quickly. “Targeting the building poses too great a risk to the bridges. We need them intact if we’re going to move vehicles into the city.”
Salvo considered it briefly. “A surgical strike, then.”
Shryne shook his head no. “There’s another reason for discretion. That building is a medcenter. Or at least it was the last time I was here.”
Salvo looked to Climber for confirmation.
“The general’s correct, Commander. It’s still a medcenter.”
Salvo shifted his gaze to Shryne. “An enemy medcenter, General.”
Shryne compressed his lips and nodded. “Even at this point in the war, patients are considered noncombatants. Remember what I said about hearts and minds, Commander.” He glanced at the mercenary. “Is the shield generator accessible from street level?”
“Depends on how skilled you are.”
Shryne looked at Climber.
“Not a problem,” the commando said.
Salvo made a sound of distaste. “You’d trust the word of a merc?”
Climber pressed the muzzle of his DC-17 rifle into the small of the mercenary’s back. “Idis is on our side now, aren’t you?”
The mercenary’s head bobbed. “Free of charge.”
Shryne looked at Climber again. “Is your team carrying enough thermal detonators to do the job?”
“Yes, sir.”
Salvo still didn’t like it. “I strongly recommend that we leave this to the Gallant.”
Shryne regarded him. “What’s the matter, Commander, we’re not killing the Separatists in sufficient numbers?”
“In sufficient numbers, General. Just not quickly enough.”
“The Gallant is still holding at fifty kilometers,” Chatak said in a conciliatory tone. “There’s time to recon the building.”
Salvo demonstrated his displeasure with a shrug of indifference. “It’s your funeral if you’re wrong.”
“That’s neither here nor there,” Shryne said. “We’ll rendezvous with you at rally point Aurek-Bacta. If we don’t turn up by the time the Gallant arrives, feed them the building’s coordinates.”
“You can count on it, sir.”



REBELLION
(0–5 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)
This is the period of the classic Star Wars movie trilogy—A New Hope, The Empire Strikes Back, and Return of the Jedi—in which a ragtag band of Rebels battles the Empire, and Luke Skywalker learns the ways of the Force and must avoid his father’s fate.
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But the Rebel Alliance is growing. Rebel cells strike in secret from hidden bases scattered among the stars, encouraging some of the braver Senators to speak out against the Empire. When the Rebels learn that the Empire is building the Death Star, a space station with enough firepower to destroy entire planets, Princess Leia Organa, who represents her homeworld, Alderaan, in the Senate and is secretly a high-ranking member of the Rebel Alliance, receives the plans for the battle station and flees in search of the exiled Jedi Master Obi-Wan Kenobi.
Thus begin the events that lead her to meet the smuggler and soon-to-be hero Han Solo, to discover her long-lost brother, Luke Skywalker, and to help the Rebellion take down the Emperor and restore democracy to the galaxy: the events of the three films A New Hope, The Empire Strikes Back, and Return of the Jedi.
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• Death Star, by Michael Reaves and Steve Perry: The story of the construction of the massive battle station, touching on the lives of the builders, planners, soldiers, and support staff who populate the monstrous vessel, as well as the masterminds behind the design and those who intend to make use of it: the Emperor and Darth Vader.
• The Mandalorian Armor, by K. W. Jeter: The famous bounty hunter Boba Fett stars in a twisty tale of betrayal within the galactic underworld, highlighted by a riveting confrontation between bounty hunters and a band of Hutts.
• Shadows of the Empire, by Steve Perry: A tale of the shadowy parts of the Empire and an underworld criminal mastermind who is out to kill Luke Skywalker, while our other heroes try to figure out how to rescue Han Solo, who has been frozen in carbonite for delivery to Jabba the Hutt.
• Tales of the Bounty Hunters, edited by Kevin J. Anderson: The bounty hunters summoned by Darth Vader to capture the Millennium Falcon tell their stories in this anthology of short tales, culminating with Daniel Keys Moran’s elegiac “The Last One Standing.”
• Luke Skywalker and the Shadows of Mindor, by Matthew Stover: A tale set shortly after the events of Return of the Jedi, in which Luke must defeat the flamboyant dark sider known as Lord Shadowspawn while the pilots of Rogue Squadron duel his servants amid tumbling asteroids.
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FLIGHT DECK, IMPERIAL-CLASS STAR DESTROYER STEEL TALON,
POLAR ORBIT, PLANET DESPAYRE, HORUZ SYSTEM, ATRIVIS
SECTOR, OUTER RIM TERRITORIES
The alert siren screamed, a piercing wail that couldn’t be ignored by any being on board with ears and a pulse. It had one thing to say, and it said it loud and clear:
Scramble!
Lieutenant Commander Villian “Vil” Dance came out of a deep sleep at the blaring alarm, sat up, and leapt from his rack to the expanded metal deck of the Ready Room quarters. Save for the helmet, he already wore his space suit, one of the first things an on-call TIE pilot learned to do was sleep in full battle gear. He ran for the door, half a step ahead of the next pilot to awaken. He grabbed his headgear, darted into the hall and turned to the right, then sprinted for the launching bay.
It could be a drill; there had been plenty of those lately to keep the pilots on their toes. But maybe this time it wasn’t. One could always hope.
Vil ran into the assembly area. A-grav on the flight deck was kept at slightly below one g, so that the pilots, all of whom were human or humanoid, could move a little faster and get to their stations a little sooner. The smell of launch lube was acrid in the cold air, and the pulsing lights painted the area in bright, primary flashes. Techs scrambled, getting the TIE fighters to final-set for takeoff, while pilots ran toward the craft. Vil noticed that it was just his squad being scrambled. Must not be a big problem, whatever it was.
Command always said it didn’t matter which unit you got. TIE fighters were all the same, down to the last nut and bolt, but even so, every pilot had his or her favorite ship. You weren’t supposed to personalize them, of course, but there were ways to tell—a scratch here, a scuff mark there … after a while, you got to where you knew which fighter was which. And no matter what Command said, some were better than others—a little faster, a little tighter in the turns, the laser cannons a hair quicker to fire when you touched the stud. Vil happened to know that his assigned ship this rotation was Black-11, one of his favorites. Maybe it was pure superstition, but he breathed just a little easier, knowing that particular craft had his name on it this time around.
The command officer on deck, Captain Rax Exeter, waved Vil over.
“Cap, what’s up? Another drill?”
“Negative, Lieutenant. A group of prisoners somehow managed to take over one of the new Lambda-class shuttles. They’re trying to get far enough away to make the jump to hyperspace. That isn’t going to happen on my watch. The ID codes and tracking will be in your fighter’s computer. Don’t let ’em get away, son.”
“No, sir. What about the crew?” Vil knew the new shuttles carried only a pilot and copilot.
“Assumed dead. These are bad guys doing this, Dance—traitors and murderers. That’s reason enough to cook them, but we do not want them getting away to tell anybody what the Empire is doing out here, do we?”
“No, sir!”
“Go, Lieutenant, go!”
Vil nodded, not bothering to salute, then turned and ran. As he did, he put his helmet on and locked it into place. The hiss of air into his face was metallic and cool as the suit’s system went online. It felt very comforting. The vac suit’s extreme-temp-resistant weave of durasteel and plastoid, along with the polarizing densecris helmet, were the only things that would protect him from hard vacuum. Suit failure could make a strong man lose consciousness in under ten seconds, and die in under a minute. He’d seen it happen.
TIE fighters, in order to save mass, had no defensive shield generators, no hyperdrive capability, and no emergency life-support systems. They were thus fragile, but fast, and that was fine with Vil. He’d rather dodge enemy fire than hope it would bounce off. There was no skill in piloting some lumbering chunk of durasteel; might as well be sitting with your feet up at a turbolaser console back on the ship. Where was the fun in that?
The TIE tech had the hatch up on Black-11 as Vil arrived at the gantry above the ship. It was the work of an instant to clamber down and into the fighter’s snug cockpit.
The hatch came down and hissed shut. Vil touched the power-up stud, and the inside of the TIE—named for the twin ion engines that drove it—lit up. He scanned the controls with a quick and experienced eye. All systems were green.
The tech raised his hand in question. Vil waved back. “Go!”
“Copy that, ST-One-One. Prepare for insertion.”
Vil felt his lips twitch in annoyance. The Empire was determined to erase all signs of individuality in its pilots, on the absurd theory that nameless, faceless operators were somehow more effective. Thus the classification numbers, the anonymous flight suits and helmets, and the random rotation of spacecraft. The standardizing approach had worked reasonably well in the Clone Wars, but there was one important difference here: neither Vil nor any other TIE pilot that he knew of was a clone. None of the members of Alpha Squad had any intention of being reduced to automata. If that was what the Empire really wanted, let them use droid pilots and see how well that worked.
His musing was interrupted by the small jolt of the cycling rack below the gantry kicking on. Vil’s ship began to move toward the launching bay door. He saw the tech slip his own helmet on and lock it down.
Already the bay pumps were working full blast, depressurizing the area. By the time the launch doors were open, the air would be cycled. Vil took a deep breath, readying himself for the heavy hand of g-force that would push him back into the seat when the engines hurled him forward.
Launch Control’s voice crackled in his headphones. “Alpha Squad Leader, stand by for launch.”
“Copy,” Vil said. The launch doors pulled back with tantalizing slowness, the hydraulic thrum of their movement made audible by conduction through the floor and Black-11’s frame.
“You are go for launch in five, four, three, two … go!”
Outside the confines of the Star Destroyer, the vastness of space enveloped Lieutenant Vil Dance as the ion engines pushed the TIE past the last stray wisps of frozen air and into the infinite dark. He grinned. He always did. He couldn’t help it.
Back where I belong …
The flat blackness of space surrounded him. Behind him, he knew, the Steel Talon was seemingly shrinking as they pulled away from it. “Down” and to port was the curvature of the prison planet. Though they were in polar orbit, Despayre’s axial tilt showed more of the night side than day. The dark hemisphere was mostly unrelieved blackness, with a few lonely lights here and there.
Vil flicked his comm—though it came on automatically at launch, a good pilot always toggled it, just to be sure. “Alpha Squad, pyramid formation on me as soon as you are clear,” he said. “Go to tactical channel five, that’s tac-fiver, and log in.”
Vil switched his own comm channel to five. It was a lower-powered band with a shorter range, but that was the point—you didn’t want the enemy overhearing you. And in some cases, it wasn’t a good idea for the comm officer monitoring you back on the base ship to be privy to conversations, either. They tended to be a bit more informal than the Empire liked.
There came a chorus of “Copy, Alpha Leader!” from the other eleven pilots in his squad as they switched over to the new channel.
It took only a few seconds for the last fighter to launch, and only a few more for the squad to form behind Vil.
“What’s the drill, Vil?” That from Benjo, aka ST-1-2, his second in command and right panelman.
“Alpha Squadron, we have a Lambda-class shuttle captured by prisoners. They are running for hyper. Either they give up and come back, or we dust ’em.”
“Lambda-class? That’s one of the new ones, right? They have any guns?”
Vil sighed. That was Raar Anyell, a Corellian like Vil himself, but not somebody you’d want to hold up as a prime example of the human species. “Don’t you bother to read the boards at all, Anyell?”
“I was just about to do that, sir, when the alarm went off. Was looking right at ’em. Had the latest notices right in my hand. Sir.”
The other pilots laughed, and even Vil had to grin. Anyell was a foul-up everywhere except in the cockpit, but he was a good enough pilot that Vil was willing to give him some slice.
His sensor screen pinged, giving him an image of their quarry. He altered course to intercept.
“Anybody else behind on his homework, listen up,” he said. “The Lambda-class shuttle is twenty meters long, has a top speed of fourteen hundred g, a Class-One hyperdrive, and can carry twenty troops in full battle gear—probably a couple more convicts in civvies.
“The ship carries three double-blaster cannons and two double-laser cannons. It can’t accelerate worth a wheep and it turns slower than a comet, but if you get in its sights, it can blow you to itty-bitty pieces. It would be embarrassing to have to inform your family you got shot apart by a shuttle, so stay alert.”
There came another chorus of acknowledgments:
“Copy, sir.”
“Yes, sir!”
“No sweat.”
“Anyell, I didn’t hear your response.”
“Oh, sorry, sir, I was taking a little nap. What was the question?”
Before the squad commander could reply, the shuttle suddenly loomed ahead. It was running as silently as possible, with no lights, but as its orbit brought it across the terminator and out of Despayre’s night side, the sunlight struck rays from its hull.
“There is our target, four kilometers dead ahead. I want a fast flyby so they can see us, and then I want a fountain pattern dispersal and loop, two klicks minimum distance and bracket, one, four, four, and two, you know who you are. I’ll move in close and have a word with whoever they have flying the stolen spacecraft.”
Benjo: “Aw, Lieutenant, come on, let us have a shot, too.”
“Negative. If you had a clue about the vessel, I might, but since you’re just as likely to shoot each other as the quarry, you’ll hold the bracket.”
More acknowledgments, but without much enthusiasm. He couldn’t blame his squad—they hadn’t had any action except drills since they’d been assigned to this project—but his secondary goal was to bring all his men back alive. The primary, of course, was to accomplish their mission. He didn’t need a squad for this; any fighter pilot worth his spit should be able to deal with a lumbering shuttle, even one with the new-vehicle smell still in it. The Lambda’s delta vee wasn’t all that efficient, but with constant drive it could get above the solar plane and far enough out of the planet’s gravity well to engage its hyperdrive fairly soon—and once it was in the chute, they’d never find it.
But that wasn’t going to happen.
The pyramid-shaped formation zipped past the fleeing shuttle, close enough for Vil to see the pilot sitting in the command seat. He didn’t look surprised, of course—he would have seen them coming on the sensors. But he couldn’t outrun them, couldn’t dodge, and no way could he take out a full squad of TIE fighters even if he was the best gunner who’d ever lived, not in that boat. And anyway, Vil wasn’t going to give him the opportunity to try.
The squad flowered into the dispersal maneuver as ordered, looping out and away to their assigned positions, angled pressor beams in their arrays providing maneuverability. Vil pulled a high-g tight turn and came around to parallel the shuttle a few hundred meters away, slightly above it. He watched the wing turrets closely. As soon as they started to track him, he jinked to port, then to starboard, slowed, then sped up. They tried to keep up with him, but they were a hair too slow.
Vil toggled to a wide-band channel. They’d hear this back in the Destroyer, he knew.
“Attention, shuttle RLH-One. Turn the craft around and proceed immediately to Star Destroyer Steel Talon’s tractor beam range.”
There was no answer; nothing but the slight hiss of the carrier.
“Shuttle craft, do you copy my transmission?”
Another pause. Then: “Yeah, we hear you, rocketjock. We aren’t of a mind to do that.”
Vil looked at his control panel. They were two minutes away from Minimum Safe Distance—the point far enough from Despayre where they could safely attempt the jump to lightspeed. Jump too close to a planet’s gravity well and the shift would tear the vessel apart. If the guy he was talking to had enough skill to fly the shuttle, he’d know that. His control panel would tell him when he reached MSD, and then it would be over. Lieutenant Dance would have failed a mission, for the first time.
Never happen, he thought. “Turn it around, or we will fire,” he said.
“You’d do that? Just blow us apart? Essentially murder fifteen men—and two women? One of them is old enough to be your granny. You can live with that?”
He was stalling for time, Vil knew. The beings on that shuttle were bad enough to have been sent to the galaxy’s number one prison planet, and the Imperial courts didn’t bother to do that with petty thieves or traffic violators. His granny hadn’t robbed any banks or killed anybody. Not that he knew of, anyway.
“Shuttle pilot, I say again—”
Vil saw the port turret on the shuttle open up. He cut across the craft’s flight path, angling away aft as the starboard gun began firing. He hit his thrusters full, coming up in a half loop and twisting away from the incoming laser-fire.
Even a good gunner couldn’t have spiked him at this angle, and these guys weren’t anywhere close to good enough. Still, the pulsed incandescent beams came close.
“Lieutenant—!” That from Benjo.
“Hold your position, Alpha Squad, there’s no problem here.” Cool and calm. Like discussing what they might be having for dinner.
He zipped Black-11 out of range.
The clock was running down. Less than a minute to MSD.
“Last chance, shuttle. Turn it around. Now.”
In answer, the pilot pulled the shuttle topward so his gunners could get a better angle. They started shooting again.
The shots were wild, but there was always a chance a stray beam could hit you, even by accident. And wouldn’t that be a glorious end to an unblemished career? To be killed by a convict on a milking shuttle?
Enough of this. Vil hit the drive controls and damped the thrust to zero. Then he pushed the throttles to full, angled to port and topside, did a roll and loop, and came around, driving at the shuttle amidships.
He pressed the fire-control button.
Black-11 spat twin laser bolts from the low-temp tips—blip-blip, blip-blip, blip-blip—
Vil Dance was a better-than-average shooter. The bolts ripped into the shuttle, chewed it up, and as he overflew and peeled away to starboard-downside, the Lambda blew apart, shattering into at least half a dozen large pieces and hundreds of smaller ones amid a cloud of flash-frozen air, liquid, and debris.
And pinwheeling bodies.
Vil switched back to tac-five. “Anyell, Lude, move in and check for survivors.” He kept his voice calm, emotionless, no big deal. His pulse was racing, but they didn’t have to know that. Let them think his heart pumped liquid oxy.
“None of ’em were wearing suits, Lieutenant,” Lude said a moment later. “No survivors. Too bad about that brand-new ship.”
“Good hit, Vil,” Benjo said. “Congratulations.”
Vil felt a warm glow of satisfaction. It had been a good hit. And they had been firing at him, so it wasn’t like shooting yorks in a canister. It had been a righteous response.
He switched back to the main op-chan. “Fighter Control, this is ST-One-One, Lieutenant Vil Dance of TIE fighter Alpha Squadron. Mission accomplished. You might want to send out a recovery vessel to pick up the pieces.”
“Copy, ST-One-One,” said Captain Exeter. “Good job.”
“Thank you, sir. Let’s return to base, Alpha Squad.”
Vil smiled as he waited for his team to form up again. This was the best job in the galaxy, being a fighter pilot. He couldn’t imagine a better one. He was young, not even twenty-five yet, and already a legend among his peers—and among the ladies as well. Life was good.
As they started for the Destroyer, Vil saw in the distance the frame of the gigantic battle station that was being built in planetary orbit. They were a hundred kilometers away from the structure, and it was still skeletal, its interior construction only just begun, but even so, it looked impossibly huge at this distance. It was to be the size of a small moon when it was finished, dwarfing the largest Star Destroyer.
Incredible to think about. And if he kept racking up missions like the one just completed, there was a very good chance that he would be assigned as unit commander on board the new station.
He led his squad back to the equatorial launching bay. Looking at the awe-inspiring base, he felt a surge of pride in the Empire, and a feeling of gratitude at being a part of the Tarkin Doctrine’s glorious mission. There was no official appellation or designation, other than battle station, that he knew of for the Grand Moff’s vision, but there was a name for it that everybody he knew, officers and enlisted alike, used.
They called it the Death Star.



THE NEW REPUBLIC
(5–25 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)
The destruction of the second Death Star and the death of Emperor Palpatine—the climactic conclusion of Return of the Jedi—has shaken the Empire to its core. While the remnant of the loyal Imperials settles in for a long, drawn-out last stand, the victorious Rebel Alliance and its supporters found a galactic governing authority they name the New Republic. Troops and warships are donated to the cause, as New Republic military leaders forge plans to seize Imperial fortress worlds, invade the Core Worlds, and retake Coruscant itself. Eventually, the Imperial Remnant is pushed back to a small part of the Outer Rim, and the New Republic is finally able to focus on restoring just and democratic government to the galaxy.
At last the heroes of the Rebellion are free to pursue their own lives. Han and Leia marry … but before the birth of their twins, Jacen and Jaina, the galaxy is once again torn asunder by war, as the Imperial forces—under the control of military mastermind Grand Admiral Thrawn—step up their campaign of raids against the New Republic. Even after Thrawn is defeated, the Imperial forces forge on, harrying the New Republic and Luke’s nascent Jedi academy—the start of Luke’s dream to rebuild the Jedi Order from the ground up. Plagues, insurrections, and rogue warlords add to the chaos and push the New Republic back a step for every two steps it takes forward in its quest for peace and prosperity for all. Meanwhile, Leia becomes Chief of State of the New Republic, and the Solos’ third child, a boy they name Anakin, after his grandfather, is born; Luke has met Mara Jade, a secret dark side apprentice to the Emperor whom he helps bring into the light, and the two subsequently fall in love and marry.
Finally, after a series of further setbacks and plots against the young galactic government and Luke’s Jedi, a peace treaty formally ends the long conflict between the New Republic and the remnants of the Empire. The events of these years are the answer to the question … “What happened after the movies?”
If you’re a reader looking to dive into the New Republic era, here are three great starting points:
• X-Wing: Rogue Squadron, by Michael A. Stackpole: A taste of life at the edge, Rogue Squadron and the subsequent X-Wing novels bring to life Wedge Antilles and his brave, sometimes rambunctious fellow pilots in fast-paced adventures that switch smoothly and easily between entertaining repartee and tense battlefield action.
• Heir to the Empire, by Timothy Zahn: The book that reintroduced a generation of fans to Star Wars is full of the elements that made the movies great—space battles, intriguing villains, and derring-do.
• Before the Storm, by Michael P. Kube-McDowell: With a harder sci-fi edge to Star Wars, this novel features the classic heroes Han, Luke, and Leia, and explores everything from military forensics to the nature of the Force.
Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the New Republic era.
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You’re good, Corran, but you’re no Luke Skywalker. Corran Horn’s cheeks still burned at the memory of Commander Antilles’s evaluation of his last simulator exercise. The line had been a simple comment, not meant to be cruel nor delivered that way, but it cut deep into Corran. I’ve never tried to suggest I’m that good of a pilot.
He shook his head. No, you just wanted it to be self-evident and easily recognized by everyone around you. Reaching out he flicked the starter switches for the X-wing simulator’s engines. “Green One has four starts and is go.” All around him in the cockpit various switches, buttons, and monitors flashed to life. “Primary and secondary power is at full.”
Ooryl Qrygg, his Gand wingman, reported similar start-up success in a high-pitched voice. “Green Two is operational.”
Green Three and Four checked in, then the external screens came alive projecting an empty starfield. “Whistler, have you finished the navigation calculations?”
The green and white R2 unit seated behind Corran hooted, then the navdata spilled out over Corran’s main monitor. He punched a button sending the same coordinates out to the other pilots in Green Flight. “Go to light speed and rendezvous on the Redemption.”
As Corran engaged the X-wing’s hyperdrive, the stars elongated themselves into white cylinders, then snapped back into pinpoints and began to revolve slowly, transforming themselves into a tunnel of white light. Corran fought the urge to use the stick to compensate for the roll. In space, and especially hyperspace, up and down were relative. How his ship moved through hyperspace didn’t really matter—as long as it remained on the course Whistler had calculated and had attained sufficient velocity before entering hyperspace, he’d arrive intact.
Flying into a black hole would actually make this run easier. Every pilot dreaded the Redemption run. The scenario was based on an Imperial attack on evacuation ships back before the first Death Star had been destroyed. While the Redemption waited for three Medevac shuttles and the corvette Korolev to dock and off-load wounded, the Imperial frigate Warspite danced around the system and dumped out TIE fighters and added bombers to the mix to do as much damage as they could.
The bombers, with a full load of missiles, could do a lot of damage. All the pilots called the Redemption scenario by another name: the Requiem scenario. The Warspite would only deploy four starfighters and a half-dozen bombers—known in pilot slang as “eyeballs” and “dupes” respectively—but it would do so in a pattern that made it all but impossible for the pilots to save the Korolev. The corvette was just one big target, and the TIE bombers had no trouble unloading all their missiles into it.
Stellar pinpoints elongated again as the fighter came out of hyperspace. Off to the port side Corran saw the Redemption. Moments later Whistler reported that the other fighters and all three Medevac shuttles had arrived. The fighters checked in and the first shuttle began its docking maneuver with the Redemption.
“Green One, this is Green Four.”
“Go ahead, Four.”
“By the book, or are we doing something fancy?”
Corran hesitated before answering. By book, Nawara Ven had referred to the general wisdom about the scenario. It stated that one pilot should play fleethund and race out to engage the first TIE flight while the other three fighters remained in close as backup. As long as three fighters stayed at home, it appeared, the Warspite dropped ships off at a considerable distance from the Korolev. When they didn’t, it got bolder and the whole scenario became very bloody.
The problem with going by the book was that it wasn’t a very good strategy. It meant one pilot had to deal with five TIEs—two eyeballs and three dupes—all by himself, then turn around and engage five more. Even with them coming in waves, the chances of being able to succeed against those odds were slim.
Doing it any other way was disastrous. Besides, what loyal son of Corellia ever had any use for odds?
“By the book. Keep the home fires burning and pick up after me.”
“Done. Good luck.”
“Thanks.” Corran reached up with his right hand and pressed it against the lucky charm he wore on a chain around his neck. Though he could barely feel the coin through his gloves and the thick material of his flight suit, the familiar sensation of the metal resting against his breastbone brought a smile to his face. It worked for you a lot, Dad, let’s hope all its luck hasn’t run out yet.
He openly acknowledged that he’d been depending quite a bit on luck to see him through the difficulties of settling in with the Alliance forces. Learning the slang took some work—moving from calling TIE starfighters “eyeballs” to calling Interceptors “squints” made a certain amount of sense, but many other terms had been born of logic that escaped him. Everything about the Rebellion seemed odd in comparison to his previous life and fitting in had not been easy.
Nor will be winning this scenario.
The Korolev materialized and moved toward the Redemption, prompting Corran to begin his final check. He’d mulled the scenario over in his mind time and time again. In previous runs, when he served as a home guard to someone else’s fleethund, he’d had Whistler record traces on the TIE timing patterns, flight styles, and attack vectors. While different cadets flew the TIE half of the simulations, the craft dictated their performance and a lot of their initial run sequence had been preprogrammed.
A sharp squawk from Whistler alerted Corran to the Warspite’s arrival. “Great, eleven klicks aft.” Pulling the stick around to the right, Corran brought the X-wing into a wide turn. At the end of it he punched the throttle up to full power. Hitting another switch up to the right, he locked the S-foils into attack position. “Green One engaging.”
Rhysati’s voice came cool and strong through the radio. “Be all over them like drool on a Hutt.”
“I’ll do my best, Green Three.” Corran smiled and waggled the X-wing as he flew back through the Alliance formation and out toward the Warspite. Whistler announced the appearance of three TIE bombers with a low tone, then brought the sound up as two TIE fighters joined them.
“Whistler, tag the bombers as targets one, two, and three.” As the R2 unit complied with that order, Corran pushed shield power full to front and brought his laser targeting program up on the main monitor. With his left hand he adjusted the sighting calibration knob on the stick and got the two fighters. Good, looks like three klicks between the eyeballs and the bombers.
Corran’s right hand again brushed the coin beneath his flight suit. He took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, then settled his hand on the stick and let his thumb hover over the firing button. At two klicks the heads-up display painted a yellow box around the lead TIE fighter. The box went green as the fighter’s image locked into the HUD’s targeting cross and Whistler’s shrill bleat filled the cockpit. Corran’s thumb hit the button, sending three bursts of laser bolts at the lead fighter.
The first set missed but the second and third blasted through the spherical cockpit. The hexagonal solar panels snapped off and spun forward through space while the ion engines exploded into an expanding ball of incandescent gas.
Corran kicked the X-wing up in a ninety-degree snap-roll and sliced through the center of the explosion. Laser fire from the second fighter lit up his forward shields, making it impossible for him to get a good visual line on the TIE. Whistler yowled, complaining about being a target. Corran hurried a shot and knew he hit, but the TIE flashed past and continued on in at the Korolev.
Time to write a new chapter for the book on the Requiem scenario. Corran throttled back almost all the way to zero and let the X-wing decelerate. “Whistler, bring up target one.”
The image of the first TIE bomber filled his monitor. Corran switched over to proton torpedo target control. The HUD changed to a larger box and Whistler began beeping as he worked supplying data to the targeting computer for a missile lock.
“Green One, your velocity is down to one percent. Do you need help?”
“Negative, Green Two.”
“Corran, what are you doing?”
“Making the book a short story.” I hope.
The HUD went red and Whistler’s tone became constant. Corran punched the button and launched the first missile. “Acquire target two.” The HUD flashed yellow, then red, and the pilot launched the second missile.
Numbers scrolled away to zero as the missiles streaked in at their targets. Two kilometers away the first missile hit, shredding the first TIE bomber. Seconds later the second missile hit its target. A novalike explosion lit the simulator’s cockpit, then melted into the blackness of space.
“Acquire target three.”
Even as he gave the order he knew the rate of closure between the bomber and his ship would make the last missile shot all but impossible. “Cancel three.” Corran throttled up again as the third bomber sailed past and brought his ship around. He switched back to laser targeting and climbed right up on the bomber’s stern.
The dupe’s pilot tried to evade him. He juked the double-hulled ship to the left, then started a long turn to the right, but Corran was of no mind to lose him. He cut his speed, which kept the bomber in front of him, then followed it in its turn. As he leveled out again on its tail, he triggered two laser bursts and the targeting computer reported hull damage.
The bomber’s right wing came up in a roll and Corran did the same thing. Had he continued to fly level, the X-wing’s lasers would have passed on either side of the bomber’s fuselage, giving the bomber a few seconds more of life. Keeping the bomber centered in his crosshairs, Corran hit twice more and the bulky craft disintegrated before him.
Pushing his throttle to full, Corran scanned for the fighter he’d missed. He found it two klicks out and going in toward the Korolev. He also found five more TIEs coming in from the other side of the corvette, eighteen kilometers away. Damn, the bomber took more time than I had to give it.
He brought the torpedo targeting program back up and locked on to the remaining fighter. The HUD seemed to take forever before it went red and acquired a lock. Corran fired a missile and watched it blast through the fighter, then turned his attention to the new TIEs.
“Green One, do you want us to engage?”
Corran shook his head. “Negative, Two. Warspite is still here and could dump another flight.” He sighed. “Move to intercept the fighters, but don’t go beyond a klick from the Korolev.”
“On it.”
Good, they can tie the fighters up while I dust these dupes. Corran studied the navigational data Whistler was giving him. The Korolev, the bombers, and his X-wing formed a shrinking triangle. If he flew directly at the bombers he would end up flying in an arc, which would take more time than he had and let them get close enough to launch their missiles at the corvette. That would be less than useless as far as he was concerned.
“Whistler, plot me an intercept point six klicks out from the Korolev.”
The R2 whistled blithely, as if that calculation was so simple even Corran should have been able to do it in his head. Steering toward it, Corran saw he’d have just over a minute to deal with the bombers before they were in firing range on the Korolev. Not enough time.
Flicking two switches, Corran redirected generator energy from recharging his shields and lasers into the engines. It took the acceleration compensator a second to cycle up, so the ship’s burst of speed pushed Corran back into the padding of his command seat. This better work.
“Green One, the Warspite has hyped. Are we released to engage fighters?”
“Affirmative, Three. Go get them.” Corran frowned for a second, knowing his fellow pilots would make short work of the TIE fighters. They would deny him a clean sweep, but he’d willingly trade two TIEs for the corvette. Commander Antilles might have gotten them all himself, but then he’s got two Death Stars painted on the side of his X-wing.
“Whistler, mark each of the bombers four, five, and six.” Range to intercept was three klicks and he had added thirty seconds to his fighting time. “Acquire four.”
The targeting computer showed him to be coming in at a forty-five-degree angle to the flight path of his target, which meant he was way off target. He quickly punched the generator back into recharging lasers and his shields, then pulled even more energy from his quartet of Incom 4L4 fusial thrust engines and shunted it into recharging his weapons and shields.
The resource redirection brought his speed down. Corran pulled back on the stick, easing the X-wing into a turn that brought him head-on into the bombers. Tapping the stick to the left, he centered the targeting box on the first of the dupes.
The HUD started yellow, then quickly went red. Corran fired a missile. “Acquire five.” The HUD started red and Whistler’s keen echoed through the cockpit. The Corellian fired a second missile. “Acquire six.”
Whistler screeched.
Corran looked down at his display. Scrolling up the screen, sandwiched between the reports of missile hits on the three bombers, he saw a notation about Green Two. “Green Two, report.”
“He’s gone, One.”
“A fighter got him?”
“No time to chat …” The comm call from the Twi’lek in Green Four ended in a hiss of static.
“Rhysati?”
“Got one, Corran, but this last one is good.”
“Hang on.”
“I’ll do my best.”
“Whistler, acquire six.”
The R2 unit hissed. The last bomber had already shot past the intercept point and was bearing in on the Korolev. The pilot had the wide-bodied craft slowly spinning, making it a difficult target for a missile lock. The Korolev, being as big as it was, would present large enough of a target that even a rolling ship could get a lock on it.
And once he has that lock, the Korolev is so much space junk. Corran switched back to lasers and pushed his X-wing forward. Even though two klicks separated them, he triggered a couple of laser blasts. He knew his chances of hitting were not good at that range, but the light from the bolts would shoot past the TIE and give the pilot something to think about. And I want him thinking about me, not that nerf-vette grazing there.
Corran redirected all power back into the engines and shot forward. Two more laser blasts caused the TIE bomber to shy a bit, but it had pushed into target-acquisition range. The ship’s roll began to slow as the pilot fixated on his target, then, as Corran brought his lasers to bear, the bomber jinked and cut away to port.
The Corellian’s eyes narrowed. Bror Jace has got to be flying that thing. He thinks it’s payback time. The other pilot, a human from Thyferra, was—in Corran’s opinion—the second best pilot in the training squadron. He’s going to kill the Korolev and I’ll never hear the end of it. Unless …
Corran pulled all his shield energy forward and left his aft as naked as the shieldless TIE bomber. Following Jace through a barrel roll, he kept the throttle full forward. As they leveled out again Corran triggered a snapshot at the bomber. It caught a piece of one wing, but Jace dove beneath the X-wing’s line of fire. Here we go!
Corran shoved his stick forward to follow the bomber’s dive, but because his rate of speed was a good twenty percent faster than that of Jace’s ship, the X-wing moved into a broad loop. By the time Corran inverted to finish the turn off, Jace’s bomber came back up and banked in on the X-wing’s tail.
Before the bomber could unload a missile or two into his aft, Corran broke the fighter hard to port and carved across the bomber’s line of fire. Basic maneuver with a basic response. Without even glancing at his instruments, and paying no attention to Whistler’s squealed warning, Corran cut engine power back into recharging his shields. One more second.
Jace’s response to Corran’s break had been a reverse-throttle hop. By bringing the nose of the bomber up in a steep climb, then rolling out in the direction of the turn, Jace managed to stay inside the arc of the X-wing’s turn. As the bomber leveled off, it closed very quickly with the X-wing—too quickly for a missile lock, but not a laser shot.
The TIE bomber shrieked in at the X-wing. Collision warning klaxons wailed. Corran could feel Jace’s excitement as the X-wing loomed larger. He knew the other pilot would snap off a quick shot, then come around again, angry at having overshot the X-wing, but happy to smoke Corran before taking the Korolev.
The X-wing pilot hit a switch and shifted all shield power to the aft shields.
The deflector shield materialized as a demisphere approximately twenty meters behind the X-wing. Designed to dissipate both energy and kinetic weapons, it had no trouble protecting the fighter from the bomber’s twin laser blasts. Had the bomber used missiles, the shields could even have handled all the damage they could do, though that would have been enough to destroy the shields themselves.
The TIE bomber, which massed far more than the missiles it carried, should have punched through the shields and might even have destroyed the fighter, but it hit at an angle and glanced off. The collision did blast away half the power of the aft shield and bounced the X-wing around, but otherwise left the snubfighter undamaged.
The same could not be said of the unshielded bomber. The impact with the shield was roughly equivalent to a vehicle hitting a ferrocrete wall at sixty kilometers per hour. While that might not do a land vehicle much damage, land vehicles are decidedly less delicate than starfighters. The starboard wing crumpled inward, wrapping itself around the bomber’s cockpit. Both pods of the ship twisted out of alignment so the engines shot it off into an uncontrolled tumble through the simulator’s dataspace.
“Green Three, did you copy that?”
Corran got no response. “Whistler, what happened to Three?”
The R2 unit gave him a mournful tone.
Sithspawn. Corran flipped the shield control to equalize things fore and aft. “Where is he?”
The image of a lone TIE fighter making a strafing run on the Korolev appeared on Corran’s monitor. The clumsy little craft skittered along over the corvette’s surface, easily dodging its weak return fire. That’s seriously gutsy for a TIE fighter. Corran smiled. Or arrogant, and time to make him pay for that arrogance.
The Corellian brought his proton torpedo targeting program up and locked on to the TIE. It tried to break the lock, but turbolaser fire from the Korolev boxed it in. Corran’s HUD went red and he triggered the torpedo. “Scratch one eyeball.”
The missile shot straight in at the fighter, but the pilot broke hard to port and away, causing the missile to overshoot the target. Nice flying! Corran brought his X-wing over and started down to loop in behind the TIE, but as he did so, the TIE vanished from his forward screen and reappeared in his aft arc. Yanking the stick hard to the right and pulling it back, Corran wrestled the X-wing up and to starboard, then inverted and rolled out to the left.
A laser shot jolted a tremor through the simulator’s couch. Lucky thing I had all shields aft! Corran reinforced them with energy from his lasers, then evened them out fore and aft. Jinking the fighter right and left, he avoided laser shots coming in from behind, but they all came in far closer than he liked.
He knew Jace had been in the bomber, and Jace was the only pilot in the unit who could have stayed with him. Except for our leader. Corran smiled broadly. Coming to see how good I really am, Commander Antilles? Let me give you a clinic. “Make sure you’re in there solid, Whistler, because we’re going for a little ride.”
Corran refused to let the R2’s moan slow him down. A snap-roll brought the X-wing up on its port wing. Pulling back on the stick yanked the fighter’s nose up away from the original line of flight. The TIE stayed with him, then tightened up on the arc to close distance. Corran then rolled another ninety degrees and continued the turn into a dive. Throttling back, Corran hung in the dive for three seconds, then hauled back hard on the stick and cruised up into the TIE fighter’s aft.
The X-wing’s laser fire missed wide to the right as the TIE cut to the left. Corran kicked his speed up to full and broke with the TIE. He let the X-wing rise above the plane of the break, then put the fighter through a twisting roll that ate up enough time to bring him again into the TIE’s rear. The TIE snapped to the right and Corran looped out left.
He watched the tracking display as the distance between them grew to be a kilometer and a half, then slowed. Fine, you want to go nose to nose? I’ve got shields and you don’t. If Commander Antilles wanted to commit virtual suicide, Corran was happy to oblige him. He tugged the stick back to his sternum and rolled out in an inversion loop. Coming at you!
The two starfighters closed swiftly. Corran centered his foe in the crosshairs and waited for a dead shot. Without shields the TIE fighter would die with one burst, and Corran wanted the kill to be clean. His HUD flicked green as the TIE juked in and out of the center, then locked green as they closed.
The TIE started firing at maximum range and scored hits. At that distance the lasers did no real damage against the shields, prompting Corran to wonder why Wedge was wasting the energy. Then, as the HUD’s green color started to flicker, realization dawned. The bright bursts on the shields are a distraction to my targeting! I better kill him now!
Corran tightened down on the trigger button, sending red laser needles stabbing out at the closing TIE fighter. He couldn’t tell if he had hit anything. Lights flashed in the cockpit and Whistler started screeching furiously. Corran’s main monitor went black, his shields were down, and his weapons controls were dead.
The pilot looked left and right. “Where is he, Whistler?”
The monitor in front of him flickered to life and a diagnostic report began to scroll by. Bloodred bordered the damage reports. “Scanners, out; lasers, out; shields, out; engine, out! I’m a wallowing Hutt just hanging here in space.”
With the X-wing’s scanners being dead, the R2 droid couldn’t locate the TIE fighter if it was outside the droid’s scanner range. Whistler informed Corran of this with an anxious bleat.
“Easy, Whistler, get me my shields back first. Hurry.” Corran continued to look around for the TIE fighter. Letting me stew, are you, sir? You’ll finish the Korolev then come for me. The pilot frowned and felt a cold chill run down his spine. You’re right, I’m no Luke Skywalker. I’m glad you think I’m not bad, but I want to be the best!
Suddenly the starfield went black and the simulator pod hissed as it cracked open. The canopy lifted up and the sound of laughter filled the cockpit. Corran almost flicked the blast shield down on his helmet to prevent his three friends from seeing his embarrassed blush. Nope, might as well take my punishment. He stood and doffed his helmet, then shook his head. “At least it’s over.”
The Twi’lek, Nawara Ven, clapped his hands. “Such modesty, Corran.”
“Huh?”
The blond woman next to the Twi’lek beamed up at him. “You won the Redemption scenario.”
“What?”
The grey-green Gand nodded his head and placed his helmet on the nose of Corran’s simulator. “You had nine kills. Jace is not pleased.”
“Thanks for the good news, Ooryl, but I still got killed in there.” Corran hopped out of the simulator. “The pilot who got you three—Commander Antilles—he got me, too.”
The Twi’lek shrugged. “He’s been at this a bit longer than I have, so it is not a surprise he got me.”
Rhysati shook her head, letting her golden hair drape down over her shoulders. “The surprise was that he took so long to get us, really. Are you certain he killed you?”
Corran frowned. “I don’t think I got a mission end message.”
“Clearly you have too little experience of dying in these simulators because you’d know if you did.” Rhysati laughed lightly. “He may have hit you, Corran, but he didn’t kill you. You survived and won.”
Corran blinked, then smiled. “And I got Bror before he got the Korolev. I’ll take that.”
“As well you should.” A brown-haired man with crystal blue eyes shouldered his way between Ooryl and Nawara. “You’re an exceptionally good pilot.”
“Thank you, sir.”
The man offered Corran his hand. “Thought I had you, but when you shot out my engines, your missile caught up with me. Nice job.”
Corran shook the man’s hand hesitantly. The man wore a black flight suit with no name or rank insignia on it, though it did have Hoth, Endor, and Bakura battle tabs sewn on the left sleeve. “You know, you’re one hot hand in a TIE.”
“Nice of you to say, Mr. Horn—I’m a bit rusty, but I really enjoyed this run.” He released Corran’s hand. “Next time I’ll give you more of a fight.”
A woman wearing a Lieutenant’s uniform touched the TIE pilot on the arm. “Admiral Ackbar is ready to see you now, sir. If you will follow me.”
The TIE pilot nodded to the four X-wing pilots. “Good flying, all of you. Congratulations on winning the scenario.”
Corran stared at the man’s retreating back. “I thought Commander Antilles was in that TIE. I mean it had to be someone as good as him to get you three.”
The ends of Nawara Ven’s head tails twitched. “Apparently he is that good.”
Rhysati nodded. “He flew circles around me.”
“At least you saw him.” The Gand drummed his trio of fingers against the hull of Corran’s simulator. “He caught Ooryl as Ooryl fixed on his wingman. Ooryl is free hydrogen in simspace. That man is very good.”
“Sure, but who is he?” Corran frowned. “He’s not Luke Skywalker, obviously, but he was with Rogue Squadron at Bakura and survived Endor.”
The Twi’lek’s red eyes sparked. “The Endor tab had a black dot in the middle—he survived the Death Star run.”
Rhysati looped her right arm around Corran’s neck and brought her fist up gently under his chin. “What difference does it make who he is?”
“Rhys, he shot up three of our best pilots, had me dead in space, and says he’s a bit rusty! I want to know who he is because he’s decidedly dangerous.”
“He is that, but today he’s not the most dangerous pilot. That’s you.” She linked her other arm through Nawara’s right elbow. “So, Corran, you forget you were a Security officer and, Nawara, you forget you were a lawyer and let this thing drop. Today we’re all pilots, we’re all on the same side”—she smiled sweetly—“and the man who beat the Redemption scenario is about to make good on all those dinner and drink promises he made to talk his wingmates into helping him win.”
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On the planet Rhommamool, Leia Organa Solo, Mara Jade Skywalker, and Jaina Solo meet with a mysterious rabble-rouser named Nom Anor. Anor rejects Leia’s diplomatic entreaties, but she’s more disturbed by what she finds when she reaches out to him in the Force: nothing. It’s as if he isn’t there.
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The invasion sorely challenges the Jedi, as well. Some take it upon themselves to meet the Yuuzhan Vong threat head-on, disdaining foot-dragging by politicians—and some of those skirt the dark side of the Force, giving in to their anger and fear as the Yuuzhan Vong ruin worlds and lives. The Yuuzhan Vong come to recognize the Jedi as the biggest threat to their plans, and begin hunting them down using New Republic traitors and bioengineered killers. At the forefront of the war against the Jedi are the Solo children—now teenagers and Jedi Knights in their own right. By the time the war is over, the Solo family will never be the same again.
The other heroes of the Rebellion, too, face personal struggles and tragedies. Luke fears for the life of his wife, Mara—infected with a Yuuzhan Vong–engineered disease—and for that of his newborn son, Ben, hunted by the Jedi’s enemies. Han and Leia’s losses are even harder to bear, as their oldest friends and children risk everything to stop the Yuuzhan Vong.
If you’re a reader looking to explore the epic tale of the Yuuzhan Vong war and the era of Luke’s New Jedi Order, the best place to start is with the first book in the series:
• The New Jedi Order: Vector Prime, by R. A. Salvatore: The first novel in the series introduces the pitiless Yuuzhan Vong and immediately makes clear that the heroes of the Rebellion are in mortal danger.
Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the New Jedi Order era.







ONE

Fraying Fabric
It was too peaceful out here, surrounded by the vacuum of space and with only the continual hum of the twin ion drives breaking the silence. While she loved these moments of peace, Leia Organa Solo also viewed them as an emotional trap, for she had been around long enough to understand the turmoil she would find at the end of this ride.
Like the end of every ride, lately.
Leia paused a moment before she entered the bridge of the Jade Sabre, the new shuttle her brother, Luke, had built for his wife, Mara Jade. Before her, and apparently oblivious to her, Mara and Jaina sat comfortably, side by side at the controls, talking and smiling. Leia focused on her daughter, Jaina, sixteen years old, but with the mature and calm demeanor of a veteran pilot. Jaina looked a lot like Leia, with long dark hair and brown eyes contrasting sharply with her smooth and creamy skin. Indeed, Leia saw much of herself in the girl—no, not girl, Leia corrected her own thoughts, but young woman. That same sparkle behind the brown eyes, mischievous, adventurous, determined.
That notion set Leia back a bit, for she recognized then that when she looked at Jaina, she was seeing not a reflection of herself but an image of the girl she had once been. A twinge of sadness caught her as she considered her own life now: a diplomat, a bureaucrat, a mediator, always trying to calm things down, always working for the peace and prosperity of the New Republic. Did she miss the days when the most common noise around her had been the sharp blare of a blaster or the hiss of a lightsaber? Was she sorry that those wild times had been replaced by the droning of the ion drives and the sharp bickering of one pride-wounded emissary after another?
Perhaps, Leia had to admit, but in looking at Jaina and those simmering dark eyes, she could take vicarious pleasure.
Another twinge—jealousy?—caught her by surprise, as Mara and Jaina erupted into laughter over some joke Leia had not overheard. But she pushed the absurd notion far from her mind as she considered her sister-in-law, Luke’s wife and Jaina’s tutor—at Jaina’s own request—in the ways of the Jedi. Mara was not a substitute mother for Jaina, but rather a big sister, and when Leia considered the fires that constantly burned in Mara’s green eyes, she understood that the woman could give to Jaina things that Leia could not, and that those lessons and that friendship would prove valuable indeed to her daughter. And so she forced aside her jealousy and was merely glad that Jaina had found such a friend.
She started onto the bridge, but paused again, sensing movement behind her. She knew before looking that it was Bolpuhr, her Noghri bodyguard, and barely gave him a glance as he glided to the side, moving so easily and gracefully that he reminded her of a lace curtain drifting lazily in a gentle breeze. She had accepted young Bolpuhr as her shadow for just that reason, for he was as unobtrusive as any bodyguard could be. Leia marveled at the young Noghri, at how his grace and silence covered a perfectly deadly fighting ability.
She held up her hand, indicating that Bolpuhr should remain out here, and though his usually emotionless face did flash Leia a quick expression of disappointment, she knew he would obey. Bolpuhr, and all the Noghri, would do anything Leia asked of them. He would jump off a cliff or dive into the hot end of an ion engine for her, and the only time she ever saw any sign of discontentment with her orders was when Bolpuhr thought she might be placing him in a difficult position to properly defend her.
As he was thinking now, Leia understood, though why in the world Bolpuhr would fear for her safety on her sister-in-law’s private shuttle was beyond her. Sometimes dedication could be taken a bit too far.
With a nod to Bolpuhr, she turned back to the bridge and crossed through the open doorway. “How much longer?” she asked, and was amused to see both Jaina and Mara jump in surprise at her sudden appearance.
In answer, Jaina increased the magnification on the forward screen, and instead of the unremarkable dots of light, there appeared an image of two planets, one mostly blue and white, the other reddish in hue, seemingly so close together that Leia wondered how it was that the blue-and-white one, the larger of the pair, had not grasped the other in its gravity and turned it into a moon. Parked halfway between them, perhaps a half a million kilometers from either, deck lights glittering in the shadows of the blue-and-white planet, loomed a Mon Calamari battle cruiser, the Mediator, one of the newest ships in the New Republic fleet.
“They’re at their closest,” Mara observed, referring to the planets.
“I beg your indulgence,” came a melodic voice from the doorway, and the protocol droid C-3PO walked into the room. “But I do not believe that is correct.”
“Close enough,” Mara said. She turned to Jaina. “Both Rhommamool and Osarian are ground based, technologically—”
“Rhommamool almost exclusively so!” C-3PO quickly added, drawing a scowl from all three of the women. Oblivious, he rambled on. “Even Osarian’s fleet must be considered marginal, at best. Unless, of course, one is using the Pantang Scale of Aero-techno Advancement, which counts even a simple landspeeder as highly as it would a Star Destroyer. Perfectly ridiculous scale.”
“Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said, her tone indicating that she had heard more than enough.
“They’ve both got missiles that can hit each other from this close distance, though,” Mara continued.
“Oh, yes!” the droid exclaimed. “And given the proximity of their relative elliptical orbits—”
“Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said.
“—they will remain within striking distance for some time,” C-3PO continued without missing a beat. “Months, at least. In fact, they will be even closer in two standard weeks, the closest they will be to each other for a decade to come.”
“Thank you, Threepio!” Mara and Leia said together.
“And the closest they have been for a decade previous,” the droid had to slip in, as the women turned back to their conversation.
Mara shook her head, trying to remember her original point to Jaina. “That’s why your mother chose to come out now.”
“You’re expecting a fight?” Jaina asked, and neither Leia nor Mara missed the sparkle in her eye.
“The Mediator will keep them behaving,” Leia said hopefully. Indeed, the battle cruiser was an impressive warship, an updated and more heavily armed and armored version of the Mon Calamari star cruiser.
Mara looked back to the screen and shook her head, unconvinced. “It’ll take more than a show of force to stop this catastrophe,” she replied.
“Indeed, it has been escalating, by all reports,” C-3PO piped up. “It started as a simple mining dispute over mineral rights, but now the rhetoric is more appropriate for some kind of a holy crusade.”
“It’s the leader on Rhommamool,” Mara remarked. “Nom Anor. He’s reached down and grabbed his followers by their most basic instincts, weaving the dispute against Osarian into a more general matter of tyranny and oppression. Don’t underestimate him.”
“I can’t begin to give you a full list of tyrants like Nom Anor that I’ve dealt with,” Leia said with a resigned shrug.
“I have that very list available,” C-3PO blurted. “Tonkoss Rathba of—”
“Thank you, Threepio,” Leia said, too politely.
“Why, of course, Princess Leia,” the droid replied. “I do so like to be of service. Now where was I? Oh, yes. Tonkoss Rathba of—”
“Not now, Threepio,” Leia insisted, then to Mara, she added, “I’ve seen his type often.”
“Not like him,” Mara replied, somewhat softly, and the sudden weakness in her voice reminded Leia and Jaina that Mara, despite her nearly constant bravado and overabundance of energy, was seriously ill, with a strange and thankfully rare disease that had killed dozens of others and against which the best doctors in the New Republic had proven completely helpless. Of those who had contracted the molecular disorder, only Mara and one other remained alive, and that other person, being studied intently on Coruscant, was fast dying.
“Daluba,” C-3PO went on. “And of course, there was Icknya—”
Leia started to turn to the droid, hoping to politely but firmly shut him up, but Jaina’s cry stopped her abruptly and swung her back to face the screen.
“Incoming ships!” Jaina announced, her voice full of surprise. The telltale blips had appeared on her sensor viewer as if from nowhere.
“Four of them,” Mara confirmed. Even as she spoke, the warning buzzers began to go off. “From Osarian.” She turned her curious expression up to Leia. “They know who we are?”
Leia nodded. “And they know why I’ve come.”
“Then they should know to leave us alone,” Jaina reasoned.
Leia nodded again, but understood better. She had come to the system not to meet with the Osarians—not at first, at least—but with their principal rival, Nom Anor, the cult figure stirring up trouble on Rhommamool. “Tell them to back off,” she instructed Mara.
“Politely?” Mara asked, smiling, and with that dangerous twinkle in her eyes.
“New Republic shuttle,” a halting voice crackled over the comm. “This is Captain Grappa of Osarian First-Force.”
With a flick of a switch, Mara put an image of the captain on the viewscreen, and Leia sighed as the green skin, spiny head ridge, and tapirlike snout came into view.
“Wonderful,” she remarked sarcastically.
“The Osarians have hired Rodians?” Jaina asked.
“Nothing like a few mercenaries to quiet things down,” Leia replied dryly.
“Oh, dear me,” C-3PO remarked, and he shuffled aside nervously.
“You come with us,” Grappa insisted, his multifaceted eyes sparkling eagerly. “To Osa-Prime.”
“Seems the Osarians want to talk with you first,” Mara said.
“They’re afraid that my meeting with Nom Anor will only heighten his stature, both among the Rhommamoolians and throughout the sector,” Leia reasoned, a notion not without credence, and one that she had debated endlessly before making the decision to come here.
“Whatever the reason, they’re closing fast,” Mara replied. Both she and Jaina looked to Leia for instructions, for while the Jade Sabre was Mara’s ship, this was Leia’s mission.
“Princess Leia?” an obviously alarmed C-3PO asked.
Leia sat down in the chair behind Mara, intently studying the screen, which Jaina had switched back to a normal space view. The four approaching fighters were clearly visible.
“Lose them,” she said determinedly, a request that neither of the pilots needed to hear twice. Indeed, Mara had been eager to put the shuttle, with its powerful twin engines and state-of-the-art maneuvering systems, through a real test.
Green eyes sparkling, smile wide, Mara reached for the controls, but then retracted her hands and put them on her lap. “You heard her, Jaina,” she said.
Jaina’s mouth dropped open; so did Leia’s.
“You mean it?” Jaina asked.
Mara’s only reply was an almost bored expression, along with a slight yawn, as if this whole thing was no big deal, and certainly nothing that Jaina couldn’t easily handle.
“Yes!” Jaina whispered, clenching her fists, wearing a smile nearly wide enough to take in her ears. She rubbed her hands together, then reached out to the right, rolling her fingers over the floating-ball control of the inertial compensator. “Strap in,” she ordered, and she dialed it down to 95 percent, as fighter pilots often did so that they could gain a tactile feel to the movements of their ships. Reading the g’s, Jaina had heard it called, and she always preferred flying that way, where fast turns and mighty acceleration could push her back in her seat.
“Not too much,” Leia said with concern.
But her daughter was in her element now, Leia knew, and she’d push the shuttle to its limits. Leia felt the lean as Jaina veered right, angling away from the approaching ships.
“If you run, we shoot you down!” came the uneven voice of Grappa.
“Z-95 Headhunters,” Mara said derisively of the closing craft, an antiquated starfighter, and she flipped off the comm switch and looked back at Leia. “Can’t shoot what you can’t catch,” she explained. “Kick them in,” she added to Jaina, motioning to the primary thrusters, thinking that a burst of the powerful engines would shoot the Jade Sabre right past the befuddled Rodians and their outdated starfighters.
Even as she spoke, though, two more blips appeared on the sensors, streaking out from the shadows around Rhommamool, angling right in line with the Jade Sabre.
“Mara,” Leia said with concern. At that, Mara did reach for the controls. But only for a moment, and then she looked Jaina right in the eye and nodded for the young woman to proceed.
Leia lurched forward in her seat, held back only by the belt, as Jaina reversed throttle and kicked the etheric rudder right. There came a metallic thump behind them—C-3PO hitting the wall, Leia guessed.
Even as the Jade Sabre came to a sudden halt, nose turned starboard, Jaina pumped it out to full throttle and kicked the rudder back to the left, then hard right, fishtailing the ship about in a brutal one-eighty, then working the rudder hard and somewhat choppy in straightening out her direct retreat. As they turned, a laser cannon blast cut across their bow.
“All right, the first four are on our tail,” Mara instructed calmly. The Jade Sabre jolted, hit aft, a blow the shields easily held back.
“Try a—” Mara started to say, but she lost the words, and nearly her lunch, as Jaina pulled a snap roll right, and then another right behind it.
“Oh, we’ll be killed!” came C-3PO’s cry from the doorway, and Leia managed to turn her head to see the droid leaning in against the metal jamb, and then to see him fly away, with a pitiful cry, as Jaina kicked the etheric rudder again, putting the ship into another sudden fishtail.
A pair of Headhunters streaked past the viewscreen, but just for a split second, for Jaina vectored away at a different angle, and at single-engine full throttle, pressing Leia back in her seat. Leia wanted to say something to Jaina then, some words of encouragement or advice, but found her words stuck in her throat. And not for any g forces.
It was the sight of Jaina, the fire in her brown eyes, the determined set of her jaw, the sheer concentration. At that moment, Leia knew.
Her daughter was a woman now, and with all the grit of her father and mother combined.
Mara glanced over her right shoulder, between Jaina and Leia, and both followed her lead long enough to see that two of the initial four had altered course accordingly and were fast closing, laser cannons blasting away.
“Hold on,” a confident Jaina warned, and she pulled back the stick, lifting the Jade Sabre’s nose, then shoved it forward, dropping the shuttle into a sudden, inverted loop.
“We’re doomed!” C-3PO cried from the hallway—the hallway ceiling, Leia knew.
Halfway around, Jaina broke the loop with a snap roll, then kicked her into a fishtail and a barrel roll, bringing her about to nearly their original course, but with the initial four behind them. Now she did kick in both ion drives, as if to use sheer speed to split the gap between the two incoming fighters.
Both angled out suddenly, then turned back in, widening that escape route but giving them a longer shooting angle at the shuttle, and an easier turn to pursue.
“They’re good,” Mara warned, but, like Leia, she found her words lost in her throat, as Jaina, teeth gritted to fight back the g’s, reversed throttle.
“Princess—” The plaintive cry from the corridor ended abruptly in a loud crash.
“Coming in hot!” Mara cried, noting the fighter fast approaching to port.
Jaina didn’t, couldn’t even hear her; she had turned inward now, was feeling the Force coursing through her, was registering every movement of her enemies and reacting instinctively, playing the game three moves ahead. Before Mara had even begun to speak, Jaina had hit the forward attitude adjustment jets, lifting the nose, then she pumped the throttle and kicked the rudder, lifting the Jade Sabre and bringing her nose about to starboard, to directly face the other incoming Headhunter.
And that eager Rodian did come in at them, and hard, and the Jade Sabre’s defensive array screeched and lit up, warning of a lock-on.
“Jaina!” Leia cried.
“He’s got us!” Mara added.
But then the closer ship, coming from port, passed right under the Jade Sabre, and Jaina fired the repulsorlifts, bouncing the Jade Sabre up and sending the poor Headhunter into a wild, spinning roll.
The closing ship from starboard let fly its concussion missile, but it, and the Headhunter, zipped right underneath the elevated Jade Sabre.
Before the three women could even begin to catch their breath, another ship streaked in, an X-wing, the new XJ version of the starfighter, its own laser cannons blasting away from its wingtips. Not at the Jade Sabre, though, but at the Headhunter that had just gone past.
“Who is that?” Leia asked, and Jaina, equally curious, brought the Jade Sabre about hard.
The Headhunter snap-rolled left and dived, but the far superior X-wing stayed on her, lasers scoring hit after hit, depleting her shields and then blasting her apart into a million pieces.
“A Jedi,” Mara and Jaina said together, and Leia, when she paused to collect the Force sensations about her, concurred.
“Fast to the Mediator,” Leia instructed her daughter, and Jaina swung the Jade Sabre about yet again.
“I didn’t know there were any Jedi in the sector,” Leia said to Mara, who could only shrug, equally at a loss.
“Another one’s out,” Jaina informed them, watching the blips on her sensor screen. “And two others are vectoring away.”
“They want no part of a Jedi showing a willingness to shoot back,” Mara remarked.
“Maybe Rodians are smarter than I thought,” Leia said dryly. “Smooth it out,” she instructed her daughter, unbuckling and climbing unsteadily to her feet.
Jaina reluctantly dialed the inertial compensator back to full.
“Only one pursuing,” Jaina informed them as Leia made her way to the door.
“The X-wing,” Mara added, and Leia nodded.
In the hallway outside the bridge, Leia found C-3PO inverted and against the wall, his feet sticking up in the air, his head crunched forward so that his chin was tight against his chest.
“You have to learn to hold on,” Leia said to him, helping him upright. She glanced across the way to Bolpuhr as she spoke, to find the Noghri still standing calmly in the exact spot she had assigned him.
Somehow, she wasn’t amazed.
Jaina took the Jade Sabre at a swift but steady pace toward the distant Mediator. She checked often for pursuit, but it quickly became obvious that the Rodians in their outdated Headhunters wanted no part of this fight.
Leia rejoined them a short while later, to find Jaina in complete control and Mara resting back in her seat, eyes closed. Even when Jaina asked her aunt a question about docking procedures, the woman didn’t respond, didn’t even open her eyes.
“They’ll guide you in,” Leia interjected, and sure enough, a voice from the Mediator crackled over the opened comm, giving explicit directions for entry vector.
Jaina took her in, and Jaina took her down, easily—and after the display of flying she had just given them out with the Headhunters, Leia wasn’t the least bit surprised by her ability to so smoothly tight-dock a ship as large as the Jade Sabre.
That final shudder as Jaina eased off the repulsorlifts and settled the shuttle onto the docking bay floor stirred Mara from her rest. She opened her eyes and, seeing where they were, rose quickly.
And then she swayed and seemed as if she would fall.
Leia and Jaina were there in an instant, catching and steadying her.
She regained her balance and took a deep breath. “Maybe next time you can dial down the inertial compensator to ninety-seven instead of ninety-five,” she said jokingly, straining a smile.
Jaina laughed, but Leia’s face showed her deep concern. “Are you all right?” she asked.
Mara eyed her directly.
“Perhaps we should find a place where you can rest,” Leia said.
“Where we all can rest,” Mara corrected, and her tone told Leia to back off, a reminder that Leia was intruding on a private place for Mara, a place she had explicitly instructed all of her friends, even her husband, not to go. This disease was Mara’s fight alone, to Mara’s thinking, a battle that had forced her to reconsider everything she thought about her life, past, present, and future, and everything she thought about death.
Leia held her stare for a moment longer, but replaced her own concerned expression with one of acceptance. Mara did not want to be coddled or cuddled. She was determined to live on in an existence that did not name her disease as the most pressing and important facet of her entire life, to live on as she had before, with the illness being relegated to the position of nuisance, and nothing more.
Of course, Leia understood it to be much more than that, an internal churning that required Mara to spend hours and tremendous Force energy merely holding it in check. But that was Mara’s business.
“I hope to meet with Nom Anor tomorrow,” Leia explained, as the three, with C-3PO and Bolpuhr in tow, headed for the lower hatch, then moved down to the landing bay. A contingent of New Republic Honor Guard stood waiting there, along with Commander Ackdool, a Mon Calamarian with large, probing eyes, a fishlike face, and salmon-colored skin. “By all reports, we should all be rested before dealing with him.”
“Believe those reports,” Mara said.
“And first, it seems I get to meet with our savior Jedi,” Leia added dryly, looking back behind the Jade Sabre to see the X-wing gliding in to rest.
“Wurth Skidder,” Jaina remarked, recognizing the markings under the canopy on the starfighter.
“Why am I not surprised?” Leia asked, and she blew a sigh.
Ackdool came over to them, then, and extended his formal greetings to the distinguished guests, but Leia’s reaction set him back on his heels—indeed, it raised more than a few eyebrows among the members of the Mediator’s Honor Guard.
“Why did you send him out?” Leia snapped, motioning toward the docking X-wing.
Commander Ackdool started to answer, but Leia continued. “If we had needed assistance, we would have called for it.”
“Of course, Princess Leia,” Commander Ackdool said with a polite bow.
“They why send him out?”
“Why do you assume that Wurth Skidder flew out at my command?” the cool Commander Ackdool dared to respond. “Why would you assume that Wurth Skidder heeds any order I might give?”
“Couple o’ ridge-head parachutes floating over Osarian, if those Rodians had any luck,” came the singsong voice of Wurth Skidder. The cocky young man was fast approaching, pulling off his helmet and giving his shock of blond hair a tousle as he walked.
Leia stepped out to intercept him and took another quick step for no better reason than to make the Jedi stop short. “Wurth Skidder,” she said.
“Princess,” the man replied with a bow.
“Did you have a little fun out there?”
“More than a little,” the Jedi said with a wide grin and a sniffle—and he always seemed to be sniffling, and his hair always looked as if he had just walked in from a Tatooine sandstorm. “Fun for me, I mean, and not for the Rodians.”
“And the cost of your fun?” Leia asked.
That took the smile from Wurth Skidder’s face, and he looked at Leia curiously, obviously not understanding.
“The cost,” Leia explained. “What did your little excursion cost?”
“A couple of proton torpedos,” Wurth replied with a shrug.
“A little fuel.”
“And a year of diplomatic missions to calm down the Osarians,” Leia retorted.
“But they shot first,” Wurth protested.
“Do you even understand that your stupidity likely escalated an already impossible situation?” Leia’s voice was as firm and cold as anyone present had ever heard it. So cold, in fact, that the always overprotective Bolpuhr, fearing trouble, glided closer to her, hanging back just behind her left shoulder, within fast striking distance of the Jedi.
“They were attacking you,” Wurth Skidder retorted. “Six of them!”
“They were trying to bring us down to Osarian,” Leia harshly explained. “A not-so-unexpected response, given my announced intentions here. And so we planned to avoid them. Avoid! Do you understand that word?”
Wurth Skidder said nothing.
“Avoid them and thus cause no further problems or hard feelings,” Leia went on. “And so we would have, and we would have asked for no explanations from Shunta Osarian Dharrg, all of us pretending that nothing had ever happened.”
“But—”
“And our graciousness in not mentioning this unfortunate incident would have bought me the bargaining capital I need to bring some kind of conciliation from Osarian toward Rhommamool,” Leia continued, anger creeping in thicker with each word. “But now we can’t do that, can we? Now, so that Wurth Skidder could paint another skull on the side of his X-wing, I’ll have to deal with an incident.”
“They shot first,” Wurth Skidder reiterated when it became apparent that Leia was done.
“And better that they had shot last,” Leia replied. “And if Shunta Osarian Dharrg demands reparations, we’ll agree, with all apologies, and any monies to be paid will come from Wurth Skidder’s private funds.”
The Jedi squared his shoulders at the suggestion, but then Leia hit him with a sudden and devastating shot. “My brother will see to it.”
Wurth Skidder bowed again, glared at Leia and all around, then turned on his heel and walked briskly away.
“My apologies, Princess Leia,” Ackdool said. “But I have no real authority over Jedi Skidder. I had thought it a blessing when he arrived two weeks ago. His Jedi skills should certainly come in handy against any terrorist attempts—and we have heard rumors of many—against the Mediator.”
“And you are indeed within striking distance of surface missiles,” C-3PO added, but he stopped short, this time catching on to the many disapproving looks that came his way.
“I did not know that Jedi Skidder would prove so …” Ackdool paused, searching for the right word. “Intractable.”
“Stubborn, you mean,” Leia said. As they all started away, Leia did manage a bit of a smile when she heard Mara behind her tell Jaina, “Maybe Nom Anor has met his match.”
C-9PO, a protocol droid, its copper coloring tinged red from the constantly blowing dusts of Rhommamool, skittered down an alley to the side of the main avenue of Redhaven and peeked out cautiously at the tumult beyond. The fanatical followers of Nom Anor, the Red Knights of Life, had gone on the rampage again, riding throughout the city in an apparent purge of landspeeders on their tutakans, eight-legged lizards with enormous tusks that climbed right up past their black eyes and curled in like white eyebrows.
“Ride the beasts given by Life!” one Red Knight screamed at a poor civilian as the wrinkled Dressellian merchant was dragged from the cockpit and punched and pushed to the ground.
“Perversion!” several other Red Knights cried in unison. “Life-pretender!” And they set upon the landspeeder with their tubal-iron pummelstaves, smashing the windshield, bashing in the side moldings, crushing the steering wheel and other controls, even knocking one of the rear drive’s cylindrical engines from its mounts.
Satisfied that the craft was wrecked beyond repair, they pulled the Dressellian to his feet and shoved him to and fro, warning him to ride creatures, not machines—or, better still, to use the legs that nature had provided and walk. Then they beat him back down to the ground and moved on, some climbing back atop the tutakans, others running beside.
The landspeeder continued to hover, though it had only a couple of repulsors still firing. It looked more like a twisted lump of beaten metal than a vehicle, tilting to one side because of the unequal weight distribution and the weakened lift capacity.
“Oh, dear me,” the protocol droid said, ducking low as the contingent stormed past.
Tap, tap, tap came the ringing of metal on metal against the top of the droid’s head. C-9PO slowly turned about and saw the fringe of the telltale black capes, and the red-dyed hides.
With a screech, the droid stood up and tried to run away, but a pummelstave smashed in the side of his leg and he went facedown in the red dust. He lifted his head, but rising up on his arms only gave the two Red Knights a better handhold as they walked past, each scooping the droid under one shoulder and dragging him along.
“Got a Ninepio,” one of the pair called out to his lizard-riding buddies, and a cheer went up.
The doomed droid knew the destination: the Square of Hopeful Redemption.
C-9PO was glad that he wasn’t programmed to experience pain.
*   *   *
“It was a stupid thing to do,” Leia said firmly.
“Wurth thought he was helping us,” Jaina reminded, but Leia wasn’t buying that argument.
“Wurth was trying to find his own thrills,” she corrected.
“And that hotshot attitude of his will reinforce the ring of truth to Nom Anor’s diatribes against the Jedi,” Mara said. “He’s not without followers on Osarian.” As she finished, she looked down at the table, at the pile of leaflets Commander Ackdool had given them, colorful propaganda railing against the New Republic, against the Jedi, and against anything mechanical and technological, and somehow tying all of these supposed ills to the cultural disease that engulfed the society of the planet Osarian.
“Why does Nom Anor hate the Jedi?” Jaina asked. “What do we have to do with the struggle between Osarian and Rhommamool? I never even heard of these planets until you mentioned that we’d be coming here.”
“The Jedi have nothing to do with this struggle,” Leia replied. “Or at least, they didn’t until Wurth Skidder’s antics.”
“Nom Anor hates the New Republic,” Mara added. “And he hates the Jedi as symbols of the New Republic.”
“Is there anything Nom Anor doesn’t hate?” Leia asked dryly.
“Don’t take him lightly,” Mara warned yet again. “His religious cry to abandon technology and machines, to look for truth in the natural elements and life of the universe, and to resist the joining of planets in false confederations resonates deeply in many people, particularly those who have been the victims of such planetary alliances, like the miners of Rhommamool.”
Leia didn’t disagree. She had spent many hours before and during the journey here reading the history of the two planets, and she knew that the situation on Rhommamool was much more complicated than that. While many of the miners had traveled to the inhospitable red planet voluntarily, there were quite a number who were the descendants of the original “colonists”—involuntary immigrants sent there to work the mines because of high crimes they had committed.
Whatever the truth of the situation, though, Leia couldn’t deny that Rhommamool was the perfect breeding ground for zealots like Nom Anor. Life there was tough—even basics like water could be hard to come by—while the prosperous Osarians lived in comfort on white sandy beaches and crystal-clear lakes.
“I still don’t understand how any of that concerns the Jedi,” Jaina remarked.
“Nom Anor was stirring up anger against the Jedi long before he ever came to Rhommamool,” Mara explained. “Here, he’s just found a convenient receptacle for his wrath.”
“And with the Jedi Knights scattered throughout the galaxy, and so many of them following their own agendas, Nom Anor might just find plenty of ammunition to add to his arguments,” Leia added grimly. “I’m glad that my brother is thinking of reestablishing the Jedi Council.”
Mara nodded, but Jaina seemed less convinced. “Jacen doesn’t think that’s such a good idea,” she reminded her mother.
Leia shrugged. Her oldest son, Jaina’s twin, had indeed expressed serious doubts about the course of the Jedi Knights.
“If we can’t bring some sense of order to the galaxy, particularly to isolated planets like Osarian and Rhommamool, then we’re no better than the Empire,” Mara remarked.
“We’re better than the Empire,” Leia insisted.
“Not in Nom Anor’s eyes,” Jaina said.
And Mara reiterated her warning to Leia not to take the man lightly. “He’s the strangest man I ever met,” she explained, and given her past exploits with notorious sorts like Jabba the Hutt and Talon Karrde, that was quite a statement. “Even when I tried to use the Force to gain a better perspective on him, I drew …” Mara paused, as if looking for some way to properly express the feeling. “A blank,” she decided. “As if the Force had nothing to do with him.”
Leia and Jaina looked at her curiously.
“No,” Mara corrected. “More like he had nothing to do with the Force.”
The perfect disconnected ideologue, Leia thought, and she expressed her feelings with a single sarcastic word:
“Wonderful.”
He stood on the platform surrounded by his fanatical Red Knights. Before him, ten thousand Rhommamoolians crowded into every open space of the great public square of Redhaven, once the primary trading spaceport of the planet. But those facilities had been leveled in the early days of the uprising, with the Rhommamoolians declaring their independence from Osarian. And more recently, since the coming of Nom Anor as spearhead of the revolution, the place had been renamed the Square of Hopeful Redemption.
Here, the citizens came to declare freedom from Osarian.
Here, the followers came to renounce the New Republic.
Here, the believers came to renounce the Jedi.
And here, the fanatics came to discredit progress and technology, to cry out for a simpler time, when the strength of a being’s legs, and not the weight of his purse, determined how far he could travel, and the strength of his hands, and not the weight of his purse, allowed him to harvest the gifts of nature.
Nom Anor loved it all, the adulation and the fanatical, bordering on suicidal, devotion. He cared nothing for Rhommamool or its inhabitants, cared nothing for the foolish cries for some ridiculous “simpler time.”
But how he loved the chaos his words and followers inflicted upon the order of the galaxy. How he loved the brooding undercurrent of resentment toward the New Republic, and the simmering anger aimed at the Jedi Knights, these supercreatures of the galaxy.
Wouldn’t his superiors be pleased?
Nom Anor flipped his shiny black cape back from his shoulder and held his fist upraised into the air, drawing shrieks of appreciation. In the center of the square, where once had stood the Portmaster’s Pavilion, now was a huge pit, thirty meters in diameter and ten deep. Whistles and whines emanated from that pit, along with cries for mercy and pitifully polite words of protest—the voices of droids collected by the folk of Rhommamool and dropped into the hole.
Great cheers erupted from all corners of the square as a pair of the Red Knights entered from one avenue, dragging a 9PO protocol droid between them. They went to the edge of the pit, took up the poor 9PO by the arms and the legs, and on a three-count, launched him onto the pile of metal consisting of the astromech and mine-sniffer droids, the Redhaven street-cleaner droids, and the personal butler droids of the wealthier Rhommamoolian citizens.
When the hooting and cheering died down, Nom Anor opened his hands, revealing a single small stone. Then he clenched his fist again, squeezing with tremendous power, crushing the stone in his grasp so that dust and flecks of rock splinters slipped out the sides.
The signal to begin.
As one the crowd surged forward, lifting great chunks of stone, the debris from the wreckage of the pavilion. They came to the edge of the pit one after another and hurled their heavy missiles at the pile of droids.
The stoning went on for the rest of the afternoon, until the red glare of the sun thinned to a brilliant crimson line along the horizon, until the dozens and dozens of droids were no more than scrap metal and sparking wires.
And Nom Anor, silent and dignified, watched it all somberly, accepting this great tribute his followers had paid to him, this public execution of the hated droids.
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The Yuuzhan Vong have been defeated, but the galaxy has been slow to recover from their depredations, with powerful worlds chafing at the economic burdens and military restrictions put upon them by the nascent Galactic Alliance, once-powerful species seeking to rise again, newly prosperous worlds testing their influence, and long-buried secrets coming to light. The result of all this instability is civil war. Faced with a Galactic Alliance that has fallen away from its values, Luke and the Jedi Order must decide where their loyalties lie—and so, too, must the heroes of the Rebellion.
While hostilities spread across the Core Worlds, lurking in the shadows is a Sith adept who wastes no time in taking advantage of the galactic chaos to wage a very personal war against the Skywalkers and the Solos. Luke will face terrible loss, Han and Leia will be tested as never before, and their daughter, Jaina, will learn just what it means to fulfill her destiny as “the Sword of the Jedi.” And even as the Galactic Alliance pulls the galaxy back from the brink of total disaster, the Skywalker–Solo clan will never be the same again.
The mop-up is difficult. Luke Skywalker is exiled from Coruscant, and while he and his son, Jedi Knight Ben Skywalker, set out on a quest to discover what caused such darkness to befall the galaxy and their family, Han and Leia are left to raise their granddaughter, Allana, and help shepherd the government back into some semblance of order. But little do any of them know that a long-lost tribe of Sith is making its way toward the Core, determined to fulfill their destiny of dominance over the galaxy … and that both Sith and Jedi are about to run headlong into a terrifying creature of untold Force abilities and an insatiable appetite for power …
If you’re a reader new to the Legacy era, here are four great starting points:
• Legacy of the Force: Betrayal, by Aaron Allston: The first in the nine-book Legacy of the Force series, setting the stage for galactic civil war and a fall to darkness.
• Millennium Falcon, by James Luceno: Han Solo’s famous freighter becomes a character in her own right as Han, Leia, their granddaughter Allana, and the droid C-3PO set out on an adventure that brings to light the ship’s colorful, mysterious past.
• Crosscurrent, by Paul S. Kemp: A remnant of the Old Republic comes into Luke Skywalker’s time in a tale of insane clones and time-traveling Jedi and Sith.
• Fate of the Jedi: Outcast, by Aaron Allston: The nine-book Fate of the Jedi series blasts off with the new adventures of Luke and Ben Skywalker—Jedi Master and apprentice, father and son—in search of answers to a terrifying question.
Read on for excerpts from Star Wars novels set in the Legacy era.







chapter one
CORUSCANT
“He doesn’t exist.” With those words, spoken without any conscious thought or effort on his part, Luke Skywalker sat upright in bed and looked around at the dimly illuminated chamber.
There wasn’t much to see. Members of the Jedi order, even Masters such as Luke, didn’t accumulate much personal property. Within view were chairs situated in front of unlit computer screens; a wall rack holding plasteel staves and other practice weapons; a table littered with personal effects such as datapads, notes scrawled on scraps of flimsi, datachips holding reports from various Jedi Masters, and a crude and not at all accurate sandglass statuette in Luke’s image sent to him by a child from Tatooine. Inset into the stone-veneer walls were drawers holding his and Mara’s limited selection of clothes. Their lightsabers were behind Luke, resting on a shelf on the headboard of their bed.
His wife, Mara Jade Skywalker, had more personal items and equipment, of course. Disguises, weapons, communications gear, falsified documents. A former spy, she had never given up the trappings of that trade, but those items weren’t here. Luke wasn’t sure where she kept them. She didn’t bother him with such details.
Beside him, she stirred, and he glanced down at her. Her red hair, kept a medium length this season, was an unruly mess, but there was no sleepiness in her eyes when they opened. In brighter light, he knew, those eyes were an amazing green. “Who doesn’t exist?” she asked.
“I don’t know. An enemy.”
“You dreamed about him?”
He nodded. “I’ve had the dream a couple of times before. It’s not just a dream. It’s coming to me through currents in the Force. He’s all wrapped up in shadows—a dark hooded cloak, but more than that, shadows of light and …” Luke shook his head, struggling for the correct word. “And ignorance. And denial. And he brings great pain to the galaxy … and to me.”
“Well, if he brings pain to the galaxy, you’re obviously going to feel it.”
“No, to me personally, in addition to his other evil.” Luke sighed and lay down again. “It’s too vague. And when I’m awake, when I try to peer into the future to find him, I can’t.”
“Because he doesn’t exist.”
“That’s what the dream tells me.” Luke hissed in aggravation.
“Could it be Raynar?”
Luke considered. Raynar Thul, former Jedi Knight, presumed dead during the Yuuzhan Vong war, had been discovered a few years earlier—horribly burned during the war, mentally transformed in the years since through his involvement with the insectoid Killik race. That transformation had been a malevolent one, and the Jedi order had had to deal with him. Now he languished in a well-protected cell deep within the Jedi Temple, undergoing treatment for his mental and physical afflictions.
Treatment. Treatment meant change; perhaps, in changing, Raynar was becoming something new, and Luke’s presentment pointed toward the being Raynar would someday become.
Luke shook his head and pushed the possibility away. “In this vision, I don’t sense Raynar’s alienness. Mentally, emotionally, whoever it is remains human, or near human. There’s even the possiblity that it’s my father.”
“Darth Vader.”
“No. Before he was Darth Vader. Or just when he was becoming Vader.” Luke’s gaze lost focus as he tried to recapture the dream. “What little of his face I can see reminds me of the features of Anakin Skywalker as a Jedi. But his eyes … as I watch, they turn a molten gold or orange, transforming from Force-use and anger …”
“I have an idea.”
“Tell me.”
“Let’s wait until he shows up, then crush him.”
Luke smiled. “All right.” He closed his eyes and his breathing slowed, an effort to return to sleep.
Within a minute the rhythm of his breathing became that of natural sleep.
But Mara lay awake, her attention on the ceiling—beyond it, through dozens of floor levels of the Jedi enclave to the skies of Coruscant above—and searched for any hint, any flicker of what it was that was causing her husband worry.
She found no sign of it. And she, too, slept.
ADUMAR
The gleaming pearl-gray turbolift doors slid open sideways, and warm air bearing an aroma that advertised death and destruction washed over Jacen Solo, his cousin Ben Skywalker, and their guide.
Jacen took a deep breath and held it. The odors of this subterranean factory were not the smells of corrupted flesh or gangrenous wounds—smells Jacen was familiar with—but those of labor and industry. The great chamber before them had been a missile manufacturing center for decades, and no amount of rigorous cleaning would ever be quite able to eliminate the odors of sweat, machine lubricant, newly fabricated composite materials, solid fuel propellants, and high explosives that filled the air.
Jacen expelled the breath and stepped out of the turbolift, then walked the handful of steps up to the rail overlooking the chamber. He walked rapidly so that his Jedi cloak would billow a little as he strode, so that his boot heels would ring on the metal flooring of this observation catwalk, and so his apprentice and guide would be left behind for a moment. This was a performance for his guide and all the other representatives of the Dammant Killers company. Jacen knew he was carrying off his role quite well; the company officials he’d been dealing with remained properly intimidated. But he didn’t know whether to attribute his success to his bearing and manner, his lean, brooding, and handsome looks, or his name—for on this world of Adumar, with its history of fascination with pilots, the name of Jacen’s father, Han Solo, went a very long way.
His guide, a slender, balding man named Testan ke Harran, moved up to the rail to Jacen’s right. Contrasting with the dull grays and blues that were common on this factory’s walls and its workers’ uniforms, Testan was a riot of color—his tunic, with its nearly knee-length hem and its flowing sleeves, was the precise orange of X-wing fighter pilot uniforms, though decorated with purple crisscross lines breaking it down into a flickering expanse of small diamond shapes, and his trousers, belt, and scarf were a gleaming gold.
Testan stroked his lustrous black beard, the gesture a failed attempt to conceal the man’s nervousness. Jacen felt, rather than saw, Ben move up on the other side of Testan.
“You can see,” Testan said, “ar workars enjoy very fan conditions.”
Ben cleared his throat. “He says their workers enjoy very fine conditions.”
Jacen nodded absently. He understood Testan’s words, and it had taken him little time to learn and understand the Adumari accent, but this was another act, a ploy to keep the Adumari off-balance. He leaned forward to give the manufacturing floor below his full attention.
The room was large enough to act as a hangar and maintenance bay for four full squadrons of X-wing snubfighters. Tall duracrete partitions divided the space into eight lanes, each of which enclosed an assembly line; materials entered through small portals in the wall to the left, rolled along on luminous white conveyor belts, and eventually exited through portals on the far right. Laborers in gray jumpsuits flanked the belts and worked on the materials as they passed.
On the nearest belt, immediately below Jacen, the materials being worked on appeared to be compact visual sensor assemblies. The conveyor belt brought in eight such units and stopped. Moving quickly, the laborers plugged small cables into the units and turned to look into monitors, which showed black-and-white images of jumpsuited waists and worker hands. The workers turned the units this way and that, confirming that the sensors were properly calibrated.
One monitor never lit up with a view from the sensor. The worker on that unit unplugged it and set it on a table running parallel to the conveyor belt. A moment later, the other workers on this section unplugged their sensor units and the conveyor belt jerked into motion again, carrying the remaining seven units to the next station.
One lane over, the conveyor belt remained in constant motion, carrying sensor unit housings along. The workers on that belt, fewer in number than the sensor testers, reached out occasionally to turn a housing, to look inside, to examine the exterior for cracks or warping. Some workers, distributed at intervals along the line, rapped each housing with a small rubber-headed hammer. Jacen assumed they were listening for a musical tone he could not possibly hear at this distance over the roar of noise from the floor.
Another lane away from him, the workers were clad not in jumpsuits but in full-coverage hazardous materials suits of a lighter and more reflective gray than the usual worker outfit. Their conveyor belt carried white plates bearing irregular balls the size of a human head but a nearly luminous green. The belt stopped as each set of eight such balls entered the lane, giving the workers time to plunge needlelike sensors into each ball. They, too, checked monitors for a few seconds before withdrawing the needles to allow the balls to continue on. Jacen knew that poisonous green—it was the color of the high explosive Adumari manufacturers used to fabricate the concussion missiles they exported.
While Jacen made his initial survey, Ben kept their guide occupied. “Do you wax your beard?” he asked.
“I do not.”
“It just seems very shiny. Do you oil it?”
Testan’s voice was a little more irritated in tone. “I do not oil it. I condition it. And I brush it.”
“Do you brush it with butter?”
Jacen finally looked to the right, past Testan and at his cousin. Ben was thirteen standard years of age, not tall but well muscled, with a fine-featured freckled face under a mass of flame-red hair. Ben turned, his face impassive, to look at Jacen, then said, “The Jedi Knight acknowledges that this factory seems to meet the minimum, the absolute minimum, required safety and comfort standards of a Galactic Alliance military contractor.”
Jacen nodded. The nod meant Good improvisation. He was exerting no Force skill to communicate words to Ben; Ben’s role was to pretend to act as his mentor’s translator, when his actual function was to convince the locals that adult Jedi were even more aloof and mysterious than they had thought.
“No, no, no.” Testan drew a sleeve over his brow, dabbing away a little perspiration. “We are wall above minimam standards. Those duracrete barriars? They will vent any explosive farce upward, saving the majority of workars in case of calamity. Workar shifts are only two-fifths the day in length, unlike the old days.”
Ben repeated Testan’s words, and Jacen shrugged.
Ben imitated his motion. The gesture caused his own Jedi robe to gape open, revealing the lightsaber hanging from his belt.
Testan glanced at it, then looked back at Jacen, clearly worried. “Your apprentice—” Unsure, he looked to Ben again. “You are very young, are you not, to be wearing such a weapon?”
Ben gave him a blank look. “It’s a practice lightsaber.”
“Ah.” Testan nodded as though he understood.
And there it was. Perhaps it was just the thought of a thirteen-year-old with a deadly cutting implement at hand, but Testan’s defenses slipped enough that the worry began to pour through.
It was like the game in which children are told, “For the next hour, do not think about banthas.” Try as they might, they would, within minutes or even seconds, think about a bantha.
Testan’s control finally gave way and he thought about the banthas—or, rather, a place he wasn’t supposed to go, even to think about. Jacen could feel Testan try to clamp down on the thought. Something in the increased potency of that worry told Jacen that they must be nearer to the source of his concern than during previous parts of their factory tour.
When Testan turned back, Jacen looked directly at him and said, “There is something here. Something wrong.” They were the first words he’d spoken in Testan’s presence.
Testan shook his head. “No. Evrything is fan.”
Jacen looked past him, toward the wall to the far right of the chamber. It was gray and regular, a series of metal panels each the height of a man and twice as wide stacked like bricks. He began a slow, deliberate scrutiny, traversing right to left. His gaze swept the walls, the assembly lines, the elevated observation chamber directly opposite the turbolifts by which they had entered, and continued along the wall to the left.
As his attention reached the middle of the left wall, along the observation balcony, he felt another pulse of worry from Testan. Ben cleared his throat, a signal; the boy, though nowhere near as sensitive in the Force as Jacen, had gotten the same feeling.
Jacen set off along the balcony in that direction. This time the ringing of his boots and billowing of his cloak were a side effect of his speed rather than an act.
“You wish to see the observation chambar?” Testan hurried to keep up. His anxiety was growing, and there was something within it, like a shiny stone at the bottom of a murky pond.
Jacen reached into that pond to draw out the prize within.
It was a memory of a door. It was broad and gray, closing from above as men and women—in dark blue jumpsuits, the outfits of supervisors in this facility—scurried out ahead of its closing. When it settled in place, it was identical to the wall panels Jacen saw ahead of him in the here and now.
Jacen glanced over his shoulder at Testan. “Your thoughts betray you.”
Testan paled. “No, there is nothing to betray.”
Jacen rounded the observation balcony corner, took a few more steps, and skidded to a halt in front of one of the wall sections.
It was here. He knew because he could feel something beyond.
Conflict. He himself was there, fighting. So was Ben. It was a faint glimpse of the future, and he and his apprentice would be in peril beyond.
He jerked his head toward the wall.
Ben brought out his lightsaber and switched it on. With a snap-hiss sound, its blue blade of coherent energy extended to full length.
Ben plunged the blade into the wall panel and began to drag it around in a large circle.
Testan, his voice pained, said, “He told us it was a practice weapon.”
Jacen gave him an innocent look. “It’s true from a certain point of view. He does practice with it.” In his nervousness, Testan didn’t seem to notice that Jacen was understanding him clearly now.
Ben completed his circle and gave the meter-and-a-half-high section he’d outlined a little kick. It fell away into a well-lit chamber, clanging on the floor beyond; the edges still glowed with the heat the lightsaber had poured into them.
Ben stepped through. Jacen ducked to follow. He heard Testan muttering—doubtless an alert into a comlink. Jacen didn’t bother to interfere. They’d just been within clear sight of hundreds of workers and the observation chamber. Dealing with Testan wouldn’t keep the alarm from being broadcast.
The room beyond Ben’s improvised doorway was actually a corridor, four meters wide and eight high, every surface made up of the same dull gray metal rectangles found in the outer chamber, greenish white light pouring from the luminous ceiling. To the left, the corridor ended after a few meters, and that end was heavily packed with tall plasteel transport containers. They were marked DANGER, DO NOT DROP, and DAMMANT KILLER MODEL 16, QUANTITY 24.
To the right, the corridor extended another forty meters and then opened up; the rail and drop-off at the end suggested that it opened onto another observation balcony above another fabrication chamber.
Now making the turn from the balcony into the corridor and running toward them were half a dozen troops armed with blaster rifles. Their orange jumpsuits were reminiscent of X-wing pilot uniforms, but the green carapace armor over their lower legs, torsos, lower arms, and heads was more like stormtrooper speeder bike armor painted the wrong color.
And then behind the first six troops came another six, and then another eight …
Jacen brought his lightsaber out and snapped it into life; the incandescent green of his blade was reflected as highlights against the walls and the armor of the oncoming troops. “Stay behind me,” he said.
“Yes, sir.” Ben’s sigh was audible, and Jacen grinned.
The foremost trooper, who bore gold bars on his helmet and wrists, shouted, his voice mechanically amplified: “Stop whar you are! This saction is restricted!”
Jacen moved forward at a walk. He rotated his wrist, moving his lightsaber blade around in front of him in a pattern vaguely reminiscent of butterfly wings. He shouted back, “Could you speak up? I’m a little deaf.”
Ben snickered. “Good one.”
“You may not entar this saction!”
They were now twenty meters from the ranks of troopers ahead.
Jacen continued twirling his blade in a practice form. “Fewer people will be hurt if you just get out of my way.” It was a sort of ritual thing to say. Massed enemy forces almost never backed down, despite the reputation of the Jedi—a reputation that became more widespread, more supernatural, with each year the Jedi prospered under Luke Skywalker’s leadership.
The phrase was ritual in another way, too. Once upon a time, Jacen would have felt tragedy surround him when his actions resulted in the deaths of common soldiers, common guards. But over time he’d lost that sense. There was a wearying inevitability to leaders sending their troops to die against more powerful enemies. It had been happening as long as there were violent leaders and obedient followers. In death, these people became one with the Force, and when Jacen had accepted that fact, his sense of tragedy had largely evaporated.
He took another two steps and the trooper commander called, “Fire!”
The troopers began firing. Jacen gave himself over to the Force, to his awareness of his surroundings, to his sudden oneness with the men and women trying to kill him.
He simply ignored most of the blaster bolts. When he felt them angling in toward him, he twirled his lightsaber blade in line and batted them away, usually back toward the crowd of troopers. In the first few seconds of their assault, four troopers fell to blasts launched by their friends. The smell of burned flesh began to fill the corridor.
Jacen felt danger from behind; felt Ben react to it. Jacen didn’t shift his attention; he continued his march forward. He’d prefer to be able to protect the inexperienced youth, but the boy was good at blaster defense practice. Hard as it was to trust a Jedi whose skills were just developing, he had to. To teach, to learn, he had to trust.
Jacen intercepted the next blaster shot that came his way and batted it toward the trooper commander. It struck the man in the helmet and caromed off, burning out against the ceiling; a portion four meters square of the ceiling’s illumination winked out, darkening the corridor. The commander fell. The shot was probably not fatal—protected by his helmet, the man would have forehead and scalp burns, probably a concussion, but he was unlikely to die.
The strategy had its desired effect. The troopers saw their commander fall. They continued firing but also exchanged looks. Jacen never broke pace, and a trooper with silver stripes on his helmet called “Back, back.” In good order, the troopers began a withdrawal.
Behind him, Jacen heard more blasterfire and the distinctive zap of a lightsaber blade intercepting it, deflecting it. Within the flow of the Force, Jacen felt a shot coming in toward his back, felt it being slapped aside, saw and felt it as it hit the wall to his right. The heat from the shot warmed his right shoulder.
But the defenders continued their retreat, and soon the last of them was around the corner. Jacen’s path to the railing was clear. He strode up to it.
Over the rail, a dozen meters down, was another assembly-line pit, where line after line of munitions components was being assembled—though at the moment all the lines were stopped, their anonymous jumpsuited workers staring up at Jacen.
Jacen’s movement out of the corridor brought him within sight of the orange-and-green defenders, who were now arrayed in disciplined rows along the walkway to Jacen’s left. As soon as he reached the railing they opened fire again. Their tighter formation allowed them to concentrate their fire, and Jacen found himself deflecting more shots than before.
He felt rather than saw Ben scoot into position behind him, but no blaster bolts came at him from that direction. “What now?” Ben asked.
“Finish the mission.” Jacen caught a too-close bolt on his blade near the hilt; unable to aim the deflection, he saw the bolt flash down into the assembly area. It hit a monitor screen. The men and women near the screen dived for cover. Jacen winced; a fraction of a degree of arc difference and that bolt could have hit an explosives package. As inured as he was to causing death, he didn’t want to cause it by accident.
“But you’re in charge—”
“I’m busy.” Jacen took a step forward to give himself more maneuvering and swinging space and concentrated on his attackers. He needed to protect himself and Ben now, to defend a broader area. He focused on batting bolt after bolt back into the ranks of the attackers, saw one, two, three of the soldiers fall.
There was a lull in the barrage of fire. Jacen took a moment to glance over his shoulder. Ben stood at the railing, staring down into the manufacturing line, and to his eye he held a small but expensive holocam unit—the sort carried by wealthy vacationers and holocam hobbyists all over the galaxy.
As Jacen returned his attention to the soldiers, Ben began talking: “Um, this is Ben Skywalker. Jedi Knight Jacen Solo and I are in a, I don’t know, secret part of the Dammant Killers plant under the city of Cartann on the planet Adumar. You’re looking at a missile manufacturing line. It’s making missiles that are not being reported to the GA. They’re selling to planets that aren’t supposed to be getting them. Dammant is breaking the rules. Oh, and the noise you’re hearing? Their guys are trying to kill us.”
Jacen felt Ben’s motion as the boy swung to record the blaster-versus-lightsaber conflict.
“Is that enough?” Ben asked.
Jacen shook his head. “Get the whole chamber. And while you’re doing it, figure out what we’re supposed to do next.”
“I was kind of thinking we ought to get out of here.”
With the tip of his lightsaber blade, Jacen caught a blast that was crackling in toward his right shin. He popped the blast back toward its firer. It hit the woman’s blaster rifle, searing it into an unrecognizable lump, causing her green shoulder armor momentarily to catch fire. She retreated, one of her fellow soldiers patting out her flames. Now there were fewer than fifteen soldiers standing against the Jedi, and their temporary commander was obviously rethinking his make-a-stand orders.
“Good. How?”
“Well, the way we came in—no. They’d be waiting for us.”
“Correct.”
“And you never want to fight the enemy on ground he’s chosen if you can avoid it.”
Jacen grinned. Ben’s words, so adult, were a quote from Han Solo, a man whose wisdom was often questionable—except on matters of personal survival. “Also correct.”
“So … the ends of those assembly lines?”
“Good. So go.”
Jacen heard the scrape of a heel as Ben vaulted over the rail. Not waiting, Jacen leapt laterally, clearing the rail by half a meter, and spun as he fell. Ahead of and below him, Ben was just landing in a crouch on the nearest assembly line, which was loaded with opalescent shell casings. As Jacen landed, bent knees and a little upward push from the Force easing the impact, Ben raced forward, reflexively swatting aside the grasping hand of a too-bold line worker, and crouched as he lunged through the diminutive portal at the end of the line.
Jacen followed. He heard and felt the heat of blaster bolts hitting the assembly line behind him. He swung his lightsaber back over his shoulder, intercepting one bolt, taking the full force of the impact rather than deflecting the bolt into a neighboring line.
No line workers tried to grab him, and in seconds he was squeezing through the portal.








GALACTIC ALLIANCE DIPLOMATIC SHUTTLE, HIGH CORUSCANT ORBIT
ONE BY ONE, THE STARS OVERHEAD BEGAN TO DISAPPEAR, swallowed by some enormous darkness interposing itself from above and behind the shuttle. Sharply pointed at its most forward position, broadening behind, the flood of blackness advanced, blotting out more and more of the unblinking starfield, until darkness was all there was to see.
Then, all across the length and breadth of the ominous shape, lights came on—blue and white running lights, tiny red hatch and security lights, sudden glows from within transparisteel viewports, one large rectangular whiteness limned by atmosphere shields. The lights showed the vast triangle to be the underside of an Imperial Star Destroyer, painted black, forbidding a moment ago, now comparatively cheerful in its proper running configuration. It was the Gilad Pellaeon, newly arrived from the Imperial Remnant, and its officers clearly knew how to put on a show.
Jaina Solo, sitting with the others in the dimly lit passenger compartment of the government VIP shuttle, watched the entire display through the overhead transparisteel canopy and laughed out loud.
The Bothan in the sumptuously padded chair next to hers gave her a curious look. His mottled red and tan fur twitched, either from suppressed irritation or embarrassment at Jaina’s outburst. “What do you find so amusing?”
“Oh, both the obviousness of it and the skill with which it was performed. It’s so very, You used to think of us as dark and scary, but now we’re just your stylish allies.” Jaina lowered her voice so that her next comment would not carry to the passengers in the seats behind. “The press will love it. That image will play on the holonews broadcasts constantly. Mark my words.”
“Was that little show a Jagged Fel detail?”
Jaina tilted her head, considering. “I don’t know. He could have come up with it, but he usually doesn’t spend his time planning displays or events. When he does, though, they’re usually pretty … effective.”
The shuttle rose toward the Gilad Pellaeon’s main landing bay. In moments, it was through the square atmosphere barrier shield and drifting sideways to land on the deck nearby. The landing place was clearly marked—hundreds of beings, most wearing gray Imperial uniforms or the distinctive white armor of the Imperial stormtrooper, waited in the bay, and the one circular spot where none stood was just the right size for the Galactic Alliance shuttle.
The passengers rose as the shuttle settled into place. The Bothan smoothed his tunic, a cheerful blue decorated with a golden sliver pattern suggesting claws. “Time to go to work. You won’t let me get killed, will you?”
Jaina let her eyes widen. “Is that what I was supposed to be doing here?” she asked in droll tones. “I should have brought my lightsaber.”
The Bothan offered a long-suffering sigh and turned toward the exit.
They descended the shuttle’s boarding ramp. With no duties required of her other than to keep alert and be the Jedi face at this preliminary meeting, Jaina was able to stand back and observe. She was struck with the unreality of it all. The niece and daughter of three of the most famous enemies of the Empire during the First Galactic Civil War of a few decades earlier, she was now witness to events that might bring the Galactic Empire—or Imperial Remnant, as it was called everywhere outside its own borders—into the Galactic Alliance on a lasting basis.
And at the center of the plan was the man, flanked by Imperial officers, who now approached the Bothan. Slightly under average size, though towering well above Jaina’s diminutive height, he was dark-haired, with a trim beard and mustache that gave him a rakish look, and was handsome in a way that became more pronounced when he glowered. A scar on his forehead ran up into his hairline and seemed to continue as a lock of white hair from that point. He wore expensive but subdued black civilian garments, neck-to-toe, that would be inconspicuous anywhere on Coruscant but stood out in sharp relief to the gray and white uniforms, white armor, and colorful Alliance clothes surrounding him.
He had one moment to glance at Jaina. The look probably appeared neutral to onlookers, but for her it carried just a twinkle of humor, a touch of exasperation that the two of them had to put up with all these delays. Then an Alliance functionary, notable for his blandness, made introductions: “Imperial Head of State the most honorable Jagged Fel, may I present Senator Tiurrg Drey’lye of Bothawui, head of the Senate Unification Preparations Committee.”
Jagged Fel took the Senator’s hand. “I’m pleased to be working with you.”
“And delighted to meet you. Chief of State Daala sends her compliments and looks forward to meeting you when you make planetfall.”
Jag nodded. “And now, I believe, protocol insists that we open a bottle or a dozen of wine and make some preliminary discussion of security, introduction protocols, and so on.”
“Fortunately about the wine, and regrettably about everything else, you are correct.”
At the end of two full standard hours—Jaina knew from regular, surreptitious consultations of her chrono—Jag was able to convince the Senator and his retinue to accept a tour of the Gilad Pellaeon. He was also able to request a private consultation with the sole representative of the Jedi Order present. Moments later, the gray-walled conference room was empty of everyone but Jag and Jaina.
Jag glanced toward the door. “Security seal, access limited to Jagged Fel and Jedi Jaina Solo, voice identification, activate.” The door hissed in response as it sealed. Then Jag returned his attention to Jaina.
She let an expression of anger and accusation cross her face. “You’re not fooling anyone, Fel. You’re planning for an Imperial invasion of Alliance space.”
Jag nodded. “I’ve been planning it for quite a while. Come here.”
She moved to him, settled into his lap, and was suddenly but not unexpectedly caught in his embrace. They kissed urgently, hungrily.
Finally Jaina drew back and smiled at him. “This isn’t going to be a routine part of your consultations with every Jedi.”
“Uh, no. That would cause some trouble here and at home. But I actually do have business with the Jedi that does not involve the Galactic Alliance, at least not initially.”
“What sort of business?”
“Whether or not the Galactic Empire joins with the Galactic Alliance, I think there ought to be an official Jedi presence in the Empire. A second Temple, a branch, an offshoot, whatever. Providing advice and insight to the Head of State.”
“And protection? ”
He shrugged. “Less of an issue. I’m doing all right. Two years in this position and not dead yet.”
“Emperor Palpatine went nearly twenty-five years.”
“I guess that makes him my hero.”
Jaina snorted. “Don’t even say that in jest … Jag, if the Remnant doesn’t join the Alliance, I’m not sure the Jedi can have a presence without Alliance approval.”
“The Order still keeps its training facility for youngsters in Hapan space. And the Hapans haven’t rejoined.”
“You sound annoyed. The Hapans still giving you trouble?”
“Let’s not talk about that.”
“Besides, moving the school back to Alliance space is just a matter of time, logistics, and finances; there’s no question that it will happen. On the other hand, it’s very likely that the government would withhold approval for a Jedi branch in the Remnant, just out of spite, if the Remnant doesn’t join.”
“Well, there’s such a thing as an unofficial presence. And there’s such a thing as rival schools, schismatic branches, and places for former Jedi to go when they can’t be at the Temple.”
Jaina smiled again, but now there was suspicion in her expression. “You just want to have this so I’ll be assigned to come to the Remnant and set it up.”
“That’s a motive, but not the only one. Remember, to the Moffs and to a lot of the Imperial population, the Jedi have been bogeymen since Palpatine died. At the very least, I don’t want them to be inappropriately afraid of the woman I’m in love with.”
Jaina was silent for a moment. “Have we talked enough politics?”
“I think so.”
“Good.”
HORN FAMILY QUARTERS,
KALLAD’S DREAM VACATION HOSTEL,
CORUSCANT
Yawning, hair tousled, clad in a blue dressing robe, Valin Horn knew that he did not look anything like an experienced Jedi Knight. He looked like an unshaven, unkempt bachelor, which he also was. But here, in these rented quarters, there would be only family to see him—at least until he had breakfast, shaved, and dressed.
The Horns did not live here, of course. His mother, Mirax, was the anchor for the immediate family. Manager of a variety of interlinked businesses—trading, interplanetary finances, gambling and recreation, and, if rumors were true, still a little smuggling here and there—she maintained her home and business address on Corellia. Corran, her husband and Valin’s father, was a Jedi Master, much of his life spent on missions away from the family, but his true home was where his heart resided, wherever Mirax lived. Valin and his sister, Jysella, also Jedi, lived wherever their missions sent them, and also counted Mirax as the center of the family.
Now Mirax had rented temporary quarters on Coruscant so the family could collect on one of its rare occasions, this time for the Unification Summit, where she and Corran would separately give depositions on the relationships among the Confederation states, the Imperial Remnant, and the Galactic Alliance as they related to trade and Jedi activities. Mirax had insisted that Valin and Jysella leave their Temple quarters and stay with their parents while these events were taking place, and few forces in the galaxy could stand before her decision—Luke Skywalker certainly knew better than to try.
Moving from the refresher toward the kitchen and dining nook, Valin brushed a lock of brown hair out of his eyes and grinned. Much as he might put up a public show of protest—the independent young man who did not need parents to direct his actions or tell him where to sleep—he hardly minded. It was good to see family. And both Corran and Mirax were better cooks than the ones at the Jedi Temple.
There was no sound of conversation from the kitchen, but there was some clattering of pans, so at least one of his parents must still be on hand. As he stepped from the hallway into the dining nook, Valin saw that it was his mother, her back to him as she worked at the stove. He pulled a chair from the table and sat. “Good morning.”
“A joke, so early?” Mirax did not turn to face him, but her tone was cheerful. “No morning is good. I come light-years from Corellia to be with my family, and what happens? I have to keep Jedi hours to see them. Don’t you know that I’m an executive? And a lazy one?”
“I forgot.” Valin took a deep breath, sampling the smells of breakfast. His mother was making hotcakes Corellian-style, nerf sausage links on the side, and caf was brewing. For a moment, Valin was transported back to his childhood, to the family breakfasts that had been somewhat more common before the Yuuzhan Vong came, before Valin and Jysella had started down the Jedi path. “Where are Dad and Sella?”
“Your father is out getting some back-door information from other Jedi Masters for his deposition.” Mirax pulled a plate from a cabinet and began sliding hotcakes and links onto it. “Your sister left early and wouldn’t say what she was doing, which I assume either means it’s Jedi business I can’t know about or that she’s seeing some man she doesn’t want me to know about.”
“Or both.”
“Or both.” Mirax turned and moved over to put the plate down before him. She set utensils beside it.
The plate was heaped high with food, and Valin recoiled from it in mock horror. “Stang, Mom, you’re feeding your son, not a squadron of Gamorreans.” Then he caught sight of his mother’s face and he was suddenly no longer in a joking mood.
This wasn’t his mother.
Oh, the woman had Mirax’s features. She had the round face that admirers had called “cute” far more often than “beautiful,” much to Mirax’s chagrin. She had Mirax’s generous, curving lips that smiled so readily and expressively, and Mirax’s bright, lively brown eyes. She had Mirax’s hair, a glossy black with flecks of gray, worn shoulder-length to fit readily under a pilot’s helmet, even though she piloted far less often these days. She was Mirax to every freckle and dimple.
But she was not Mirax.
The woman, whoever she was, caught sight of Valin’s confusion. “Something wrong?”
“Uh, no.” Stunned, Valin looked down at his plate.
He had to think—logically, correctly, and fast. He might be in grave danger right now, though the Force currently gave him no indication of imminent attack. The true Mirax, wherever she was, might be in serious trouble or worse. Valin tried in vain to slow his heart rate and speed up his thinking processes.
Fact: Mirax had been here but had been replaced by an imposter. Presumably the real Mirax was gone; Valin could not sense anyone but himself and the imposter in the immediate vicinity. The imposter had remained behind for some reason that had to relate to Valin, Jysella, or Corran. It couldn’t have been to capture Valin, as she could have done that with drugs or other methods while he slept, so the food was probably not drugged.
Under Not-Mirax’s concerned gaze, he took a tentative bite of sausage and turned a reassuring smile he didn’t feel toward her.
Fact: Creating an imposter this perfect must have taken a fortune in money, an incredible amount of research, and a volunteer willing to let her features be permanently carved into the likeness of another’s. Or perhaps this was a clone, raised and trained for the purpose of simulating Mirax. Or maybe she was a droid, one of the very expensive, very rare human replica droids. Or maybe a shape-shifter. Whichever, the simulation was nearly perfect. Valin hadn’t recognized the deception until …
Until what? What had tipped him off? He took another bite, not registering the sausage’s taste or temperature, and maintained the face-hurting smile as he tried to recall the detail that had alerted him that this wasn’t his mother.
He couldn’t figure it out. It was just an instant realization, too fleeting to remember, too overwhelming to reject.
Would Corran be able to see through the deception? Would Jysella? Surely, they had to be able to. But what if they couldn’t? Valin would accuse this woman and be thought insane.
Were Corran and Jysella even still at liberty? Still alive? At this moment, the Not-Mirax’s colleagues could be spiriting the two of them away with the true Mirax. Or Corran and Jysella could be lying, bleeding, at the bottom of an access shaft, their lives draining away.
Valin couldn’t think straight. The situation was too overwhelming, the mystery too deep, and the only person here who knew the answers was the one who wore the face of his mother.
He stood, sending his chair clattering backward, and fixed the false Mirax with a hard look. “Just a moment.” He dashed to his room.
His lightsaber was still where he’d left it, on the night-stand beside his bed. He snatched it up and gave it a near-instantaneous examination. Battery power was still optimal; there was no sign that it had been tampered with.
He returned to the dining room with the weapon in his hand. Not-Mirax, clearly confused and beginning to look a little alarmed, stood by the stove, staring at him.
Valin ignited the lightsaber, its snap-hiss of activation startlingly loud, and held the point of the gleaming energy blade against the food on his plate. Hotcakes shriveled and blackened from contact with the weapon’s plasma. Valin gave Not-Mirax an approving nod. “Flesh does the same thing under the same conditions, you know.”
“Valin, what’s wrong?”
“You may address me as Jedi Horn. You don’t have the right to use my personal name.” Valin swung the lightsaber around in a practice form, allowing the blade to come within a few centimeters of the glow rod fixture overhead, the wall, the dining table, and the woman with his mother’s face. “You probably know from your research that the Jedi don’t worry much about amputations.”
Not-Mirax shrank back away from him, both hands on the stove edge behind her. “What?”
“We know that a severed limb can readily be replaced by a prosthetic that looks identical to the real thing. Prosthetics offer sensation and do everything flesh can. They’re ideal substitutes in every way, except for requiring maintenance. So we don’t feel too badly when we have to cut the arm or leg off a very bad person. But I assure you, that very bad person remembers the pain forever.”
“Valin, I’m going to call your father now.” Not-Mirax sidled toward the blue bantha-hide carrybag she had left on a side table.
Valin positioned the tip of his lightsaber directly beneath her chin. At the distance of half a centimeter, its containing force field kept her from feeling any heat from the blade, but a slight twitch on Valin’s part could maim or kill her instantly. She froze.
“No, you’re not. You know what you’re going to do instead?”
Not-Mirax’s voice wavered. “What?”
“You’re going to tell me what you’ve done with my mother!” The last several words emerged as a bellow, driven by fear and anger. Valin knew that he looked as angry as he sounded; he could feel blood reddening his face, could even see redness begin to suffuse everything in his vision.
“Boy, put the blade down.” Those were not the woman’s words. They came from behind. Valin spun, bringing his blade up into a defensive position.
In the doorway stood a man, middle-aged, clean-shaven, his hair graying from brown. He was of below-average height, his eyes a startling green. He wore the brown robes of a Jedi. His hands were on his belt, his own lightsaber still dangling from it.
He was Valin’s father, Jedi Master Corran Horn. But he wasn’t, any more than the woman behind Valin was Mirax Horn.
Valin felt a wave of despair wash over him. Both parents replaced. Odds were growing that the real Corran and Mirax were already dead.
Yet Valin’s voice was soft when he spoke. “They may have made you a virtual double for my father. But they can’t have given you his expertise with the lightsaber.”
“You don’t want to do what you’re thinking about, son.”
“When I cut you in half, that’s all the proof anyone will ever need that you’re not the real Corran Horn.”
Valin lunged.
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