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One
With lowlifes of every species from three-eyed Gran to four-armed Hekto standing belly-to-bar, the Red Ronto reminded Han Solo of that cantina back on Mos Eisley—the one where he had first met Luke Skywalker and Obi-Wan Kenobi all those years ago. Smoke hung in the air so thick and green he could taste it, and the bartender was pulling drinks from a tangle of pipes and spigots more complicated than a hyperdrive unit. There was even an all-Bith band onstage—though instead of upbeat jatz, they were blasting the room with outdated smazzo.
Usually, the driving bass and stabbing wailhorn made Han think of banging coolant lines. But today he was feeling it, and why not? This trip promised to be more getaway than mission, and he was looking forward to seeing his old friend Lando Calrissian again.
“I don’t like it, Han,” Leia said, raising her voice over the music. “It’s not like Lando to be so late.”
Han turned to look across the table, where Leia sat with a half-empty drink in front of her. Wearing a gray gunner’s jacket over a white flight suit, she was—as always—the classiest female in the joint … and, despite a few laugh lines, still the most beautiful. He thumbed a control pad on the edge of the table, and the faint yellow radiance of a tranquillity screen rose around their booth. The screen was a rare touch of quality for a place like the Red Ronto, but one Han appreciated as the raucous music faded to a muffled booming.
“Relax,” he said. “When has Lando ever missed a rendezvous?”
“My point exactly. Maybe that pirate problem is more dangerous than he thought.” Leia nodded toward the entrance. “And take a look at that miner over there. His Force aura is filled with anxiety.”
Han followed her gaze toward a young olive-skinned human dressed in the dust-caked safety boots and molytex jumpsuit of an asteroid miner. With a nose just crooked enough to be rakish and a T-6 blaster pistol hanging from his side, the kid was clearly no stranger to a fight. But he was not exactly streetwise, either. He was just standing there in the doorway, squinting into dark corners while he remained silhouetted against the light behind him.
“He doesn’t look like much of a threat,” Han said. Still, he dropped a hand to his thigh holster and undid the retention strap. As a Jedi Knight, Leia felt things through the Force that Han could not sense at all, and he had long ago learned to trust her instincts. “Probably just some crew chief looking for new hires.”
The miner’s gaze stopped at the Solos’ booth. He flashed a brash smile, then said something to the bartender and raised three fingers.
“He’s looking for us, Han,” Leia said. “This must have something to do with Lando.”
“Could be,” Han allowed, but he hoped Leia was wrong. Missed rendezvous and strange messengers were never a good sign.
Any lingering doubt about the miner’s intentions vanished when the bartender handed him a bottle of Corellian Reserve with three glasses and he started in their direction. There was something in his bold stride and cocky grin that set Han on edge.
“Whoever he is, I don’t like him,” Han said. “He’s way too sure of himself.”
Leia smiled. “He reminds me of you at that age,” she said. “I like him already.”
Han shot her a scowl meant to suggest she needed an eye exam, and then the newcomer was at their table, stepping through the tranquillity screen. He placed the glasses on the table and opened the bottle.
“I hope you don’t mind,” he said, pouring. “But they keep a case of Reserve on hand for Lando, and I thought you might prefer it to the usual swill around here.”
“You were right,” Leia said, visibly relaxing at the mention of Lando’s name. “Whom shall I thank?”
The miner placed a hand on his chest. “Omad Kaeg, at your service,” he said, bowing. “Captain Omad Kaeg, owner and operator of the Joyous Roamer, one of the oldest and most profitable asteroid tugs in the Rift.”
Han rolled his eyes at the overblown introduction, but Leia smiled. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Captain Kaeg.” She motioned at the table. “Won’t you join us?”
Kaeg flashed his brash smile again. “It would be an honor.”
Instead of taking a seat where Leia had indicated, Kaeg leaned across the table to set his glass in the shadows on the far side of the booth—an obvious attempt to position himself where he could watch the door. Han quickly rose and allowed Kaeg into the back of the booth. If a stranger wanted to place himself in a crossfire zone between two Solos, Han wasn’t going to argue.
“So, how do you know Lando?” Han asked, resuming his seat. “And where is he?”
“I know Lando from the miners’ cooperative—and, of course, I supply his asteroid refinery on Sarnus.” Kaeg’s gray eyes slid toward the still-empty entrance, then back again. “I think he’s at the refinery now. At least, that’s where he wants you to meet him.”
Han scowled. “On Sarnus?” The planet lay hidden deep in the Chiloon Rift—one of the densest, most difficult-to-navigate nebulae in the galaxy—and its actual coordinates were a matter of debate. “How the blazes does he expect us to find it?”
“That’s why Lando sent me,” Kaeg said. “To help.”
Kaeg’s hand dropped toward his thigh pocket, causing Han to draw his blaster and aim it at the kid’s belly under the table. He wasn’t taking any chances.
But Kaeg was only reaching for a portable holopad projector, which he placed on the table. “Let me show you what you’ll be facing.”
“Why not?” Han waved at the holopad with his free hand.
Kaeg tapped a command into the controls, and a two-meter band of braided shadow appeared above the pad. Shaped like a narrow wedge, the braid appeared to be coming undone in places, with wild blue wisps dangling down toward the corrosion-pitted tabletop and even into Han’s drink.
“This, of course, is a chart of the Chiloon Rift,” Kaeg said.
He tapped another command, and a red dash appeared in the holomap, marking the cantina’s location on Brink Station just outside the Rift. The dash quickly stretched into a line and began to coil through the tangled wisps of hot plasma that gave the Chiloon Rift its distinctive array of blue hues. Before long, it had twisted itself into a confusing snarl that ran vaguely toward the center of the nebula.
“And this is the best route to Lando’s refinery on Sarnus,” Kaeg said. “I’ve been doing my best to keep the charts accurate, but I’m afraid the last update was two standard days ago.”
“Two days?” Han asked. With three kinds of hot plasma rolling around at near light speed, hyperspace lanes inside the Rift tended to open and close quickly—sometimes in hours. “That’s the best you can do?”
“I’m sorry, but, yes,” Kaeg said. “It’s important to take it slow and careful in there. If you were to leave a hyperspace lane and punch through a plasma cloud, you would fry every circuit on your ship—including your navigation sensors.”
“You don’t say,” Han said. Hitting a plasma pocket was one of the most basic dangers of nebula running, so it seemed to him that Kaeg was working way too hard to make sure he knew how dangerous it was to travel the Rift. “Thanks for the warning.”
“No problem.” Kaeg grinned, then let his gaze drift back toward the cantina door. “Any friend of Lando Calrissian’s is a friend of mine.”
Instead of answering, Han caught Leia’s eye, then tipped his head ever so slightly toward their tablemate. She nodded and turned toward Kaeg. After forty years together, he knew she would understand what he was thinking—that something felt wrong with Kaeg’s story.
“We appreciate your concern, Captain Kaeg.” Leia’s tone was warm but commanding, a sure sign that she was using the Force to encourage Kaeg to answer honestly. “But I still don’t understand why Lando isn’t here himself. When he asked us to look into the pirate problem in the Rift, he was quite insistent that he would meet us here at the Red Ronto personally.”
Kaeg shrugged. “I’m sorry, but he didn’t explain the change of plans. His message only said to meet you here and make sure you reached Sarnus.” Continuing to watch the door with one eye, he paused, then spoke in a confidential tone. “But I don’t blame you for hesitating. This trip could be very risky, especially for someone your age.”
“Our age?” Han bristled. “You think we’re old or something?”
Kaeg finally looked away from the door. “Uh … no?” he replied. “It’s just that, uh—well, you do need pretty quick reflexes in the Chiloon Rift.”
“It’s called experience, kid,” Han said. “Someday, you might have some yourself … if you live that long.”
“No offense,” Kaeg said, raising his hands. “I’m just worried about you heading in there alone.”
“Don’t let a few wrinkles fool you, Captain Kaeg,” Leia said. “We can take care of ourselves.”
Kaeg shook his head almost desperately. “You wouldn’t say that if you had ever been inside the Rift,” he said. “It isn’t the kind of place you should go without a guide on your first visit. The plasma in there kills S-thread transmissions, so HoloNet transceivers are worthless—and even emergency transmitters aren’t much good.”
“What about the RiftMesh?” Han asked. “All that communications hardware, and you’re telling me it doesn’t work?”
“The ’Mesh works, but it’s slow. It can take an hour for a beacon to relay a signal.” Kaeg tapped the holopad controls again, and a multitude of tiny white points appeared in the holochart. “And it’s not unusual for a message to pass through a thousand beacons before being picked up. Trust me, there’s no lonelier place in the galaxy to be stranded.”
“It’s a wonder any rock grabbers go in there at all,” Han replied. “I can’t imagine a worse place to be dragging around half a billion tons of ore.”
“It’s worth it.” Ignoring Han’s sarcasm—or possibly missing it altogether—Kaeg flashed a square-toothed grin. “The tumblers in the Rift are fantastic, my friend. There are more than anyone can count, and most are heavy and pretty.”
By tumblers, Kaeg meant asteroids, Han knew. Heavy and pretty was slang for a high content of precious metals. According to Lando, the Chiloon Rift contained the largest and most bountiful asteroid field anywhere, with more capture-worthy tumblers than any other place in the galaxy. Unfortunately, its roiling clouds of plasma and a sudden infestation of pirates meant it was probably also the most dangerous.
“Which is why the pirates are hitting asteroid tugs instead of ingot convoys,” Leia surmised. “The convoys have combat escorts, but the tugs are hauling all that valuable ore around alone, with no one to call for help.”
Kaeg nodded eagerly. “It’s terribly dangerous. You can send a message and go gray waiting for an answer.” He winced almost immediately, then said, “No offense, of course.”
“None taken,” Leia said, a bit stiffly. “But with all of those asteroid tugs running around, I can’t imagine the pirates coming after a small vessel like the Falcon.”
Not seeming to notice how he was being tested, Kaeg shrugged and leaned forward. “Who knows?” he asked. “Even if the pirates aren’t interested in the Falcon, there are many other dangers.”
“And let me guess,” Han said. “You’re willing to make sure we have a safe trip—for the right price?”
“I could be persuaded to serve as your guide, yes,” Kaeg said. “As I said, any friend of Lando Calrissian’s is a friend of mine.”
“How very kind of you.” Leia flashed a tight smile, and again Han knew what she was thinking. No trick was too low for a pirate gang, and one of their favorites was to slip a saboteur aboard the target vessel. “But you still haven’t explained why Lando didn’t meet us here himself.”
“Your guess is as good as mine,” Kaeg said. “As I mentioned, he didn’t give a reason.”
Han leaned toward Kaeg and pointed a finger at him. “You see, now, that’s where your story falls apart. Lando isn’t the kind of guy who fails to show with no explanation. He would’ve said why he couldn’t make it.”
Kaeg showed his palms in mock surrender. “Look, I’ve told you all I know.” He focused his attention on Leia. “Lando kept the message short. I’m assuming that’s because he didn’t want everyone in the Rift to know his business.”
“And why would that happen?” Leia asked. “Do you have a habit of breaking confidences?”
Kaeg scowled and shook his head. “Of course not,” he said. “But I told you—Lando sent that message over the RiftMesh.”
“And?” Han asked.
Kaeg sighed in exasperation. “You really don’t understand how things work here,” he said. “The RiftMesh is an open network—open, as in one single channel. Everybody listens, with nothing encrypted. If a message is encrypted, the beacons won’t even relay it. That makes it tough to keep a secret, but it also makes life hard on the pirates. They can’t coordinate a swarm attack if everybody is listening to their chatter over the RiftMesh.”
“And that works?” Han asked.
Kaeg waggled a hand. “It’s not perfect. The pirates find other ways to coordinate,” he said. “But the ’Mesh is better than nothing. And it helps the rest of us track one another, so our tugs don’t pile up when a good hyperspace lane opens.”
Han turned to Leia. “That actually makes sense.”
“As far as it goes.” Leia did not take her eyes off Kaeg. “But he’s been working pretty hard to get us to take him on, and that just doesn’t make sense.”
“Yeah, I know.” Han glanced back at their confused-looking table companion. “Since when do tug captains have time to take on extra work as tour guides?”
The confusion vanished from Kaeg’s face. “Is that all that’s troubling you?” he asked. “My tug has been in for repairs for a month. That’s how Lando knew I would be here to give you his message. And, quite honestly, I could use something to do.”
Han considered this, then nodded and holstered his blaster. “Maybe we’re being too hard on the kid,” he said. “After all, he did know about Lando’s stock of Corellian Reserve.”
Leia continued to study Kaeg for a moment, no doubt scrutinizing him through the Force, then said, “Fair enough. But he’s worried about something.”
“Yes,” Kaeg said. “I’m worried that you aren’t going to let me guide you to Sarnus.” He glanced toward the door again. “But if you don’t want my help, you know how to use a holochart.”
He started to rise.
“Not so fast, kid.” Han grabbed Kaeg’s arm. “You’ve been watching the door since you got here. You expecting someone?”
“Not anymore,” Kaeg said, still watching the front of the cantina. “If you don’t mind, I have things to do.”
Han pulled the asteroid miner back down, then followed his gaze and saw a huge, scaly green figure entering the cantina. The reptiloid was so tall he had to duck as he stepped through the entrance, and his thick arms hung from shoulders so broad that they rubbed both sides of the doorframe. His spiny skull crest almost scraped the ceiling, and a thick tail swept the floor behind him. The creature stopped just inside the room, vertical pupils dilating to diamonds as his pale eyes adjusted to the dim light.
“Who’s that?” Han asked, keeping one eye on the newcomer.
“No one you’d ever want to meet.” Kaeg slid into the back of the booth and slumped down in the shadows. “One of the Nargons.”
“Who are the Nargons?” Leia asked. “I’m not familiar with that species.”
“Lucky you,” Kaeg said, sinking even deeper into his seat. “You should try to keep it that way.”
“Care to explain why?” Han asked. “And while you’re at it, maybe why you’re hiding from that one?”
As Han spoke, two more Nargons ducked through the door, their big hands hanging close to the blasters in their knee holsters. They stepped forward to flank the first one and began to scan the cantina interior.
Kaeg was careful to avoid looking in their direction. “Who says I’m hiding?”
“Kid, I was ducking bounty hunters before your grandfather met your grandmother.” As Han spoke, the first Nargon’s gaze reached their table and stopped. “I know the signs, so answer the question—or you’re on your own.”
Kaeg’s brow shot up. “You would back me?”
“Assuming you’re really a friend of Lando’s,” Leia said cautiously, “and if you start being honest with us. Then, yes, we have your back.”
The first Nargon said something to his companions. They eased away in different directions, one going to the far end of the bar, the other drawing angry glares as he jostled his way into the opposite corner.
Kaeg swallowed hard. “Deal.”
“Good,” Han said. “Tell us what you know about Nargons.” He reached over and tapped the holopad controls, and the chart dissolved in a rain of sparkles. “Like, where do they come from?”
“Kark if I know,” Kaeg said. “I never saw them before the new outfit brought them in, when the pirates grew so bad.”
“New outfit?” Han asked. He was no expert on the Chiloon Rift, but he knew the miners there were mostly independent operators whose families had been in the business for generations. “What new outfit?”
Kaeg’s lip curled in distaste. “Galactic Exploitation Technologies,” he said. “GET. You know them?”
Han had never heard of GET, but he didn’t bother to ask for details. His attention was fixed on the entrance, where two more figures were just stepping through the doorway. Unlike the Nargons, this pair was not an exotic species. Standing less than two meters tall, with shoulders no broader than Han’s, they were almost certainly human. But they were also wearing full suits of colored armor and blocky helmets with opaque visors, and that could mean only one thing.
“Mandalorians!” Leia whispered.
“Yeah.” Han hated Mandalorians. Like their leader, Boba Fett, they had a bad habit of selling their fighting skills to the highest bidder—and the highest bidder was almost always on the side opposite Han. He turned to Kaeg. “What are Mandos doing here?”
“They work security for GET. They’re handlers for the Nargons.” As Kaeg spoke, the first Nargon leaned down to say something to the taller Mandalorian. “Is this going to be a problem? Because if you can’t deal with Mandalorians, then you really can’t deal—”
“Relax, kid,” Han said. “We can deal with Mandos. We can deal with anything in this room.”
Kaeg looked doubtful. “Tell me that after you figure out what a Nargon is.”
The first Nargon raised a long arm and pointed toward their booth, then fell in behind the two Mandalorians as they crossed the room. The muffled rhythms of the smazzo music continued to reverberate through the tranquillity screen, but the cantina fell otherwise uneasy and still. Judging by all the worried brows and averted eyes, Han half expected the other patrons to clear out. Instead, most remained in their seats, and the miners in the crowd turned to glare openly as the trio passed.
“Not real popular, are they?” Han remarked.
“Nobody likes rock jumpers,” Kaeg said. “Galactic Exploitation came in fast and hard with a whole fleet of those giant asteroid crushers. Trouble is, vessels that big aren’t nimble enough to run the Rift—and even if they were, GET crews have no nose.”
“No nose?” Leia asked.
Kaeg scowled. “You need a sixth sense to operate here,” he said. “Outsiders can’t smell good rock, and they can’t see a lane getting ready to open. They have no feel for how the Rift moves.”
“So they trail independent operators instead,” Han said. “And then push in on your finds.”
Kaeg nodded. “Push in is one way to say it. Steal is another.”
“And when did that start?” Leia asked.
“About a standard year ago. GET showed up a little before the pirate problem erupted in such a big way.” Kaeg’s face clouded with anger. “And we’re pretty sure GET is buying from pirates, too.”
Leia shot Han a look that suggested she found the timing as suspicious as he did, and he asked, “What makes you say that?”
“Where else can you take a stolen asteroid?” Kaeg asked. “GET bought up all the small refineries. Now their only real competition in the Rift is Lando’s operation on Sarnus, and he would never buy from pirates.”
Before Han could agree, the Mandalorians arrived with the lead Nargon. Too huge to fit completely inside the tranquillity partition, the reptiloid stopped halfway through and, untroubled by the gold static dancing over his scales, loomed over Leia. The short Mandalorian—a squat fellow in yellow armor—came to Han’s side and stood with one hand resting on his holstered blaster.
The taller Mandalorian placed a chair at the table across from Kaeg, then removed his helmet and sat. He had dark curly hair and a burn-scarred face that appeared half melted along the left side. Barely glancing at the Solos, he placed the helmet in front of him, then folded his hands on top and leaned toward Kaeg.
“Skipping out on your marker, Kaeg?” he asked. “I took you for smarter than that.”
“I’m not skipping out on anything, Scarn.” Kaeg’s voice was a little too hard to be natural. “I’m just catching a ride so I can get what I owe you.”
A muffled snort sounded inside the helmet of the shorter Mandalorian, and Scarn sneered. “Why do I doubt that?”
“Look, you know what those pirates did to my tug,” Kaeg said. “There’s no way she’s leaving the repair docks for another two weeks, minimum.”
Scarn shrugged. “So?”
“So I’ll be back for her,” Kaeg said. “But it’s going to take more credits than I had before our game to pay for repairs. I’m heading to Sarnus to make arrangements. I’ll get what I owe you at the same time.”
“Arrangements with Calrissian?” Scarn rubbed his chin just long enough to pretend he was thinking about it, then shook his head. “I don’t think so. We don’t like Calrissian, and he doesn’t like us. We’ll do this another way.”
“That’s the only way we’re going to do it,” Kaeg said. “I’m not giving you the Roamer—that ship has been in my family for two hundred years.”
Kaeg overtly dropped his hand below the table, and Han tried not to wince. Hinting at violence was usually a bad idea when you were outnumbered and outflanked. But at least he was feeling better about the kid’s story. Gambling debts he could understand. He’d had a few himself, and the debt explained why Kaeg was so eager to get off Brink Station.
Han rested a hand on his own holstered blaster and tried to look bored, as though firefights against armored Mandalorians backed by overgrown lizards were a common occurrence for him … and, really, that wasn’t much of an exaggeration.
The Nargon hissed and started to pull the blaster from his knee holster, but Scarn called the reptiloid off with a two-fingered wave.
“There’s no need for anyone to get hurt today.” The undamaged half of his face smiled at Kaeg. “The last thing I want is that crate of corrosion you call an asteroid tug.”
It was hard to say whether Kaeg’s frown was one of confusion or outrage. “The Roamer may not look like much, but she’s all pull,” he said. “She’s dragged moons out of orbit.”
Scarn looked unimpressed. “If you say so. But I have another idea.” He extended a hand toward his Mandalorian subordinate. “Jakal?”
Jakal withdrew a pair of folded flimsies from a pouch on his equipment belt and handed them to Scarn.
Scarn unfolded the sheets and pushed them toward Kaeg. “Considering the size of your marker, that’s more than fair.”
Kaeg eyed the flimsies skeptically, then reluctantly picked them up and began to read. Scarn waited with a bored expression, as though the kid’s consent was irrelevant to what was about to happen. Han kept his hand on his blaster grip and watched the Nargon watch him. Jakal’s helmet pivoted from side to side as he kept an eye on the rest of the miners in the cantina, who were all carefully observing the situation at Kaeg’s table. The other two Nargons continued to stand guard in opposite corners of the room, their tails bumping the walls as they, too, scanned the crowd. But no one was watching Leia, who was probably the most dangerous person in the Red Ronto.
Maybe the situation wasn’t as bad as it looked.
Kaeg was still on the first page when he stopped reading and looked across the table. “Galactic Exploitation wants my family’s share of the miners’ cooperative?”
Scarn nodded. “That’s right,” he said. “You sign your share over to GET, then GET pays me, and your debt is settled. Simple.”
Kaeg looked more confused than alarmed. “Why?”
Scarn shrugged. “All I know is, the bosses want to join your little co-op,” he said. “Maybe they’re worried one of their yachts will need to be rescued or repaired or something.”
“Then they can pay for an associate membership.” Kaeg tossed the flimsies in the middle of the table. “I’m not giving you a founder’s share. I’d be run out the Rift.”
Scarn’s expression grew cold. “Either you put your thumb in the verification box, or Qizak here rips your arm off and does it for you. Your choice.”
A nervous sheen came to Kaeg’s lip, but he looked into the Nargon’s eyes and managed to fake being calm. “Just so you know, Qizak, you touch me and you die. Clear?”
Qizak bared a fang, then looked to Scarn. “Now, boss?”
Leia raised a hand. “Hold that thought, Qizak.” Her voice was calm and soothing, the way it always was when she made a Force suggestion. “There’s no rush here.”
The Nargon studied her, as though considering whether to rip her limb from limb or to simply bite off her head.
Leia ignored the glare and focused on Scarn. “How much does Omad owe, Ver’alor?”
The eye on the good side of Scarn’s face flashed at her use of the Mandalorian word for lieutenant. But the eye on the scarred side merely pivoted in her direction, its cybernetic cornea fogging as it adjusted focus.
Scarn studied Leia in silence. His sneer of contempt suggested that he had no idea she was Princess Leia Organa Solo, sister to Jedi Grand Master Luke Skywalker, and a famous Jedi Knight herself. And if Scarn hadn’t recognized Leia, it was a pretty good bet he didn’t realize that her companion was Han Solo, one of the finest gamblers in the galaxy—and someone who would know how a cybernetic eye might be used to cheat a kid in a high-stakes sabacc game.
Finally, Scarn asked, “What do you care? You his mother or something?”
Leia’s eyes grew hard. “Or something,” she said. “All you need to know is that I’m a friend who might be willing to cover his debt … once you tell me how much it is.”
She pointed at the transfer document and used the Force to summon both pieces of flimsi into her hand.
Scarn’s jaw dropped, then his gaze snapped back to Kaeg. “If you think hiring some old Jedi castoff will get you out of your marker—”
“She’s not exactly a castoff,” Kaeg interrupted. “But you’ll get your money, Scarn. Omad Kaeg is no shirker.”
“Yeah, but he is kind of a rube,” Han said. He looked Scarn square in his artificial eye, but when he spoke, it was to Kaeg. “Omad, the next time you play sabacc, make sure it’s not with someone who has a cybernetic eye. Those things can be programmed to cheat in about a hundred ways.”
Kaeg’s voice turned angry. “You have a cybernetic eye, Scarn?”
“He didn’t mention that?” Han shook his head and continued to watch Scarn. “You see, now that’s just bad form.”
Scarn’s face grew stormy. “You calling me a cheater?” His voice sounded exactly like the voices of all the other cheaters Han had spotted over the years—well-rehearsed outrage with no real astonishment or confusion. “Because you weren’t even there.”
“No, but Omad was.” Being careful not to look away from Scarn, Han nodded toward Kaeg. “What do you think, kid? Fair game or not?”
It was Leia who answered. “Not, I think.” Her eyes remained on the flimsi. “Omad, a million credits on a marker? Really?”
“I needed to pay for repairs,” Kaeg explained. “And I’m usually very good at sabacc.”
“Oh, I can see that,” Han said. He was starting to wonder about the convenient timing of the pirate attack on Kaeg’s ship—and he was starting to get angry. “And I’ll bet after the pirates had you limping back into the station, someone at the bar was buying drinks and talking about the Mando sucker in the back room.”
“As a matter of fact, yes.” Kaeg sounded embarrassed. “How did you know?”
“It’s an old trick, Omad.” Leia’s voice was kind. “Han has fallen for it himself a few times.”
“You have?” Kaeg asked. “Han Solo?”
“No need to talk about that now,” Han said. A few times was exaggerating, but he knew Leia was just trying to keep Kaeg from starting a fight she didn’t think they would win. Deciding she was probably right, he shifted his gaze back to Scarn. “So now that we know your marker is no good, why don’t you sign it paid—”
“I didn’t cheat,” Scarn said, sounding a little too insistent. He raised a thumb to the damaged side of his face, then popped out his cybernetic eye and slapped the device on the table. “Check it yourself.”
Han barely glanced at the thing. “I’d rather check the eye you used during the game.”
“That is the one I used.”
Scarn’s tone remained aggressive and hostile, but the mere fact that he had switched from intimidation to arguing his innocence told Han the balance of power had shifted. Scarn recognized the Solo name, and he was no more eager to start a fight with Han and Leia than they were to start one with him and his Nargons.
“Maybe that’s the cybernetic eye you were using,” Han said, “and maybe it’s not. But you didn’t tell the kid you had one, and you gotta admit that looks bad.” When Scarn didn’t argue, Han extended a hand. “So give me the kid’s marker, and we’ll put all this behind us.”
Scarn remained silent and looked around the table, no doubt weighing his chances of actually leaving with Kaeg’s thumbprint against the likelihood of surviving a fight. Han risked a quick peek in Leia’s direction and was rewarded with a subtle nod. She could feel in the Force that Scarn was worried, and worried meant they were going to avoid a battle.
Then Kaeg asked, “What about the rest?”
“The rest of what?” Han asked, confused.
“I lost ten thousand credits before I signed that marker,” Kaeg said. “It was all the money I had.”
Han frowned. “You took your last ten thousand credits to a sabacc table?”
“I didn’t see another choice,” Kaeg said. “And don’t tell me you haven’t done the same thing.”
“That was different,” Han said.
He glanced over at Scarn and caught him glaring at Kaeg in fiery disbelief. There was no way the Mandalorian was going to return the ten thousand credits, probably because most of it had already been spent. Han shifted his gaze back to Kaeg.
“Look, kid, ten thousand credits may seem like a lot right now, but it’s not worth starting a firefight over. Why don’t you think of it as tuition?”
“No,” Kaeg said, glaring at Scarn. “Nobody cheats Omad Kaeg.”
“Omad,” Leia said gently, “we’re going to pay you for serving as our guide. It will be more than you lost, I promise.”
Kaeg shook his head. “It’s not about the credits. These Out-Rifters come pushing in here, thinking they can just take what’s ours.” In a move so fast it was barely visible, he laid his blaster on the table, his finger on the trigger and the emitter nozzle pointed in Scarn’s direction. “It’s time they learned different.”
Han groaned but slipped his own blaster out of its holster and placed it on the table with a finger on the trigger. Scarn did the same, while Jakal pulled his weapon and held it nozzle-down, ready to swing into action against Han or Kaeg. Leia simply laid the transfer document in front of her and dropped one hand onto her lap, where it would be close to her lightsaber. The Nargon watched them all and snarled.
When no one actually opened fire, Han let out his breath and shifted his gaze back and forth between Kaeg and Scarn. “Look, guys, things can go two ways from here,” he said. “Either everyone in our little circle dies, or you two come to an understanding and we all walk away. Which will it be?”
Kaeg stared into Scarn’s remaining eye. “I’m good with dying.”
“Then why are you talking instead of blasting?” Scarn asked. Without awaiting a reply, he turned to Han. “Jakal is going to put his blaster away and hand over that marker. Then we’re done here. Clear?”
“What about the kid’s ten thousand?” Han didn’t really expect to get it back, but he wanted Kaeg to understand that some mistakes couldn’t be fixed, that sometimes the only smart move was to cut your losses and move on. “Jakal going to hand that over, too?”
Scarn shook his head. “The ten thousand is gone,” he said. “You think I’d be out here on the edge of nothing, wrangling a bunch of overgrown lizards, if I didn’t have problems of my own?”
The question made Qizak’s skull crest stand erect, and the Nargon studied Scarn with an expression that seemed half appetite and half anger. Han contemplated the display for a moment, wondering just how much obedience the Mandalorian could truly expect from his overgrown lizards, then turned to Kaeg.
Kaeg sighed and took the finger off his blaster’s trigger. “Fine.” He held a hand out toward Jakal. “Give me the marker.”
Jakal holstered his weapon, then pulled another flimsi from his belt pouch and tossed it in the middle of the table.
And that was when Qizak said, “Coward.”
Scarn craned his neck to glare up at the Nargon. “Did you say something?” he demanded. “Did I tell you to say something?”
Qizak ignored the question and pointed to the unsigned transfer document, still lying in front of Leia. “The bosses need Kaeg’s share,” he said. “That is the plan they have.”
Kaeg’s eyes flashed in outrage. “Plan?”
Shaking his head in frustration, Han said, “Yeah, kid, plan. I’ll explain later.” Hoping to keep the situation from erupting into a firefight, he turned back to Scarn. “Like you said, we’re done here. Go.”
Qizak pointed a scaly talon at the transfer document. “When Kaeg gives his share to the bosses.”
“No, now,” Scarn said, rising. “I give the orders. You—”
A green blur flashed past Han’s face, ending the rebuke with a wet crackle that sent Scarn sailing back with a caved-in face. The blur hung motionless long enough to identify it as a scaly green elbow, then shot forward again as Qizak grabbed Kaeg’s wrist.
Jakal cursed in Mando’a and reached for his blaster again—then went down in a crash of metal and snapping bone as the Nargon’s huge tail smashed his knees. Han stared. How do we stop this thing?
By then Qizak was dragging Kaeg’s hand toward the transfer document. Han checked the other Nargons and found them both in their corners, still watching the crowd rather than the trouble at the booth. Good. If they were worried about the other patrons getting involved, it would take them longer to react. That gave the Solos ten or twelve seconds to even the odds—maybe longer, if the miners really did jump into the fight.
Han pointed his blaster at Qizak’s head. “Hey, Finhead. Let—”
A green streak came sweeping toward Han’s arm. He pulled the trigger, and a single bolt ricocheted off Qizak’s temple. Then a scaly wrist cracked into Han’s elbow; his entire arm fell numb, and the blaster went flying.
From the other side of the booth came the snap-hiss of an igniting lightsaber. The acrid stench of burning scales filled the air. Qizak roared and whirled toward a spray of blue embers that made no sense, and then an amputated forearm dropped onto the table, trailing smoke and sparks.
Sparks?
Too desperate to wonder, Han launched himself at Qizak, burying his shoulder in the Nargon’s flank and pumping his legs, driving through like a smashball player making a perfect tackle.
Qizak barely teetered.
But the huge alien did look toward Han, and that gave Leia the half second she needed to jump onto the booth seat. Her lightsaber whined and crackled, and Qizak’s remaining arm dropped next to the first. Two arms, maybe three seconds. Not fast enough. Han drove harder, trying to push the Nargon off balance … or at least distract him.
Leia buried her lightsaber in Qizak’s side. The Nargon roared and pivoted away, but not to retreat. Remembering how the lizard had smashed Jakal’s knees, Han threw himself down on the huge tail, slowing it just enough to give Leia time to roll onto the table. The lightsaber fell silent for an instant, then sizzled back to life.
Qizak let out an anguished bellow, then his tail whipped in the opposite direction. Han went tumbling and came to a rest against a flailing heap of armor—Jakal, writhing with two broken legs. Han spun and reached for the Mandalorian’s blaster—then discovered that his numb hand lacked the strength to wrench the weapon from Jakal’s grasp.
Jakal pulled it free and started to swing the nozzle toward Han.
“Are you crazy?” Han jerked his thumb toward Qizak. “He’s the one who smashed Scarn’s face!”
Jakal paused, and Han used his good hand to snatch the blaster away. So far, the fight had lasted six, maybe seven seconds. The other Nargons would join in soon. A tremendous banging sounded from the booth, and suddenly Leia was trapped against the wall as the armless Qizak tried to kick the table aside to get at her. Kaeg stood next to her, pouring blaster fire into the lizard’s chest, but the bolts bounced away with little effect.
“What are those things?” Han gasped.
Jakal might have groaned something like scaled death, but Han was already attacking Qizak from behind, firing with his off-hand. The storm of ricochets was so thick, he did not realize he was caught in a crossfire until he stood and nearly lost his head to bolts screeching in from two different directions.
Han dived and began to kick himself across the floor behind Qizak. The bolts had to be coming from the other Nargons, blasting on the run as they tried to push through the panicked crowd to help their companion. But who would do that—fire into a brawl when their buddy was right in the middle of it?
He continued to squeeze his own trigger, pushing himself toward Qizak’s flank and firing toward the smoking hole Leia had opened in the Nargon’s ribs. Finally, he saw a bolt disappear into the dark circle.
And that drew a reaction. Qizak spun as though hit by a blaster cannon, pupils diamond-shaped and wide open. Gray smoke began to billow from his chest, followed by blue spurting blood and something that looked like beads of molten metal. The Nargon lurched toward Han, his legs starting to shudder and spasm as he prepared to stomp his attacker into a greasy smear.
Leia came leaping over the tabletop, her lightsaber flashing and sizzling as she batted blaster bolts back toward the other Nargons. She pivoted in midair, bringing her bright blade around in a horizontal arc. Qizak’s head came off and went bouncing across the durasteel floor.
Han saw the body falling and tried to roll away, but he was too slow. The huge corpse crashed down atop him, and the air left his lungs.
In the next instant, the weight vanished. He saw Leia crouching at his feet, one arm outstretched as she used the Force to send Qizak’s body flying into a charging Nargon.
“You okay, flyboy?” she asked.
“I’m—” Han had to stop. His chest hurt something fierce, and the breath had definitely been knocked out of him. Still, he managed to get his feet under him. “Fine. I think.”
Kaeg scrambled from beneath the table. A flurry of blaster bolts nearly took his head off. He cried out in surprise, then waved an arm toward a dark corner.
“Emergency exit!”
He scrambled away, staying low and not looking back.
Han did not follow immediately. Recalling the strange sparks that had sprayed from Qizak’s arm as Leia amputated it, he grabbed one of the limbs off the table—and was so surprised by its weight that he nearly dropped it. He flipped the stump around and saw that, instead of bone, the Nargon’s flesh was attached to a thick metallic pipe with just room enough for a bundle of fiber-optic filaments.
“Han!”
Leia used the Force to send the last Nargon stumbling back toward the bar, then grabbed Han by the arm and raced down a short passage, past the refreshers and out through an open iris hatch. It wasn’t until Kaeg sealed the hatch behind them and blasted the controls that she finally released Han’s arm and took a good look at what he was carrying.
“Really, Han?” She rolled her eyes in disbelief. “Souvenirs?”
Two
The objective was simple: don’t break the egg. But like every test at the Jedi Academy on Shedu Maad, success was easier defined than achieved. The obstacle course was littered with fallen kolg trees and flattened maboo cane, and the academy’s best sniper-instructor was laying fire while two apprentices gave chase.
The subject, a young Togorian male with copper-colored fur and a feline’s grace, was springing from log to log, holding the thin-shelled sharn egg in one hand and his lightsaber in the other. The Togorian’s defense was precise and fluid, with no wasted movement or strength-sapping tension. His counterattacks came in whirling bursts of blade and boot, with enough power and misdirection to impress even the Grand Master of the Jedi Order, Luke Skywalker.
Always, the egg remained safe. As Luke watched, one of the pursuers, a sixteen-year-old human female, dropped into a tangle of maboo cane. Her hand rose to deliver a Force shove, but the Togorian was already pirouetting past her slender Bith partner, delivering a powerful hip check that knocked the fellow into the path of her attack. The Bith flew off the log backward, his thin limbs flailing wildly as his oversize cranium led the way toward the rocky ground.
The young woman’s eyes brightened in panic, and when she reached out in the Force to cushion her partner’s fall, a sly grin crossed the Togorian’s boxy snout. He waited half a heartbeat for her to bring the Bith under control, then tossed the egg into the air so he could switch to a two-handed lightsaber grip and deflect two of the sniper’s stun bolts into her flank.
The young woman collapsed in a heap, leaving her partner to hit the ground at a safe speed. By then the Togorian had caught his egg and was holding his lightsaber with a single-handed grip. He leapt off the kolg trunk and began to advance on the sniper sideways, deflecting fire toward his last, still-prone pursuer. It took only a couple of steps before a stun bolt struck, sending the Bith’s entire body into a paroxysm of clenched muscles.
The Togorian continued toward the sniper at a leisurely stroll, not even bothering to dodge as he deflected a steady torrent of stun bolts. The display sent a cold shiver through the Force, but neither Luke nor the other Masters allowed their expressions to betray their feelings.
“His combat skills are impressive,” said Jaina Solo. Han and Leia’s last surviving child, Jaina was approaching thirty-six. She looked a lot like her mother at the same age, but she wore her dark hair longer, and she had more steel in her eyes than fire. “There’s no doubt of that.”
“There certainly isn’t,” agreed Corran Horn. A short, fit man in his sixties, Corran had wise green eyes, a weathered face, and a gray-streaked goatee. “In fact, I’d say that Bhixen is as good as you were at that age, Master Solo.”
“He is,” Luke agreed. “And he knows it.”
As Luke spoke, the Force behind him stirred with the familiar presence of Seha Dorvald, the Jedi apprentice who was currently serving as his aide. Her aura felt nervous and a bit reluctant, as though she was unsure whether her errand warranted an interruption. Luke motioned her forward without turning around.
“Excellent timing, Jedi Dorvald.” He drew his blaster and extended the butt toward her. “Take my sidearm and shoot the egg out of Candidate Bhixen’s hand.”
Seha hesitated. “Uh, Master Skywalker, I have an urgent message—”
“Now, Jedi Dorvald,” Luke said. Bhixen was only a Force leap away from the fallen tree that Jagged Fel was using as a sniper’s nest, and Luke was not ready for the test to end. “And make sure the candidate sees you.”
“Very well.” Seha took the blaster from Luke’s hand. “But, Master Skywalker, this weapon’s power selector is set to—”
“Now, Seha,” Luke ordered. “Open fire—and make it convincing.”
Seha stepped two paces away from Luke and the other Masters, then began to spray full-power bolts toward Bhixen’s flank. At a range of more than twenty meters, the blaster pistol was not very accurate, and it was difficult to tell whether she was firing at the Togorian or the egg. Bhixen instantly launched himself into an evasive Force tumble, his blade flashing and crackling as he deflected her attacks. For a moment, he seemed too surprised and overwhelmed by the live fire to react emotionally, and Luke dared to hope the Togorian’s arrogance was no more than a minor character flaw.
Then Bhixen landed, ducking behind a massive kolg trunk that protected him from the sniper’s nest. He spun to face Seha’s pistol fire, and when he saw who was attacking him, the Force boiled with his outrage. Dropping the sharn egg into the soft bed of maboo, he switched to a two-handed grip—and began to bat Seha’s attacks back at her so quickly that Luke barely had time to Force-tug his aide to safety. Even then, the Togorian sent the last bolt flying directly into the gathering of Masters, and Luke had to raise a Force-shielded palm to deflect it.
Bhixen froze in mid-whirl. He stopped with his body sideways to Luke, keeping his lightsaber at high-guard and one leg cocked, ready to spin into another Force leap. His presence was quivering with shock and shame, but his outrage remained, as though the attack from an unexpected quarter had been an undeserved indignity.
“Stand down!” Luke called, using the Force to project his voice over the entire testing arena. He summoned the sharn egg from the spot where Bhixen had dropped it. “The exercise is over.”
The director of the academy, a tall, dignified Jedi Master named Kam Solusar, signaled Bhixen to remain where he was, then took the egg from Luke.
“Bhixen’s pride has always been his greatest weakness,” Kam said. “I fear his skill only contributes to it.”
“There is a darkness inside him,” Luke said. “And the days are gone when the Jedi can afford to train their own enemies.”
As Luke said this, he was remembering the long line of Knights who had gone to the dark side under the constant stress of combat and subterfuge that was the everyday life of a Jedi. The most recent had been his oldest nephew, Jacen Solo, who had become the Sith Lord Darth Caedus. To end Darth Caedus’s reign of terror, Luke had been forced to assign Jacen’s twin sister, Jaina, to hunt down and kill her brother. It had been one of the most difficult decisions of his life—one that had left him heartbroken and doubting his own ability to prepare young Jedi Knights for the spiritual tests in their futures.
Kam continued to study Bhixen in thoughtful silence, and his wife, Jedi Master Tionne Solusar, stepped forward to ask the question on everyone’s mind.
“So, dismissal?”
Corran was quick to shake his head. “I think that would be premature,” he said. “The Sith are still out there, and someday they will show themselves again.”
“And when they do, we’re going to need superb fighters like Candidate Bhixen,” Jaina said. “Plenty of them.”
“So we lower our standards?” Kam asked. He cast an uneasy glance at Tionne’s prosthetic leg—just one of the artificial limbs she needed after a torture session with a henchman of Darth Caedus. “We don’t dare—not when we might be creating the next Sith Lord.”
“Kam, that’s not fair to Bhixen,” Corran said. “He’s still a youngling. Mistakes are to be expected.”
“Mistakes, yes,” Luke said. “But faults in character? No.”
“It’s hard to know the difference at Bhixen’s age,” Jaina said. “Character isn’t merely genetic. It’s built through experience.”
“And through instruction,” Corran added. “If a candidate isn’t ready, we mustn’t advance him. But does that mean our only alternative is dismissal? Because if it does, we are the ones who have failed.”
Luke fell silent for a moment, then finally said, “You’re right, Master Horn.” He motioned Bhixen to approach. “After bringing him this far, we should not give up easily.”
The Togorian marched forward, chin held high and ears erect, trying to conceal the anxiety he was pouring into the Force. It was clear that he regretted batting a blaster bolt back toward the Masters, but there was also indignation in his aura, as though he refused to accept that the mistake had been his.
When Bhixen came within a couple of steps, Luke motioned him to stop. The Togorian was already close to two meters tall, with red-brown fur and a powerful build that would have made him an imposing figure even without a Jedi lightsaber hanging from his belt. After the combat test today, there could be no doubting that he would one day be a formidable warrior. But whether that would be in the service of the Jedi or someone else remained to be seen.
“Candidate Bhixen, that was an impressive performance,” Luke said. “Do you think you’re ready to become Master Solo’s apprentice?”
Bhixen’s ears pricked forward, and then he spoke in a gravelly Togorian voice that was already deep and confident. “I don’t think so, Master Skywalker. I know so.” He switched his gaze to Jaina. “I’ll make you proud, Master Solo.”
“Not so fast,” Jaina replied. “Grand Master Skywalker asked if you thought you were ready to become my apprentice. He didn’t say he thought so. And I haven’t said I think so, either.”
Bhixen looked from Jaina to the sharn egg, then back to Luke. “So my test was not successful?”
“To the contrary, Bhixen,” Luke said. “It was very successful. We learned a great deal about your weaknesses.”
Bhixen’s ears went flat against his head. “My weaknesses?”
“You lost your temper,” Luke said.
“But Jedi Dorvald wasn’t part of the exercise,” Bhixen objected. “You cheated!”
“And your enemies won’t?” Luke asked mildly. “The greatest danger a Jedi faces is not injury or death, or even failure. It’s what he feels inside—his pride, his fear, his anger. His emotions are what feed the dark side.”
Jaina nodded in agreement. “You have great potential, Bhixen,” she said. “Too much. We can’t train you only to have you turn to the dark side and become our greatest enemy.”
Bhixen’s jaw fell, and he looked from Jaina to the rest of the Masters. Finding only stern, unreadable faces, his fur bristled, and he turned to Luke with disbelief in his eyes.
“Then you’re dismissing me?”
Luke continued to watch the Togorian in silence, waiting to see how the stunned candidate would react—whether he would burst into an angry diatribe or beg for another chance, or simply spin on his heel and storm off.
When Bhixen awaited an answer without doing any of these, Luke said, “We’re not ready to advance you, but whether you leave or start again depends on you.”
“Start again?” Bhixen asked.
“As though you had just arrived at the academy,” Luke confirmed. “Whatever you did not learn before, you must learn now. We won’t give you a third chance.”
Bhixen dropped his gaze. “Of course,” he said, not even hesitating. “If that is what you wish.”
“No, Bhixen,” Jaina said. “If that is what you wish. Do you truly want to do this? To start over from the beginning? Think hard.”
Bhixen furrowed his bushy brows and stared at Jaina for a long time, and Luke had the impression that the Togorian was looking for the trick in her question, as though his entire future hung on his ability to avoid a verbal trap. But, finally, a gleam of understanding came to his eyes, and his expression began to soften.
He let out a long breath, then said, “I understand. I have too much pride.”
“That’s right,” Luke said. “And your pride is the great weakness in your defenses.”
“I agree.” Bhixen flipped his lightsaber around and offered the hilt to Luke. “And I want to start over.”
“Good.” Luke took the lightsaber. “This will be returned when you are ready. Now take the sharn’s egg back to its nest, then report to the quartermaster droid for reassignment to a berth in the novice barracks.”
Bhixen accepted the egg from Kam, then took his leave with a formal bow. But before he started back into the forest, he made a detour to check on the two apprentices he had put out of action.
Luke began to feel more confident about the Togorian’s chances.
Just then, the sniper–instructor who had been firing stun bolts at Bhixen arrived: Jagged Fel. A tall, fit man with a white streak in otherwise dark hair, Jag was a former Imperial head of state, a superb pilot, a lifelong military man—and Jaina Solo’s husband. Although not a Jedi himself, he had developed compensating strategies that had turned him into the Jedi Order’s finest commando leader.
He stopped at the edge of the group, with his longblaster slung over his shoulder. “Nice shooting, Jedi Dorvald,” he said, grinning at Luke’s aide. “I haven’t seen many marksmen who could’ve fired that many pistol bolts at an evading target and still avoided the egg.”
Seha’s face flushed with embarrassment. “Thank you, Commander.” She shot a glance in Luke’s direction, then admitted, “But my orders were to hit the egg.”
“You came close enough, Jedi Dorvald,” Luke said, smiling. He motioned at the datapad tucked into the belt of her robe. “Didn’t you say you have a message for us?”
“I did.” Seha pulled the datapad from her belt. “The Solos have run into some trouble at their rendezvous.”
“The Solos?” Corran asked. “Weren’t they going to the Chiloon Rift?”
“That’s right,” Jaina said. “Lando asked them to investigate a pirate ring that’s been causing problems there lately. Why do you ask?”
“Because Jedi Soroc is in the Chiloon Rift, and she hasn’t checked in for a month,” Corran explained. Ohali Soroc was one of ten Quest Knights whom Luke had dispatched a year earlier to search for Mortis, a legendary world that had once been home to a trio of mythic Force entities known only as the Ones. Jedi lore suggested that the Ones had been associated with keeping the Force in balance for tens of thousands of years, and it was Luke’s hope that finding Mortis would help the Jedi Order prepare for the challenges rising in its own future. “We’ve already diverted Ben and Tahiri to investigate, but it wouldn’t hurt to ask your parents to keep an eye out for her.”
“Sure, if we can reach them,” Jaina said. “From what Lando says, communications in the Rift are tricky.”
“Well, since Han and Leia managed to get a message to us, let’s see what they have to say.”
With that, Luke turned to Seha and nodded. She clicked a few keys, then handed the datapad to Luke. Jag, Jaina, and the others quickly gathered around as the grainy, bouncy image of the Millennium Falcon appeared in the display, standing on its struts in a cavernous space-station hangar. The screen instantly started to strobe in green and blue as blaster bolts whistled through the picture.
Han’s voice began to issue from the speaker. “Solo here,” he said. “Sorry for talking on the run, but we’re about to head into the Rift, and I want to send this while our communications are still secure. Lando missed our rendezvous at the Red Ronto and sent a miner pal named Omad Kaeg to fill in. Turns out he’s in trouble with some Mandalorians working security for a company named Galactic Exploitation Technologies.”
Despite the blaster bolts flashing past and the obvious fact that he was under pursuit, Han sounded calm and unconcerned.
“This GET outfit has been moving into the Rift in a big way, taking over small refineries and muscling in on independent operators. We think they’re running the pirates, too.”
The image—no doubt recorded on a portable datapad—whirled past a dark-skinned, wide-eyed human male running in one direction and firing in the other, then passed a flashing lightsaber that could only be Leia’s, deflecting blaster bolts.
“So we need someone to do some serious digging and get a report to us at Lando’s refinery,” Han said. “And—sorry about this part—but, like I said, communications in the Rift are not secure. So we need someone to hand-deliver it.”
As Han spoke, the image continued to swing around the hangar, until it finally settled on a spray of blaster bolts erupting from the far end. Rather than the Mandalorians that Han had mentioned, the attackers were a pair of scaly green bipeds who—judging by the hatchway behind them—looked to be the size of Wookiees. The image zoomed, and the pursuers grew large enough for Luke to see that each had a spiny skull crest atop its head and a long, spike-tipped tail whipping around behind it. Both carried short-barreled blaster rifles, firing on the run as they raced after their quarry.
“Meet the Nargons,” Han said. “They’re muscle for GET—and they’re big trouble.”
The image spun back toward the Falcon, which rapidly swelled into nothing but a blur as Han raced toward it and boarded. A thump sounded, and the image shifted to a huge green-scaled arm lying on the deck of the Falcon’s main cabin. The limb appeared to have been cleanly amputated above the elbow—by Leia’s lightsaber, Luke assumed.
Han’s voice sounded from the datapad speaker again. “And there’s one more thing.”
His hand appeared in the image, rolling the dismembered arm around to display the blackened circle of its cauterized stump. Instead of the usual disc of charred bone, there was a hollow silvery oval of freshly cut metal.
“These Nargon things aren’t natural,” Han continued. “Someone has to be building them—or maybe growing them. Either way, they’re no joke. They just about took us out.”
The image shifted to Han’s face, and a cocky half grin flashed across his face. “Time to fly,” he said. “Solo out.”
The message ended with a terminal bleep, and the display went dark. Luke reversed the vid until it showed the Nargons entering the hangar, then enlarged the image until only one filled the display. The magnification revealed vertical pupils and a mouthful of needle-sharp teeth, but not much more.
“Anyone seen one of these guys before?” Luke asked.
“No, but they can certainly shoot,” Corran said. “That hangar must be three hundred meters across, and they were putting bolts in a tight cone.”
“And with close-assault weapons,” Jag added. “I think those are Merr-Sonn Verqs. Powerful, but their effective range isn’t anywhere near three hundred meters.”
“Are you suggesting that they’re using the Force, Commander Fel?” Kam asked.
Jag considered his answer for a moment, then shrugged. “I wouldn’t have any way to judge that. What I can tell you is that those Nargons are as good as I am. I could lay a cluster that tight with that weapon—but just barely.”
“Good point,” Luke said. “You don’t have to be Force-sensitive to excel at something. You’re proof enough of that.” He paused. When no one else commented, he passed the datapad back to Seha. “Ask Master Cilghal to give me her thoughts on these Nargons, and have a research team start an analysis on Galactic Exploitation Technologies. Then have the Jade Shadow prepped for travel.”
“The Shadow?” Jaina’s tone was disapproving. “Are you planning to take this assignment yourself?”
“You don’t think I can handle a courier mission?” Luke asked, putting a little indignation in his voice. “Or a few pirates?”
Jaina rolled her eyes. “You know better than that.”
Her gaze dropped to Luke’s chest, where his robe covered a mysterious, slow-to-heal wound. He had received it the year before from an ancient being named Abeloth, who seemed to be a chaos-bringing agent of the Force itself. Luke had ultimately triumphed, but the fight had cost him a rib and part of a lung.
“I’m fine. You know the wound only bothers me when I have a Force vision.” Luke had to work to keep a civil tone, for the Masters’ concern over his health had grown tiresome over the last few months. He was the Grand Master, after all, and they insisted on coddling him. “I doubt that will be required.”
“Which raises the question of why you need to go,” Corran said. “Courier runs are the kind of mission we assign to a new Knight, not the Grand Master of the Order.”
“Usually, yes,” Luke allowed. “But, with the passage of the Neutrality Act, I doubt that Senator Wuul will agree to meet just any Jedi.”
“You’re going to ask Luewet Wuul for a briefing?” Kam asked.
“Of course,” Luke said. “He chairs the minerals committee. If anyone can tell us what isn’t public knowledge about Galactic Exploitation Technologies, it’s Luewet.”
“But will he?” Jaina asked. “He could be accused of treason for just talking to a Jedi.”
Jaina was exaggerating. The Galactic Alliance Neutrality Act was simply a formal declaration of the Alliance’s intention to stay out of the war between the Jedi and the Sith. But when it came to a government official sharing information with either side, there were a lot of gray areas where a crafty old senator like Luewet Wuul would not tread boldly.
“That’s why I plan to speak with Wuul personally,” Luke said. “Wuul is the only friend we have who might be able to tell us what’s going on behind the scenes with this GET, and he’ll need to know we’re not asking for this favor lightly.”
“Fair enough,” Corran said. “That explains why you might take the first assignment. But I still don’t see why a Grand Master needs to carry the report to the Chiloon Rift personally.”
“Need is a strong word, Corran,” Luke said, quietly chafing at his old friend’s not-so-subtle effort to keep him from exerting himself. “But I think it should be me, yes.”
Jaina studied him for a moment, then finally asked, “Because your son is going to be in the Chiloon Rift, too, and you haven’t seen him in six months?”
“It would be nice to see Ben, that’s true,” Luke said. “But there’s another, more important reason.”
The Masters all frowned, trying to puzzle out the answer, but a crooked grin tugged at the corner of Jag’s mouth.
“Because,” Jag said, “you’ve been stuck recuperating on Shedu Maad for an entire year, and you need to get out of here before we drive you crazy.”
Luke smiled. “Exactly,” he said. “Sometimes, Commander Fel, I swear you do have the Force.”
Three
From the purple heavens fell an endless rain of fiery streamers, chunks of asteroid plunging into the atmosphere as the breaker crews pushed them out of orbit. “The Drop” was just one of a hundred inefficient steps in an ore-smelting process as backward as the Rift itself, and watching it from the unadorned offices of the Sarnus Refinery administrative building, Marvid Qreph could scarcely believe that such an antiquated operation could be the source of so much trouble for him and his brother.
Marvid allowed himself to glare out the viewport for a moment longer, then set his puny jaw and turned his ornate powerbody toward the office interior. In the center of the room, his brother, Craitheus, hovered at the conference table in his own powerbody, floating a bit high in an effort to intimidate their hosts. Like all members of the Columi species, Craitheus was largely head, with huge eyes, no nose, and a web of blue veins throbbing over his giant cranium. Beneath his tiny chin, a ropy neck descended to an atrophied body barely large enough to carry the organs required to keep blood pulsing through his enormous brain. His limbs were tiny and vestigial, ending in hands and feet curled into useless lumps of bone and flesh.
“… Chiloon holdings are nothing but a headache to you,” Craitheus was saying to the refinery’s owner, Lando Calrissian. “And the pirate situation is only going to deteriorate. Our offer won’t be as good next week.”
“And I wouldn’t accept it if it were,” Calrissian replied.
Despite his age, Calrissian was handsome, fit, and suave—a combination that Marvid always found irksome. A gambler who had parlayed his winnings into an industrial empire, Calrissian was intelligent and cunning by human standards, but he was too smooth for his own good. Not a black-dyed hair was out of place, and he was always quick to flash his annoying white smile.
“I may be relatively new to the Rift myself,” Calrissian continued. “But the Sarnus Refinery has been processing asteroids for centuries. It has survived bigger problems than a few pirates.”
“Perhaps so,” Craitheus said. “But how much are you willing to gamble on that resilience? The smart play is to attend to your holdings outside the Rift—before problems erupt there, as well.”
The smirk on Calrissian’s face did not change. “Should I take that as a threat?”
“Perhaps you should take it as good advice,” Marvid said from his spot near the viewport. He was risking his brother’s wrath by softening the statement, but Craitheus’s fondness for intimidation did not always serve their purposes. “We’re all businessmen here, and it’s rather early in the negotiations for threats.”
“I’m glad you think so,” said Dena Yus.
A statuesque, auburn-haired woman who appeared to be in her forties, Yus was seated next to Calrissian and opposite Craitheus. She was the refinery’s operations chief and Calrissian’s point woman in the Rift, even though she had been running the refinery for only six months. Marvid knew all about her, because he was the one who had forged the employment records and recommendations that convinced Calrissian to hire her.
“Because if you’re making threats,” Yus continued, “one might wonder if you’re behind the problems here in the Rift. Are you?”
“Blaming us won’t deflect attention from your incompetence, Chief Yus,” Marvid said, playing along.
Like any good industrial spy, Yus was taking pains to establish herself as a loyal employee in the eyes of her target. But she was also warning the Qrephs to go easy, letting them know that intimidation would not work against Lando Calrissian. It was rather impertinent of her, but, in this case, Marvid concurred with her opinion.
Marvid glanced toward the far end of the table, and his powerbody—responding to a thought that had barely risen to the level of consciousness—drifted into position directly opposite Calrissian.
“Selling is in your best interests,” Marvid said. “The Sarnus Refinery has been draining Tendrando finances for months now, and it’s only going to get worse.”
“And so of course you just have to buy it,” Yus retorted. “The pirates are a temporary problem, and you certainly know that—probably better than anyone.”
“Chief Yus, that’s the second time you have made a thinly veiled accusation against us,” Craitheus said. Overacting as usual, he spoke in a wispy, menacing voice. “I would advise against a third.”
The humor left Calrissian’s eyes, and Marvid knew his brother had gone too far with the intimidation tactics. Hoping to undo the damage, he dropped his powerbody until his feet were almost on the floor, bringing him eye-to-eye with the famous industrialist and gambler.
“Chairman Calrissian, you’re an astute businessman,” Marvid said, his tone reasonable and almost apologetic. “So I’m sure you understand why we’re making such a generous offer.”
“Because those asteroid crushers of yours are too big and clumsy to compete in an environment like the Rift,” Calrissian said. “And you want to shut down my refinery, so the asteroid tugs will have no other place to sell and you can drive down the price of raw ore.”
“Close enough,” Marvid said, allowing himself a tiny smile.
Despite his legendary acumen as a gambler, Calrissian saw only one level of the brothers’ plan. This was to be expected. Calrissian was only human, after all, with a tiny human brain in a tiny human head. The Qrephs were super-geniuses, bigheads even among the giant-headed Columi.
“Our process is immeasurably more efficient,” Marvid continued patiently. “The haulage savings in the first year alone will be worth more than this entire planet.”
“And put a million independent asteroid miners out of work,” Lando replied.
“Economics is a cruel science,” Marvid said. His powerbody wobbled as its mechanical shoulders reacted to a mental shrug. “There’s nothing we can do about that.”
“You need to think about yourself, Calrissian,” Craitheus added. “Chief Yus hasn’t been able to turn the refinery’s situation around, and you won’t, either. These are no ordinary pirates. If they were, our Mandalorian security force would have hunted them down by now.”
“Assuming your Mando thugs have actually been trying,” Dena said. “We have only your word for that.”
“And how many pirate bases has your security contractor eliminated?” Marvid asked.
Dena dropped her gaze. “We’re concentrating our resources on delivery protection.”
“Of course you are,” Craitheus sneered. His powerbody pivoted to face Calrissian. “You simply don’t have the resources to mount a search-and-destroy operation and continue operating the refinery at a loss.”
“And even if we were behind the pirates, as Chief Yus insinuates, it would change nothing,” Marvid added. “Your problems in Chiloon would still be drawing money away from your more valuable enterprises.”
“And robbing time from your family,” Craitheus added. “Think of them, Chairman Calrissian. Wouldn’t you rather be spending your evenings with Tendra and Lando Junior in one of your homes closer to the Core?”
Something flashed in Calrissian’s eyes. It might have been pain or agreement, but it was gone too quickly for even Marvid to catch. Instead, the human displayed his white teeth in a smile so wide and well rehearsed that it seemed quite condescending.
“Chance,” he said.
The wrinkles above Craitheus’s brow dropped into a wedge of confusion, and even Marvid did not understand the reference. Hoping for some insight, he accessed the last few seconds of his video archive, which was being constantly recorded by the vidcam in his powerbody’s breastplate. Calrissian’s face appeared in his mind, transmitted directly from his powerbody. Marvid replayed the vid slowly, trying to identify the emotion that he had seen flashing across the industrialist’s face.
He soon found what he was looking for: a micro-expression that came and went in a millisecond—the tip of a tongue darting between the lips, the eyes growing round and wide.
Fear.
For just an instant, Calrissian had taken Craitheus’s remark about spending time with Tendra and Lando Junior as a threat to their safety—and that had worried him.
When neither Marvid nor his brother spoke, Calrissian filled the silence. “Chance is what we actually call Lando Junior,” he said. “If your researchers were any good, that would have been in their report.”
“Our apologies,” Craitheus said, his voice growing ominous. “We’ll do better next time.”
“Assuming there needs to be a next time,” Marvid said. Deciding to press the target on the one weakness Calrissian had exhibited so far—his concern for his family—Marvid had his powerbody transmit a string of numbers to the datapad resting in front of Calrissian. “You need to be with your family, Calrissian. Believe me, it would be better for everyone if you accepted our offer and let us take over your Chiloon holdings.”
Marvid pointed at the datapad. A flash of defiance lit Calrissian’s brown eyes, but his gaze dropped to the screen anyway. His brow rose in shock.
“That’s a bit more than I expected,” he admitted.
“It’s for all of your Chiloon holdings,” Craitheus said. “All you need do is accept, and the credits will transfer to an account of your choice.”
Calrissian’s gaze remained on the datapad. “I didn’t realize you were in a position to offer that much,” he said, “especially in an immediate transfer.”
“There are a great many things you don’t know about us, Chairman,” Craitheus said. “That is how we prefer it.”
Calrissian nodded, silently acknowledging that their unannounced arrival and request for an urgent meeting had left him little time to investigate them—not that he would have discovered much. The Qrephs had learned how to manage information as mere younglings, from a mother who had earned her livelihood brokering information on the black market. Now her sons could work behind the scenes better than anyone in the galaxy—with the possible exception of the Sith, of course. Even Marvid and Craitheus had failed to anticipate the brief Sith takeover of the Galactic Alliance government the year before. The mistake had cost them close to three trillion credits in lost opportunities.
Lesson learned, Marvid thought.
Finally, Calrissian pushed the datapad in front of Yus. She studied it for a moment, then said, “That’s a nice offer, Lando.” There was just enough reluctance in her voice to make her disappointment sound sincere. “No one would blame you for taking it.”
“No?”
Calrissian’s eyes went back to the datapad. His fixed gaze and tilted head suggested that he was seriously contemplating the offer, as well he should have. Marvid and his brother had selected the figure very carefully. It was high enough to suggest the Sarnus Refinery was hurting them more than they wanted to admit, yet not so high that Calrissian would wonder what else the Qrephs had in mind for the Rift.
But there was no hint in Calrissian’s face of whether he was inclined to accept or refuse. Marvid initiated an immediate playback of the video archive, slowing the feed to search for micro-expressions that might suggest whether now was the time to remain patient or to make another threat and play on Calrissian’s fear for his family.
Still nothing.
Calrissian was inscrutable, one of the few humans who seemed truly capable of hiding his emotions. Marvid might even have admired the man, had he not posed a threat to the Qrephs’ own plans in the Rift.
Realizing that any additional pressure would only backfire, Marvid elected to let Lando ponder the figures on his own. The Qrephs were offering as much as the refinery would net in three years—even without the pirate troubles. Any rational being would jump at such an offer.
Apparently Craitheus had come to the same conclusion. He allowed his powerbody to settle to the floor and fold into a lounging-chair configuration, and that was when the door slid open and Yus’s obsolete CZ-19 secretary droid rattled into the conference room.
“I apologize for the intrusion, Chief Yus,” it said. “But Chairman Calrissian requested notification as soon as his guests arrived.”
“It’s about time,” Calrissian said. He turned to Dena. “Have someone show them up right away.”
“That won’t be necessary, Chairman,” the droid said. “Your guests are waiting in the anteroom now. Captain Kaeg escorted them up from the hangar.”
Marvid had to force himself not to look in his brother’s direction. By now Omad Kaeg was supposed to be rotting in a Brink Station trash compactor. The fact that he wasn’t undoubtedly meant that Craitheus’s thug—a Mandalorian lieutenant named Scarn—had failed to secure Kaeg’s seat on the support cooperative. That was not good news.
As Marvid contemplated Kaeg’s survival, Calrissian’s mustache lifted in a grin of relief. “What are you waiting for?” he asked the secretary droid. “Show them in!”
“You’re entertaining guests?” Craitheus demanded. “In the middle of our meeting?”
Calrissian squared his shoulders. “Our meeting is over for now,” he said. “You’ve made your offer, and I need time to consider it.”
Craitheus’s eyes grew angry. “You have no time, Calrissian. The situation is deteriorating. So will our offer.”
“I’ll take that chance,” Calrissian said, rising. “I have a feeling things in the Rift are about to change.”
He stepped around the table and started for the door, where a pair of humans was just entering from the adjacent anteroom. The male looked roughly the same age as Calrissian, with lighter skin, untidy graying hair, and a lopsided grin. The female appeared to be about ten years younger, with long hair shot with gray and a high-cheeked face. Her big brown eyes were shining with wit and vigilance, and Marvid found her quite attractive. Behind the pair followed a young olive-skinned human with a scarred chin and crooked nose—no doubt the target of Scarn’s failed assignment, Omad Kaeg.
Calrissian spread his arms wide. “Han, Leia—thanks for coming,” he said. “Your timing is perfect.”
This time, Marvid did not even try to avoid exchanging glances with Craitheus. Both Qrephs knew of Calrissian’s famous friends, Han and Leia Solo. But they hadn’t expected Calrissian to turn to the Solos for help. That development added a whole new dimension to their business in the Rift—one as personal as it was troubling. Marvid and Craitheus continued to look at each other for a moment, silently acknowledging that they had some new contingencies to plan for, then finally turned toward the jabbering humans.
“You’d better thank us,” Han Solo was saying. “This place is a nightmare to reach. I blew the Falcon’s entire sensor package in a plasma pocket, and we just about bumped noses with an asteroid the size of the Death Star.”
The corners of Craitheus’s mouth dipped in disappointment, and Marvid knew he and his brother were thinking the same thing: how unfortunate you avoided that.
Calrissian’s brows shot up, and he glanced past Han’s shoulder toward Kaeg. “Omad, you let Han take the yoke? His first time in the Rift?”
Kaeg shrugged, his twitching eye betraying the casual smirk he affected. “He threatened to have the princess mindwipe me—whatever that is,” he said. “But Captain Solo did pretty well for a Rift virgin. The asteroid bump was the only time we almost died.”
Calrissian cocked a brow. “That you know of.”
He released Han and turned to embrace Leia. She was dressed in a white, form-fitting flight suit that made Marvid wonder if Jedi women aged at the same rate as normal humans.
“Leia, I appreciate this,” Calrissian said, flashing his broad smile. “I know the Order is stretched thin right now. I’m sure you had a real job convincing the Jedi Council to let you come.”
“It was no problem at all,” Leia said, returning the embrace. “The Council is always happy for an excuse to send Han offbase.”
Calrissian laughed. He seemed so at ease that Marvid was starting to think their investigators had missed a lot more than Lando Junior’s nickname. Where the Jedi were concerned, stretched thin was an understatement. A Hutt–Yaka spice war was threatening to erupt into full-blown interstellar combat, while a Falleen charlatan was using her pheromones to build an interstellar church devoted to nonregulated, free-market anarchy. And there were dozens of similar crises building across the galaxy, all ready to erupt without Jedi intervention. The Order wasn’t stretched thin—it was at the breaking point.
Yet the Jedi Council had answered Calrissian’s request by sending not only the Solos to the Chiloon Rift, but also a Duros Knight named Ohali Soroc—who had actually reached Base Prime before being captured by the Qrephs’ security force. And Luke Skywalker’s son, Ben, had been snooping around the planet Ramook, an agricultural world located just beyond the far end of the Rift. Ostensibly, Ben and his companion had been searching for a mysterious Sith vessel named Ship—but Marvid knew a cover story when he heard one. The Jedi were responding in force to Calrissian’s call.
And Marvid had a good idea why. The balance sheet of Tendrando Arms, the Calrissian family’s most successful concern, showed three billion credits in payments to unspecified vendors. Both Marvid and his brother had assumed the payments were to the top-secret suppliers any weapons manufacturer required. But there was another possibility: perhaps Tendrando’s secret payments were being sent to the Jedi Order. That would certainly provide some incentive to help Calrissian solve his problems in the Rift.
Clearly, the Qrephs had underestimated Calrissian’s reach. Marvid turned to suggest they depart, and he found Craitheus glaring at Han with such obvious hatred that even Calrissian had noticed.
Obviously, a diversion was in order.
Marvid spun his powerbody toward Calrissian. “You have Jedi on call? Very impressive.”
“I asked my friends to appraise the pirate situation,” he said. “I trust you and Craitheus have no problem with that?”
“Only if their presence delays your decision to sell,” Marvid said.
Kaeg’s eyes widened in alarm, and he turned to Calrissian. “You’re selling?”
“Marvid and Craitheus made an offer.” As Calrissian spoke, his gaze remained fixed on Craitheus. “I haven’t said yes. I doubt I will.”
Craitheus’s eyes flattened to horizontal ovals. “Then you’ll wish you had, Calrissian,” he said. “Bringing Jedi into this was a mistake. They can’t save you.”
Both Solos tightened their lips almost simultaneously, and Marvid realized Craitheus had just committed a serious blunder. Very serious.
“What my brother means to say,” Marvid said, attempting to cover, “is that it’s too late for a few Jedi to drive out the pirates. The problem has already grown too large.”
Craitheus shot Marvid an angry glare, and Marvid realized he didn’t have the faintest idea what his brother was thinking. True, forty years ago Han Solo had been the last person to consult their mother before someone put a blaster bolt through two of her cerebrums. But emotional outbursts were not how Columi operated. Columi followed a plan.
Seeing that all three humans were now staring at him, Marvid realized that he had no choice except to follow his brother’s example. Fixing his gaze on Calrissian, he tipped his powerbody forward in intimidation.
“Your only hope is to accept our offer and count yourself lucky.” As Marvid spoke, his powerbody reported a surge of high-frequency radio waves—a signal of approval from Craitheus. “If you don’t, you’ll leave the Rift with nothing.”
“If you leave at all,” Craitheus said. He spun his powerbody away and started toward the exit. “Don’t underestimate us, Calrissian.”
“It wouldn’t be smart,” Marvid added.
Following his brother’s lead, Marvid turned toward the door—and found Leia Solo standing in front of him with folded arms. He armed his powerbody’s weapon systems with a thought—and her hand dropped to her hip and came up holding her still-inactivated lightsaber.
“You know what wouldn’t be smart, Marvid?” she asked. “Underestimating Han and me. That’s what your thugs at Brink Station did, and they paid with their lives. All of them.”
“Yeah, it was a real mess,” Han added. “Scales and bits of Mandalorian armor everywhere. I’ll bet they’re still scrubbing that blue stuff off the walls.”
“Then we’ll have to send more next time,” Marvid said, moving his powerbody higher. “Fortunately, our security force is more than ample.”
With that, he crossed over the top of the table and shot through the door after his brother—then ran straight into the Solos’ golden protocol droid, who was two steps inside the anteroom, still reeling from his encounter with Craitheus.
Marvid lashed out with a vanalloy arm and sent the 3PO unit stumbling.
As the 3PO sputtered behind him, Marvid followed his brother down the corridor toward the turbolifts. Though he kept his weapon systems armed, Marvid wasn’t expecting trouble. The refinery was bustling with sentient staff, and Calrissian was too soft to jeopardize innocent lives by deploying his dreaded YVH security droids. Both brothers reached the turbolift bank without incident.
Before he slipped into a tube behind Craitheus, Marvid activated his powerbody comlink and opened a channel to their confidential assistant, Savara Raine. “We’re returning to the Aurel Moon now,” he said. “Be there when we arrive, or you may be left behind.”
“I’m already aboard and waiting.” As always, Savara’s voice was silken and alluring, with a hint of accent so exotic that Marvid often found himself accessing his archive just to hear it. “Trouble?”
“Coming soon, I think,” Marvid said. “Prepare for launch.”
“As we speak,” Savara replied. “Anything else?”
“Were you able to complete your assignment?”
Savara’s voice grew indignant. “I said I was aboard and waiting.”
“Of course.” Marvid took no exception to her peevish tone; in fact, he relished it. There were very few beings who had the confidence to speak to him in such a manner—and even fewer dangerous enough to survive it. “Were you observed?”
“Now you’re just being rude,” she retorted. “They won’t even find the bodies.”
“Excellent,” Marvid said. “Be sure to award yourself a bonus. A substantial one.”
“Oh, thrilled,” she said, sounding just the opposite. “Look, Craitheus is crossing the hangar …”
“Of course,” Marvid replied. “Go ahead—”
The channel popped shut, leaving Marvid oddly warm within. He wondered whether the girl understood the effect she had on him. It wasn’t her disdain he found so appealing, but the intimacy it created between them—as though Savara understood exactly what he was and accepted it, because monsters didn’t frighten her … because nothing frightened Savara Raine.
Marvid slipped into the lift tube and dropped a hundred meters into a cavernous subterranean hangar. A dozen spacecraft of varied sizes and shapes sat berthed in an area that could have held three times that number. He recognized a handful of ships—the elegant crescent of the Qrephs’ own Marcadian luxury cruiser, the Aurel Moon; the plump wafers of half a dozen ScragHull commando boats, workhorses of the Sarnus security force; and the fork-nosed disk of the Solos’ YT-1300, the famous Millennium Falcon.
The hangar’s maintenance crew was swarming over the Falcon, repairing the damage from what appeared to have been a very rough first journey into the Rift. It was impossible to tell whether any extra Jedi were aboard the vessel, but even if there were, it would be a few days before they moved against him or his brother. Calrissian and the Solos might have their suspicions about who was behind the pirate attacks, but the Jedi Order would never sanction violence on suspicion alone. So, while the Solos wasted time searching for evidence, the Qrephs would be executing their plan to drive Calrissian and the miners from the Rift.
Seeing no immediate threats, Marvid hurried across the hangar to the Aurel Moon and ascended the boarding ramp into its vestibule. There, he was surprised to find Craitheus and Savara Raine waiting with the commander of the Mandalorian security force, Mirta Gev. A compact human woman in orange and gray armor, Gev had light-brown eyes and dark-brown hair, which she wore short and neat so it could be tucked beneath her helmet. She had a pensive gaze that made Marvid suspicious of her loyalty, as though there were some things she would not do even for money.
Savara was a much younger woman, with light-brown hair that fell to her shoulders and dark-brown eyes that often shaded to black. She was only a few years out of childhood, but her gaze seemed infinitely older than Gev’s, as cold and deep as that of an Anzati assassin. She sometimes carried a crimson lightsaber—a souvenir, she had said, from her time with the Jedi—but she could kill easily and efficiently with any weapon at hand … or even none at all. The only sign that she had ever fought someone who had challenged her skills was a small hooked scar at the corner of an otherwise perfect mouth.
Surmising that his brother and the two women were meeting him here to discuss something in private, Marvid extended his powerbody’s struts and let it rest on the deck.
“You wish to adjust our plan?” he asked Craitheus.
The veins in Craitheus’s temple throbbed in eagerness. “We didn’t anticipate the arrival of the Solos,” he said. “That was shortsighted. But it gives us an opportunity to eliminate them.”
Marvid considered the suggestion for a moment. Could they actually kill the legendary Han and Leia Solo that easily? He looked from Craitheus’s enthusiastic gaze to the reluctance in Gev’s and finally to the neutral confidence in Savara’s.
“You can arrange it?” he asked Savara. “For the Solos to be there?”
“I don’t have to arrange anything,” she replied. “Lando is going to show them around. All I need to do is wait.”
“But then you’ll take out Calrissian, too,” Gev said. She turned to Marvid. “Won’t that complicate your plan?”
“It’s a small thing,” Craitheus said, dismissing her objection with a wave of a vanalloy arm. “Eliminating Calrissian has always been a possibility.”
“True enough,” Marvid agreed. He and Craitheus had debated Tendra Calrissian’s reaction to her husband’s death many times. They had never been able to decide whether she would give up the Sarnus Refinery—or grow more determined to keep it open. “But an event of this magnitude will draw scrutiny, and we already have too many Jedi inside the Rift.”
“It won’t draw scrutiny if it looks like an accident,” Savara said. “And it will. Tractor beams fall out of alignment all the time.”
“They do,” Gev said. “But you’ll need three sets of safety overrides to fail. That’s asking the accident investigators to overlook a lot.”
“We can handle the investigators,” Marvid said. “That’s routine.”
“And the Jedi are already here,” Savara said. “You need to deal with them sooner or later—and they’ll be much easier to kill in a confused situation.”
“Very astute,” Craitheus said. He turned to Marvid. “And, of course, there is the added bonus.”
Marvid thought for a moment, then said, “Agreed. Killing Solo and his wife would be a nice bonus, indeed.”
Craitheus actually smiled. “Then it’s decided.”
Gev shook her head. “This isn’t what my people signed on for,” she said. “Chasing a bunch of asteroid miners out of the Rift is one thing, but this—”
“Your people won’t be doing this,” Savara said. She locked gazes with the older woman, and even Marvid felt the chill that passed between them. “I will.”
Gev returned Savara’s glare without flinching. Marvid began to fear it might actually come to a fight, and as entertaining as that might be, it would also be unfortunate timing. The Mandalorians would probably lose their leader, which meant the Qrephs would likely lose their Mandalorians. And without Mandalorians to oversee them, the Nargons were too slow and brutish to function as an effective security force.
Deciding he had no choice but to intervene, Marvid said, “Commander Gev, the terms of our contract are clear. Are you suggesting you intend to break that contract? The granddaughter of Boba Fett, renege on her word?”
Gev’s eyes flashed, but she immediately looked away from Savara. “No, of course not,” she said. “I was just letting you know how my people are going to feel about this kind of attack.”
“Then I suggest you don’t tell them it was an attack,” Craitheus said. “Unless, of course, you don’t expect us to help you and your grandfather with your problem.”
Gev’s face grew stony, and she spoke to Craitheus through clenched teeth. “I said I’d honor the contract. You make sure you do the same.”
Craitheus’s eyes twinkled. “Oh, we will,” he replied. “Have no fear of that.”
Savara made a point of catching Gev’s eye, then curled her lip into a victorious sneer. “It looks like I have work to do.” She turned toward the boarding ramp, then said to Marvid, “I won’t be carrying a comlink, so you two had better be sure you want this done.”
“We’re quite certain.” Craitheus made a shooing motion with his powerbody’s hands. “Just be sure we’re offplanet when it happens.”
Savara rolled her eyes, reminding Marvid of the teenage human she still was, at least physically. “I think you’ll be safe, Craitheus.”
“Of course we will,” Marvid said. “But what about you, my jewel? The Solos should not be underestimated. If something were to raise their suspicions, I doubt you would survive.”
“And then you wouldn’t complete your assignment,” Craitheus added. “Are you sure you can do this alone? We could spare a squad of our bodyguards to provide support.”
“The Mandalorians wouldn’t need to know what you’re doing,” Marvid added. “Only that it’s their job to protect you.”
He left unsaid the next part, the part he knew Savara would not need explained—that once her assignment was over, the bodyguards would have to be eliminated. No one but Savara and Gev could be allowed to know the Qrephs’ role in the upcoming accident.
Savara thought for a moment, then met Marvid’s gaze and asked, “You’re only talking about Han and Leia, right? Jaina isn’t with them?”
“That’s correct,” Craitheus said. “Does that make a difference?”
“Of course it does,” Savara said. “Leia Solo I can handle myself. But Jaina … well, a squad of Mandalorians wouldn’t be enough.”
“So you intend to go alone?” Craitheus confirmed.
Savara nodded. “I’m less likely to be spotted that way. And even if someone does notice me, I’ll have an easier time talking my way out of trouble without a squad of armored guards clunking around behind me.”
“No doubt.” Marvid hesitated for a moment, then asked, “You do have a plan to escape unharmed, correct?”
The question actually brought a smile to Savara’s face, and she reached up to pat his cheek. “Why, Marvid—I do believe you’re worried about me.” Marvid did not usually like being touched, but it was not so bad when Savara did it. “That’s so sweet.”
Four
At the far end of the service hangar sat a SoroSuub Urmenung 300, its unique three-pods-on-a-disk silhouette so distinctive that Luke could identify its model at a glance. Heavily armed and armored, the “Urmi” was the yacht of choice for anyone who valued security as well as luxury, so it wasn’t unusual to see one at an upscale resupply depot like Crossing Lanes Station. At the same time, the yachts were too expensive to be common, so it seemed likely that this one belonged to the person he had come to meet.
And the fact that Luewet Wuul had yet to show himself suggested just how much the senator wanted to avoid being seen with Luke. Not that Luke could blame him. At the moment, the Jedi were almost pariahs in the Galactic Alliance—especially on the capital world. Most of Coruscant’s citizens still held the Jedi responsible for the devastation their planet had suffered during the battle to dislodge Abeloth and her Sith minions.
Nonetheless, Wuul had agreed to the meeting, because he understood that the public wrath was misplaced. Without the Jedi, there would be little to prevent the Sith from returning in strength and trying again to subvert the Galactic Alliance.
From the stern of the Jade Shadow came the muffled thump of a supply nozzle pushing into a load socket. R2-D2 tweedled from the droid station at the rear of the flight deck, then a message appeared on the pilot’s display, requesting permission to accept a thousand liters of hyperdrive coolant. Luke confirmed that the routing valves were set properly, then opened the tank.
“Go ahead, Artoo,” he said. “But tell them to take it slow. I don’t want any blowback corroding our hull.”
R2-D2 gave an affirmative whistle, and Luke watched the tank’s status gauge start to rise. It was during quiet moments like these, sitting alone at the helm, that he still felt Mara’s presence at his side. The Jade Shadow had been his wife’s ship and—all too often—their temporary home as one crisis or another turned the Skywalkers into interstellar nomads. At the time, Luke would not have guessed that those periods of close living would be among his most cherished memories, but they were—the uninterrupted hours with his wife and son, the weeklong stretches when the only faces he saw belonged to Mara and Ben.
Now Mara was dead. And Ben was a Jedi Knight, only a bit younger than Luke had been when he began his training with Yoda.
R2-D2 chirped again, and another message scrolled across the pilot’s display. THE CLEANING SERVICE REQUESTS PERMISSION TO BOARD.
Luke hadn’t ordered any services that required access to the interior of the vessel, but he was expecting a visitor. “Can you put up a vid of the cleaners?”
The display switched to the image of a squat little Sullustan in a cap and blue overalls. He carried a bag of cleaning supplies slung over his shoulder. Beside him sat the multi-armed cylinder of a SoroSuub JTR cleaning droid.
Luke smiled. The Sullustan’s face was hidden beneath the bill of his cap, but the cleaning droid was a dead giveaway. A Sullust-based manufacturing conglomerate, SoroSuub was known for everything from its battle cruisers to its comlinks. But its cleaning droids had been an abysmal failure. Only Sullust’s senator, who would never risk being seen with an item made by any of SoroSuub’s competitors, would have a JTR.
“Permission granted,” Luke said, rising. “Lower the boarding ramp, Artoo.”
By the time he went aft to meet his guests, the ramp was down and the cap-wearing Sullustan was leading the cleaning droid across the threshold. With heavily wrinkled dewflaps, rounded ears sagging forward, and deep circles ringing his huge dark eyes, he was clearly an elder of his species—and he was clearly Senator Luewet Wuul. He quickly caught Luke’s gaze, then shot a glance toward the wall control.
“We normally leave the boarding ramp down while we clean,” Wuul said, his voice bright and cheerful. “But of course it’s your choice, Captain.”
“Thank you. I’d prefer to keep the vessel closed,” Luke said, flipping the toggle button.
As the ramp rose into position, Wuul moved his cleaning droid into the main cabin, then knelt down and pressed a switch hidden between its treads. The entire front casing swung open, revealing a hollow interior filled with equipment essential to any clandestine meeting. The wily senator removed the silver half ball of a full-spectrum eavesdropping jammer, then activated it and placed it on the galley prep counter. Next, he withdrew a bottle of Maldovean burtalle and a pair of cut-crystal tumblers, which he promptly filled. He passed one to Luke and took the other himself, then raised his glass and clinked rims.
“To old friends and honest deals.”
“Wealth and health for everyone,” Luke replied, completing the traditional Sullustan toast. “And may the Force be with us all.”
The addition caused Wuul’s eyes to cloud with concern, but he tipped his glass and drained the burtalle in one gulp. Luke sipped his, relishing its smoky flavor as Wuul refilled his own glass. This second glass, Luke knew from his sister’s notes on the senator, was only for show and would go mostly untouched until their business was done.
Once Wuul’s glass was full again, he took a seat at the table. “Sorry for all the subterfuge,” he said. “But we can’t be too careful. They have eyes everywhere.”
“Who—the Senate?” Luke asked. “The Sith? BAMR News?”
Wuul scowled. “Sith? BAMR? No.” He hopped out of his seat and fetched a flimsiplast file from the droid’s secret compartment. “Who are we here to talk about? GET!”
“Right—Galactic Exploitation Technologies,” Luke said. He sensed a growing fear in the senator’s Force aura. “I take it you’ve heard of them?”
“More than I’d like.” Wuul returned to his seat, but instead of placing the file on the table, he kept it close to his chest. “Let’s start with the Jedi’s interest in them. How are you involved with GET?”
“Involved probably isn’t the right word,” Luke said, taking a seat across from Wuul. “GET’s name came up in association with a piracy problem we’re investigating.”
“A problem in the Chiloon Rift?” Wuul asked.
“That’s right,” Luke replied. “But the Rift is well outside Galactic Alliance territory, so I didn’t expect you to be familiar with our situation there.”
“Of course I’m familiar with it,” Wuul retorted. “It involves minerals and metals, doesn’t it?”
“Indirectly, I imagine,” Luke replied. Even without the Force, Wuul’s suspicion was as evident as it was surprising. “Han and Leia were handling the initial investigation alone, so I’m not really sure.”
“Initial? Then you’re sending more Jedi into the Rift?”
Luke paused, trying to decide how much he should reveal before he knew the reason for Wuul’s wariness. “As a matter of fact, I’m going there myself.”
“You?” Wuul asked. “Why?”
Luke pointed at the file. “Your turn,” he said. “So far, I’m the only one who’s been sharing.”
“Fair enough,” Wuul said, keeping the file close to his chest. “Chiloon may be outside Alliance space, but that doesn’t mean we have no interests there. The Rift supplies a tenth of our beryllius, a quarter of our quadranium, and most of our duralium. And the list of other minerals is as long as my arm. Of course I want to know why the Jedi are there.”
Luke merely smiled. “And?”
“And we’re not the only ones who regard the Chiloon Rift as vital to our economy,” Wuul continued. “You might have noticed that it’s located midway between the Corporate Sector and the Imperial Remnant—and it’s a lot closer to them than to us.”
“So you’re worried about annexation?”
“I’m always worried about someone annexing the Rift,” Wuul said. “The only reason nobody has tried it yet is that the asteroid chasers out there are crazy and fiercely independent. All they’d really have to do to wipe out a war fleet is retreat into the Rift and wait for the enemy to come after them.”
“That sounds like an old problem.”
“You asked for background,” Wuul replied, still evading.
“On GET.”
A spike of fear shot through Wuul’s Force aura, and he surprised Luke by draining half the burtalle in his glass.
“Okay. You understand that we impose a mineral tax on everything imported from the Rift into the Alliance,” Wuul said. “It’s the only way to give a fair break to the miners working our own asteroid fields.”
“I still don’t see the connection,” Luke said. “What does that have to do with GET?”
“They don’t like paying taxes,” Wuul replied. “And when the Qreph brothers don’t like something, it’s a problem.”
“The Qreph brothers?” Luke asked.
Wuul tapped the file. “They own Galactic Syndicated,” he said. “Which, in turn, owns Galactic Exploitation Technologies. It’s all in this file. It’s an interesting read, I promise.”
When Wuul did not pass the file over, Luke asked, “So how do I get a look at it?”
“First you tell me what the Jedi are doing in the Rift,” Wuul said. “Then we’ll see.”
Luke paused to examine Wuul’s Force aura again, searching for the oily touch of deception or the tang of a bluff. When he found only the electric bite of fear, he realized that the senator was not trying to dupe him—only to be sure that Luke did not hold back any secrets himself.
“We have nothing to hide,” Luke said. “GET might be involved in the piracy problem I mentioned earlier. The attacks are really cutting the supply to Lando Calrissian’s asteroid refinery on Sarnus. We sent Han and Leia to investigate as a favor to an old friend, and their last message hinted that it might not be your usual pirate problem.”
Wuul’s eyes gleamed with sudden comprehension. “GET is bringing more product into the Alliance now than ever,” he said. “I thought they were just taking a bite out of Lando’s market share, but I’m beginning to think it’s something else—something more typical for them.”
“More typical?” Luke asked.
Wuul nodded and placed the flimsi on the table between them. “Piracy isn’t GET’s only sideline,” he said. “Just because GET is bringing metal into the Alliance doesn’t mean we’re collecting taxes on it.”
“So—they’re into smuggling, as well,” Luke said, taking the file.
“Just read.” Wuul drained his glass, then eyed the bottle as though fighting the temptation to pour another. “Piracy and smuggling are only the beginning.”
Luke opened the file. As Wuul had explained, GET was owned by Galactic Syndicated, an interstellar conglomerate with interests in livestock gene development, advanced cyborg technology, interstellar transportation, and a dozen other fields. Over the last thirty years, their companies had been associated with crimes ranging from gene rustling to slave making. During the war against the Yuuzhan Vong, there had even been a Syndicated starliner service that specialized in selling whole shipfuls of refugees to Yuuzhan Vong priests for rites of mass sacrifice.
Luke looked up. “Why aren’t these guys living in a detention center somewhere?”
“Because Marvid and Craitheus Qreph are masters of working behind the scenes,” Wuul replied. “Their mother was an information broker and statistical prognosticator on Ord Mantell, until someone put a blaster bolt through her head.”
“They were orphans?”
Wuul shook his head. “That might have been easier on them,” he said. “The bolt didn’t kill her. It just left her unable to form new memories.”
“Which meant she couldn’t earn a living anymore,” Luke surmised.
“Right. The Qrephs grew up poor—so poor they had to share a powerbody.” Wuul pointed at the file again. “Keep reading. It’s all in there.”
Luke returned to the file. Growing up in poverty had been a deeply motivating factor for the Qrephs. On their eleventh emergence anniversary, the brothers had embezzled a million credits from a local crime lord. They had used the money to buy a small product-evaluation laboratory, then began a lucrative program of testing Kuati cosmetics on stolen pets and orphaned younglings.
After that, the Qrephs had virtually disappeared from the official record until shortly before the war against the Yuuzhan Vong. At that point, security and police services all over the galaxy began to trace an astonishing array of crimes, corruption, and deceitful business practices back to the parent company, Galactic Syndicated. Even then, it wasn’t until recently, just after the Second Civil War, that Marvid and Craitheus Qreph had been identified as the sole owners of Galactic Syndicated.
Luke set the file aside. The Jedi Order’s own researchers had discovered some of the same information. But the Galactic Alliance’s investigation had clearly been going on for a much longer time, and their file was far more complete. He looked across the table at Wuul.
“You’re right, it’s an interesting read,” he said. “Now tell me what’s not in the file.”
“Those are the facts as we know them, Master Skywalker,” Wuul said. “Anything else I might say is merely observation and speculation.”
“Understood,” Luke replied. “That’s what I came to you for.”
Wuul’s dewflaps rose in the Sullustan version of a smile. “Well, since you ask …” He took the file and opened it to a long list of Galactic Syndicated’s recent acquisitions. “What strikes me is the sudden growth. In the last six months alone, GS has bought two dozen companies, most for a fraction of their true value—and many of those concerns are behemoths in their own right.”
Luke studied the list. “And a lot of them are duplicates in strategic industries,” he noted. “I see three Tibanna-gas suppliers, two starfighter manufacturers, four ship builders, five freight companies …”
“Exactly,” Wuul said. “At the SoroSuub Business Academy, they teach that a sudden acceleration in corporate acquisitions usually means someone is attempting to corner a market. But the acquisitions tend to be clustered around a single industry.”
“And these aren’t,” Luke said. “They’re all over the place.”
“Precisely, Master Skywalker,” Wuul said. “It’s a bit premature to say this, but if the pattern continues to accelerate as it has, I would have to conclude that the Qrephs aren’t attempting to corner one major market. They want them all.”
“All?” Luke repeated. “That’s pretty ambitious, isn’t it?”
“It is.” Wuul glanced away, and once again Luke felt a bolt of fear shoot through his Force aura. “But so was disbanding the Senate and turning the Galactic Republic into the Empire.”
“Point taken,” Luke said. “Is that what the Qrephs are after? Total control of the economy?”
Wuul spread his hands. “You’re the Jedi, Master Skywalker. You tell me.”
“Better to avoid assumptions,” Luke said, nodding. “You said the Qrephs have been buying companies at a fraction of their true value. How are they doing that?”
“The same way they avoid paying import taxes, I imagine,” Wuul said. “Spies, bribery, extortion, intimidation, murder—whatever they need to do.”
“And what is it that you’re frightened of, Luew?”
Wuul’s ears dipped ever so slightly. “I thought you might notice that,” he said. “But I assure you, I’m not allowing my own concerns to influence my decisions—any more than I would consider taking a bribe.”
“What concerns, exactly?”
“The threats, of course.” Wuul met Luke’s gaze again. “Have you been listening, Master Skywalker?”
“Yes,” Luke replied. “But I’m having trouble believing it. The Qrephs are actually threatening a Galactic Alliance senator?”
Wuul’s dewflaps tightened. “Heavens no, Master Skywalker,” Wuul said. “Even they aren’t that brazen. But I’ve had to ask my warren-clan to go into hiding.”
“Threatening a senator’s family is still a crime,” Luke observed.
“And I’m sure they would be prosecuted for it,” Wuul said. “If we could bring the Qrephs to justice inside Galactic Alliance space—and if I had the kind of evidence that could be used to embarrass Wandara Dekort into pursuing the case.”
Luke raised his brow. “The minister of justice is on their payroll?”
“Bribed, blackmailed, threatened—or perhaps just overly cautious.” Wuul spread his hands. “Who is to know?”
“Has Minister Dekort at least opened …” Luke paused when he sensed a jittery presence underneath the Shadow, up near the bow, then continued, “… an investigation of the threats against your family?”
“Not that I know of,” he said.
Luke rose and turned halfway toward the presence. Wuul tipped his head but quickly resumed the conversation when Luke twirled a finger to keep it going.
“Dekort claims that mere innuendo is no grounds for an investigation,” the Sullustan said. “But she has assured me that if anyone in my warren-clan vanishes or comes to harm, she’ll be happy to open a file.”
“What about Senate Security Services?” Luke asked. “Isn’t it the Senate’s duty to protect you and your family?”
“Duty and deed are very different things, Master Skywalker,” Wuul said. “If the Qrephs can subvert senators and high-court judges—and they have—they can certainly subvert a bodyguard or two.”
The presence was underneath the Shadow’s main cabin now, creeping closer to the galley table where Wuul was sitting. Luke felt more apprehension than sinister intent in its Force aura, which suggested that the intruder was probably a spy rather than an assassin—or perhaps merely an unscrupulous member of the service crew looking for something worth stealing.
Motioning Wuul toward the boarding ramp, Luke said, “We might be able to send a Jedi to help your family.”
“Do you want me tossed out of the Senate, Master Skywalker?” Wuul asked. He rose and started aft. “A lot of my colleagues actually believe that nonsense about the Jedi drawing us into war after war—and the rest are happy to blame you instead of their own bad judgment.”
“It wouldn’t have to be obvious,” Luke said, waiting until Wuul reached the boarding ramp. “We do have Sullustan Knights, you know.”
Wuul thought for a moment, then shook his head. “The Alliance has to handle this problem on its own.” He reached the boarding ramp, then placed a thumb over the control pad and raised his brow in silent inquiry. “With the Jedi gone, it’s the only way we’ll ever build the kind of robust institutions we need to fight corruption like this.”
Luke pointed at the control pad and nodded, signaling Wuul to lower the ramp. At the same time, he reached for the spy in the Force, grabbing him in its invisible hand and slamming him into the hard durasteel of the Shadow’s belly.
A muffled thunk echoed through the hull, and a voice cried out in pain and astonishment. Whoever was beneath the Shadow, Luke realized, was not a professional spy. Luke allowed the eavesdropper to fall back to the hangar deck, then hurried aft.
By then Wuul was already kneeling near the top of the ramp, peering forward under the Shadow’s belly. “Suuas?” he called, clearly astonished. “Didn’t I tell you to wait aboard the ship?”
A reedy voice replied, “I, uh … I’m sorry, Uupa.” Uupa was the Sullustan word for one of the clan-matriarch’s mates. “I thought something might be wrong.”
“Is that why you’re carrying an eavesdropping saucer?” Wuul retorted. “Even I know that’s not pilot kit.”
Luke had to descend the ramp about halfway before he saw a young male Sullustan lying on the deck beneath the Shadow’s belly, a purple lump forming on the crown of his head. Resting on the deck beside him was a device that resembled a stethoscope with a giant suction cup on the end.
“You’re spying on me?” Wuul hissed, struggling to keep his voice down. “My own warren-spawn?”
Suuas shook his head urgently. “No, Uupa!” He picked up the eavesdropping saucer and stared at it as though it were a fang eel. “This was already here. That’s what I was coming to tell you!”
He was, of course, lying. Luke could sense the deception and panic in the young Sullustan’s Force aura.
“That’s not what you said two moments ago.” Wuul’s voice was calm and cold. “You said you thought something might be wrong.”
“Because I saw this hanging beneath the vessel’s belly,” he said, shaking the listening device at Wuul.
“Then you’d better come aboard,” Luke said. He didn’t have to look to know they were attracting the attention of the crew who were still servicing the Shadow. “Let’s have a look at it.”
“Yes, bring it to us,” Wuul said, catching Luke’s concern almost immediately. He glanced around beneath the vessel, as though searching for someone hiding behind one of the struts. “Did you see who put it there?”
A warm wave of relief rolled through the Force as Suuas fell for his uupa’s trick and believed he might actually get away with his misdeed. The young Sullustan rose and came toward the boarding ramp.
“Just some service crew,” he said. “It might have been one of them.”
“That would make sense,” Wuul said, his tone so convincing that, had Luke not sensed the suspicion in his Force aura, he would have believed the senator accepted Suuas’s lie. “We’ll sort this out inside.”
Wuul took one last look around, then quickly withdrew into the ship. Luke waited on the ramp, watching to make certain the bump on Suuas’s head hadn’t given him a concussion. When the young Sullustan started to ascend the ramp without lurching or stumbling, Luke extended a hand for the device.
“Let me have a look at that.”
Suuas shook his head. “I work for the senator,” he said. “I should give it to him.”
“As you like,” Luke said, lowering his hand. “And I’m sorry about banging you into the hull. I assumed from the apprehension I sensed in your Force aura, and the care with which you were creeping forward, that you were trying to avoid notice.”
Suuas looked away without speaking, then climbed the rest of the way into the Jade Shadow. Luke took a moment to glance toward the stern of the vessel and found a pair of Duros service technicians making a point of not looking in his direction. He knew better than to hope they had failed to recognize him, but Crossing Lanes Station was the kind of place where clients demanded discretion—and were willing to pay for it.
Luke took a pair of hundred-credit chips from his belt pouch and went back to the hoverlift the Duros were using to reach the Shadow’s service socket.
“In case I don’t see you before I depart.” He reached up to place the chips on the hoverlift deck. “I appreciate your professionalism.”
Both Duros glanced down, their gazes lingering on the chips long enough to show their appreciation, then nodded curtly.
“Our pleasure, Captain,” said the older one. “You have a safe journey, now.”
“I will,” Luke said, smiling at the use of captain. “Thank you.”
He climbed back aboard the Shadow and raised the ramp again. In the main cabin, Wuul had already taken possession of the eavesdropping cup and was waving it in Suuas’s face.
“… not even SoroSuub!” the senator roared. “This is Loronar! How could you, Suuas? Loronar?”
The younger Sullustan looked at his boots and said, “Uupa, I keep trying to tell—”
“That it belongs to someone else,” Wuul finished. “I know—and that’s a load of drutash castings.” He flung an arm toward Luke. “He’s a Jedi, you idiot. And a Jedi always knows when you’re lying.”
That was close enough to accurate for Luke to nod. “I’ve been sensing your feelings since you drew near,” he said. “You weren’t coming to tell us about anything. You were having trouble eavesdropping, so you decided to try the saucers.”
Suuas’s eyes flattened to angry ovals. “Cheap Loronar trash,” he said. “I told them I wanted SoroSuub.”
“Who?” Luke asked.
“Who do you think, Jedi?” Suuas snarled. He turned to Wuul. “And it’s not like you left me a choice, Uupa. When you wouldn’t work with them, someone had to put our warren first.”
Wuul’s shoulders fell. “What did you do, Suuas?”
“Galactic Syndicated has eyes everywhere,” Suuas replied. “You told me that yourself. It’s impossible to hide a whole warren from them—even for you.”
“So you struck a deal,” Wuul surmised. “The warren’s safety in exchange for spying on me?”
“And I’d do it again,” Suuas confirmed. “Throw me in a detention center, hire another pilot and put a bad reference out on me, even have the Jedi dump me down a black hole. I make no apologies.”
Before Luke could object to the idea that Jedi disposed of bodies, Wuul stepped close to his warren-spawn and began to speak in a low, gravelly voice.
“Oh, no, Suuas—you’re not going to be that lucky,” he said. “We’re going to handle this through the warren-clan. The Dame will decide your fate.”
Five
The Sarnus Refinery stood scattered across the barren plain below, spanning a hundred square kilometers of dust and stone. Hundreds of fleck-sized landspeeders were whizzing back and forth, running between the dark polygons of distant structures. Studying the far horizon, Leia could just make out a line of fiery orange crash pits—a series of jagged notches still aglow with the heat of recent impacts. In the middle of the plain, she saw the enormous spinning domes of more than twenty grinding mills, surrounded by a web of the transport tubes that fed and emptied them.
“A lot of those repulsi-veyer lines are over fifty kilometers long,” Lando was explaining over the comm channel.
Dressed in a yellow standard-issue pressure suit, he stood at the edge of a narrow pullout, pointing to the facilities they would soon be visiting. Lando wanted the Solos to understand the refining process so they would be able to recognize any illicit refineries they happened to come across. But clearly he enjoyed having the chance to show the place off.
“Our crash pits are located well away from the work areas,” Lando continued. “When those astroliths come down, they can scatter debris for dozens of kilometers.”
“Of course, we try to contain the scatter with deflector shields,” added Lando’s operations chief, Dena Yus. She was standing by the landspeeder, watching for approaching traffic, because they had parked in the only pullout on the switchbacking route down into the production basin. “But we still lose three percent of our ore to spray-out.”
Leia chinned the microphone toggle inside her helmet, then asked, “How much of the astrolith do you lose to other causes?” Astrolith, Dena had explained earlier, was the term mining engineers used for the asteroid fragments prepared by the breaker crews. “I’d think a lot of ore would vaporize on impact—or simply sink into the crash-pit walls.”
“That’s why we have beam generators and particle shields,” Lando said. “As the astrolith drops into the atmosphere, we slow it down with repulsor beams and guide it in with tractor beams. And crash pits are lined with particle shields to keep the ore inside the pit where we want it.”
“The process is quite controlled,” said Dena. “The astroliths arrive with just enough momentum to smash one another into chunks. When those chunks are small enough to transport, they fall down a collection funnel into the repulsi-veyer line and are transported to a grinding mill.”
“You must have a lot of safeguards, right?” Han asked. He was standing at the opposite end of the pullout, studying the nearest crash pit—Crash Pit One—through a pair of electrobinoculars. “I mean, there’s no chance a ‘lith could get away from you, right?”
“Of course not,” Dena said. “Sarnus has a thin atmosphere and weak gravity, but those astroliths run ten million tonnes. An uncontrolled drop would cause a huge burn-off, and we’d have massive impact disintegration. We’d lose most of what we dropped.”
“And probably half the refinery, too.” Lando’s tone grew wary. “But I’m sure you know all that, Han. Why are you asking?”
“It’s probably nothing,” Han said, raising the shoulders of his bright-yellow pressure suit. “I’m just wondering if those beam nozzles should be pointing at the smelter houses.”
“What?” Lando crossed the pullout in three quick strides, then took the electrobinoculars from Han and turned them on the nearest crash pit. “Dena, do you have any maintenance scheduled for Crash Pit One?”
“Not until next week.”
“Then something’s wrong,” Lando said. “I see three—no, make that four tractor beams out of alignment. And Han’s right. It looks like they’re turned toward the smelting center.”
“That can’t be,” Dena said. “The turret mounts have safety chocks on them. The beam nozzles can only turn a few degrees—just enough to help with the lock-on.”
Lando laid a finger over the control pad on top of the electrobinoculars, then said, “Well, they’ve turned around somehow. You’d better get on the comm to plant control and find out what’s happening—now.”
“Of course,” Dena said.
A soft click sounded in the helmet speaker as Dena switched her transmitter to plant control’s channel. Leia crossed to Lando’s side and took a turn with the electrobinoculars. At this distance, the beam generators looked like seven black drops surrounding a gaping red maw. But instead of the narrow ends pointing into the sky above the pit, four seemed to be turned toward the near side of the basin, where the cone-shaped towers of the smelting houses stood belching smoke into the thin Sarnusian atmosphere.
Leia felt a cold prickle of danger sense creeping down her spine. “Lando,” she asked, “what happens if a breaker crew drops an asteroid chunk while the tractor beams are pointed at the smelting center?”
“They can’t,” Lando assured her. “The breaker crews can’t start their drop until all four tractor-beam operators have a firm lock-on. There’s a fail-safe shutdown.”
As he spoke, the crimson thread of a friction fire appeared high in the sky, fluttering and brightening as it chased the flaming trails of three previous drops toward the surface.
“I see …” Leia continued to look through the electrobinoculars. “Just like the safety chocks that should be keeping those beams from turning more than a few degrees?”
Lando fell silent for a moment, then asked in a low voice, “You’re thinking sabotage?”
Leia lowered the electrobinoculars. “Lando, there are four tractor-beam nozzles pointed toward your smelting center,” she said. “Does that sound like an accident to you?”
“Not to me,” Han said. “And Lando just made some nasty competition pretty angry.”
Lando nodded inside his helmet. “The Qrephs. Of course,” he said. “I shouldn’t be surprised, but I am. I didn’t expect them to be this bold—or to move so fast.”
“That’s the trouble with Columi,” Han said. “They’re always three steps ahead.”
“Now you tell me.” Lando started back toward the landspeeder. “Dena, what does plant control say about those tractor beams?”
A small pop sounded over Leia’s helmet speaker as Dena switched her transmitter back to the group channel. “Nothing yet. I haven’t been able to raise them.”
Lando hissed a curse, then asked, “What about security?”
“I can’t raise anyone,” Dena replied. “The only comm I have is suit-to-suit. There must be a problem with the satellite relay.”
“Yeah, because somebody vaped it,” Han commented, following Lando toward the landspeeder. “How many workers are down there right now?”
Lando looked to Dena. “Chief?”
She checked her chronometer. “We’re just starting the shift change,” she said. “That means we’ll have thirty thousand workers on site, give or take a few hundred.”
A cold lump formed in Leia’s stomach. With millions of tonnes of mass, an astrolith impact would cause an unimaginable explosion. Even at a reduced velocity, it could easily level the entire Sarnus Refinery and kill most of the on-site employees.
“How quickly can you evacuate?” she asked.
“Fifteen minutes, once the order is issued,” Dena said. “But with the comm net down—”
“You can’t issue the order,” Han finished. “These are some bad Columi. Really bad.”
They all fell silent for a moment, contemplating Han’s words.
Then Dena asked, “Are you saying the saboteurs are trying to take out our entire workforce, too?” Despite her calm exterior, her presence was bleeding rage and hatred into the Force, so raw and powerful that it felt almost inhuman to Leia. “That would cripple us for years!”
“Dena, this isn’t about capital assets and labor pools anymore.” There was just a note of irritation in Lando’s voice. “It’s about saving our people. Let’s see if we can raise someone down there without the satellite relay.”
He reached inside the landspeeder and flipped a switch on the dashboard. The steady beep of an emergency beacon sounded inside Leia’s helmet, and a yellow strobe began to flash atop the landspeeder roof.
She glanced back toward the crash pits and watched the sky for a moment, studying the four ribbons of flame as they continued to stretch and grow longer. The two lowest streamers seemed to be headed for the middle and far horizon, where Crash Pits Three and Six were located. But it was impossible to say where the two highest streamers were going, and Leia knew there would be many more astroliths even higher, too far above the atmosphere to betray their presence with a friction trail. Clearly, any attempt to estimate time-to-impact would be nothing but a wild guess.
Leia turned back toward the landspeeder. Lando and Dena stood at the front bumper, facing in opposite directions, their lips moving in sporadic bursts as they attempted to establish a line-of-sight comlink connection with the production basin. Han was in the pilot’s seat, stabbing at the dashboard buttons as he attempted to raise someone—anyone—on the vehicle’s more-powerful communications array. Judging by the ferocity of his jabbing, he was having no more success than Lando or Dena.
Leia opened a channel to the Falcon and tried to raise C-3PO or Omad Kaeg, whom Lando had hired—with Han’s reluctant blessing—to oversee the repair of the Falcon’s damaged sensor suite. If the ship’s military-grade rectenna happened to be turned their way, it might pick up even a semi-deflected transmission.
When the only reply was an empty hiss, Leia began to despair. A typical drop took seventeen minutes from lock-on to impact, Dena had told them earlier. And it took almost that long to evacuate. Leia switched her transmitter back to the group channel, then waved to get her companions’ attention.
“We don’t have time for this,” she said. “If an emergency evacuation takes fifteen minutes, we’re out of time already. Even if we connect with someone—”
“Hold on,” Han said. He turned to Dena. “Emergency evacuation? What triggers that?”
“Plant control sounds an alarm, of course,” Dena said. “But I don’t see how—”
“I mean what triggers it automatically?” Han interrupted. “Say something big explodes. Would that do it?”
“Of course, if it was big enough to be seen,” Dena said. “But I don’t see how—”
“Get in,” Han said. “I’ve got an idea.”
Leia went for the front passenger seat. Lando took the seat behind her. Dena, who until then had been the group’s driver, went to the pilot’s seat.
“Sorry, sister.” Han jerked his thumb toward the seat behind him. “Get in. I’ll take it from here.”
Dena’s jaw dropped behind her faceplate, and she made no move toward the rear door. “Captain Solo, this is my—”
“Han’s driving,” Lando interrupted. “Take the backseat. Now.”
Leia felt a wave of outrage roll through the Force, but Dena obeyed. Han hit the throttles before the doors had even dropped shut, and the vehicle shot down the narrow road, weaving and bouncing as it descended toward the production basin.
“We need something that will go up with a big flash,” Han said. “Maybe a processing core or something.”
“The closest processing core is down in the slag well,” Dena said. “About ten kilometers from here.”
“Too far,” Leia said. Given the long series of switchback curves, it would take at least five minutes to travel that far—even with Han behind the controls. “We need something closer.”
“What about those storage tanks at the bottom of the scarp?” Lando asked Dena. “Didn’t you put them out here to protect the plant if there was an accident?”
Dena did not reply immediately. A green light activated in the ceiling panel, indicating that the landspeeder interior was now fully pressurized. She covered her pause by making a show of deactivating her suit’s air supply and raising her faceplate.
Leia chinned a release tab inside her own helmet. She didn’t quite trust Dena. The woman had a habit of thinking too long before answering a question, and Leia didn’t like the way Dena had offered to secure the closures on Han’s pressure suit. That was just too familiar—oddly familiar, given that he was her boss’s married best friend.
Leia flipped her own faceplate up, then turned to ask, “Is that a difficult question, Chief Yus?”
“It isn’t,” Dena replied, a little too quickly. “I’m just trying to recall what we have in each tank at the moment—and wondering whether we can breach them. They’re triple-walled durasteel, sandwiched around two ten-centimeter layers of duracrete. Crashing a landspeeder into one wouldn’t even crack it.”
“Crashing a landspeeder …” Han let his sentence trail off, then asked, “Are you crazy? We’ve got a Jedi with us.”
He started to elaborate but stopped to fight for control as they rounded a blind corner and discovered a hairpin curve coming up fast. Han decelerated hard and spun the yoke. The landspeeder’s stern swung around, tipping the vehicle onto its left side, and Leia felt the repulsorlifts starting to flip them.
Then Han hit the throttles again, and the speeder shot forward. Dena let out an audible sigh of relief as the vehicle dropped onto its repulsorpads and sped down the next straightaway. Leia’s gaze returned to the sky. The first two astroliths were almost on the horizon, their streamers so long and bright that Leia could see the jagged notches of the crash pits beneath them.
But the third streamer remained high up, its tail so short that it was visible only as a fan of orange. Before Leia’s eyes, the head blossomed into a red fireball the size of her fist, and by the time she comprehended what she was seeing, it had grown as large as her head.
“We’re not going to make it,” she said.
In the time it took her to speak the words, the fireball had swelled to the size of a starfighter, and the entire sky was orange.
“Han, stop!” Leia cried. “We’re too late!”
Han was already decelerating, braking so hard that Leia had to brace against the dashboard.
The fireball continued to swell, blotting out the sky, burning so bright it hurt Leia’s eyes, continuing to expand until … it touched ground.
A white flash filled the dust basin. Leia saw the smoking cones of the smelters tumbling sideways before they were engulfed by a curtain of flame and dust. The curtain rolled out toward the edges of the silver plain, hurling the white flecks of landspeeders and the dark polygons of buildings high into the air. It swallowed everything in its path, growing ever higher and brighter as it drew near.
Han slammed the landspeeder into reverse, then started up the switchbacks backward, struggling to put some distance between them and the rolling curtain of fire. A pillar of yellow-white flame rose from the impact site, climbing thousands of meters into the sky before the atmosphere finally grew thin enough for it to boil across the heavens.
A wall of billowing dust began to climb toward them, and Leia knew the legendary Solo luck had finally run out. No way, she thought … no way could they outrun a shock wave. She laid her hand over Han’s, then reached out in the Force and pushed. The wave hit. The landspeeder bucked, hard, and the world shattered.
Six
All that remained of the smelting center was a ten-kilometer impact basin ringed by a rim of sheer cliffs and broken stone. A day after the strike, the crater floor continued to glow and smoke, and Luke saw no activity there. But the surrounding plain shimmered with tiny flecks of color—the running lights and flood lamps of emergency crews digging through rubble sprays that had once been milling domes and flotation tanks. Though the effort was still being called a rescue operation, it had been twenty hours since anyone had been found alive.
“I’m going to kill them,” Lando said. He was standing next to Luke in the infirmary, watching the rescue operations through a waiting-room viewport. Despite three broken ribs and a badly gashed face, he had spent the last twenty-four hours personally directing the rescue effort from this makeshift headquarters. “Craitheus and Marvid both. I’m going to hunt them down and put a pair of disruptor beams through their heads. Maybe three or four.”
“You have a disruptor?” Luke asked. Disruptor weapons disintegrated their targets at the molecular level—causing so much pain in the process that they were banned in nearly every civilized society in the galaxy.
Lando shot him a glower. “I can afford to buy one, you know.”
“I’m sure you can,” Luke said. The rage in Lando’s Force aura made it impossible to read his true intentions, so it seemed possible that he was serious. “But you might want to hold off on that.”
“And why would that be, Master Skywalker?” asked Dena Yus, who was also standing next to Luke, opposite Lando. Though she still had a few bruises on one side of her elegant face, she had avoided any serious injuries by ducking behind a seat as the shock wave hit. “Perhaps you intend to make the kill yourself?”
“There isn’t going to be a kill,” Luke said, a little taken aback by her suggestion. “At least not until we have proof of the Qrephs’ guilt—and even then, only if there’s no other way to bring them to justice.”
Dena’s lips tightened in mock disappointment. “That’s very noble, Master Skywalker. But we have all the proof we require. The Qrephs’ threats were quite explicit.” She shot him an odd smile, then continued, “I’ll happily swear to it, if that will soothe your Jedi conscience.”
“That won’t be necessary,” Luke said. He couldn’t quite decide whether she was trying to flirt with him or sic him on the beings she held responsible for the destruction of the refinery. “It’s not my Jedi conscience that concerns me—it’s our emotions. Anger clouds judgment. So does fear.”
“And that way lies the dark side—I know.” Lando’s voice grew bitter. “I’ve got news for you, old buddy. The dark side is already here. It just killed twenty-eight thousand of my people and put Han and Leia both into a coma.”
“And rushing to judgment won’t change that,” Luke said. Anger did not begin to describe how he felt about what had happened to the Solos. The shock wave had caught them head-on, blowing the shattered viewscreen into their faces and leaving them both so badly injured that their recovery remained doubtful even now. A part of Luke wanted to join in Lando’s rage and pursue the vengeance Dena advocated, but he did not dare act on those emotions—not while they remained so powerful and raw. “We need to confirm our suspicions before we act.”
“That’s easy to say,” Dena replied, “but hard to accomplish. All we really know about the attack is that someone used a laser torch to cut away the safety chocks on all four tractor-beam generators at Crash Pit One.”
Luke raised his brow. “Are you sure it was a laser torch?” he asked. “There are other ways to cut—”
“I know what you’re thinking,” Lando interrupted. “But forget about Sith—it wasn’t a lightsaber. We found pieces of a torch rig near one of the generator turrets.”
“What we can’t figure out is how they took control of the beam targeting,” Dena said. “To do it from inside the control facility, they would have had to override the fail-safe lockouts.”
“And that should have triggered safety alarms at both ends of the drop,” Lando added.
“Maybe the control code was compromised,” Luke suggested. “That would have been child’s play for most Columi.”
Dena gave him an approving smile. “Excellent thought, Master Skywalker. We already have a team of slicers analyzing our control systems. So far, they swear the programming is secure.”
“Which is all the more proof that the Qrephs were behind this,” Lando said. “Had it been anyone else, we would have known by now how they did it.”
“Perhaps,” Luke allowed. Beyond the observation wall, an amber beacon began to brighten and swell as a distant craft rose into the air and turned toward the infirmary. “But I think it’s more important to figure out why they did it—and what they intend to do next.”
Dena’s Force presence suddenly grew cool and wary. “Don’t you think their goal is fairly obvious, Master Skywalker?” she asked. “They need to eliminate their competition in the Rift. It’s the only way to make their investment here profitable.”
Luke shook his head. “This is going to bring a lot of unwanted attention to their operations in the Rift—attention that will make it harder, not easier, to make a profit. Whatever is going on here, it’s about more than mining and money.”
“That’s hard to believe,” Lando said. “Money is a powerful motivator, and the Chiloon Rift has the largest concentration of high-value asteroids in the galaxy.”
“And it’s still small change to the Qrephs,” Luke said. “No offense, but Calrissian Holdings is nothing compared to Galactic Syndicated.”
Lando fell into a shocked silence, then finally asked, “The Galactic Syndicated?”
“Good. You know the company,” Luke said. “I’d barely heard the name until recently.”
“I didn’t say I knew them,” Lando corrected. “Nobody knows Galactic Syndicated. They’re a ghost corporation.”
“Ghost corporation?”
“An invisible mover,” Lando explained. “You can’t actually see them, but you know they exist because of a clear pattern of events.”
“And in Galactic Syndicated’s case, this clear pattern of events is …” Luke asked.
Lando rubbed his chin. “Well, the most noticeable is all these surprise takeovers lately,” he said. “The big players keep whispering the name Galactic Syndicated. But the buyouts are always through cutout corporations, so it’s impossible to be sure who’s responsible. A lot of people don’t even believe that Galactic Syndicated exists.”
“It definitely exists,” Luke said, recalling his conversation with Luewet Wuul. “In fact, I have it on good authority that the Qrephs are the sole stockholders of Galactic Syndicated. And asteroid mining is just a tiny piece of their empire. They started in livestock genetics, then moved into droid manufacturing and cyborg technologies. Now they hold companies that specialize in chemicals, privatized detention services, high-risk finance, reinsurance, waste disposal, nutritional synthesis, interstellar mass transportation—the list goes on.”
Without revealing the source, Luke went on to recount what Wuul had told him about the Qrephs’ most recent acquisitions, as well as the senator’s suspicions that they might be trying to take control of the galactic economy.
“And they’re not being subtle,” Luke said. “They’re using blackmail, extortion, bribery, even murder to make their purchases at a good price.”
Lando turned from the viewport toward Luke. “You say this buying spree started six months ago?”
Luke nodded. “About the same time your piracy problem really heated up,” he said. “And my contact says GET has been smuggling more product than ever into the Galactic Alliance.”
“And you think the Qrephs are using piracy to finance their acquisitions binge?” Dena was beginning to seep cool fear into the Force. She turned to Luke and laid her hand on his arm. “Luke, even if that were feasible, I don’t see why the Qrephs would base themselves in the Chiloon Rift. It can’t be easy to run an industrial empire from way out here, and they aren’t leading pirate raids personally.”
“No, but remember that the Chiloon Rift is beyond the reach of any galactic justice.” Luke was as puzzled by the fear he felt from Dena as he was by her sudden attempt to establish a level of intimacy with him. “Craitheus and Marvid are breaking laws all over the galaxy. Their base of operations needs to be somewhere law-enforcement agencies can’t touch them.”
“So the Jedi are here to bring them to justice?” Dena asked.
“That’s more of a byproduct,” Luke said. “Our primary mission is to stop the piracy, but the Qrephs have certainly made themselves a high priority of mine.”
Dena considered this for a moment, then shook her head. “There’s something you’re not saying,” she said. “Stopping the pirates was the Solos’ mission, and you aren’t here because of what happened to them. You were already in transit when the Qrephs sabotaged the drop.”
Luke gave her an appreciative smile, then tried to dodge the question by turning to Lando. “I see why you place so much trust in your operations chief,” he said. “She doesn’t miss much.”
Lando grinned. “She’s also right,” he said. “Hunting pirates does seem way below the Grand Master’s pay grade, and there’s no way you made the trip to Sarnus in a day. So, what’s really going on?”
Luke remained silent, trying to decide why Dena was pushing so hard to learn his “real” reason for coming to the Chiloon Rift. Lando obviously trusted her, but there was a troubling note of desperation in her Force aura. And her clumsy attempt to manipulate him had certainly aroused his suspicions.
“Very well,” he said. He allowed his gaze to slide toward Dena’s reflection in the viewport. “But I don’t think you’ll believe me.”
“Try us,” Lando said. When there was no immediate reply, he took the hint and turned toward Dena. “Why don’t you let us talk in private?”
Dena looked through the viewport, where a string of running lights was growing brighter as an airspeeder approached the infirmary, then turned and nodded.
“Of course. They’re bringing in another load of bodies.” The sorrow in her voice was genuine. “I should go down to the morgue and see who they’ve found.”
“I’d appreciate that,” Lando said. “I’ll fill you in if Luke and I discuss anything that affects recovery operations.”
“Thank you.” Dena turned to Luke and squeezed his elbow. “Master Skywalker, if I can be of any assistance to you—at all—please don’t hesitate to ask.”
“I won’t,” Luke assured her. “You’re kind to offer.”
As the door hissed shut behind Dena, Lando asked, “Is there something I should know about her, Luke?”
Luke studied the door for a moment, reaching out in the Force to see if Dena would linger on the other side to eavesdrop. When he felt no sign of her presence, he finally shrugged.
“I can’t say for sure,” he said. “But didn’t she seem to be coming on a bit strong?”
“You shouldn’t hold that against her, old buddy.” Lando’s grin was more than a little sad. “You are a pretty eligible widower—even if you don’t think about it yourself.”
Luke felt a familiar pang of sorrow, then said, “So they tell me. But with Han and Leia’s recovery still so uncertain, it feels like Dena is trying to manipulate me—and very clumsily.”
Lando smiled in amusement. “Clumsy, yes,” he said. “But manipulative? I wouldn’t go that far. Dena fast-tracked through the ranks as a mining engineer.”
Luke frowned. “So?”
“So don’t let her good looks fool you. She grew up studying fracture patterns and stress loads.” Lando waved his hand toward the scene beyond the viewport. “And for most of her adult life, she’s been working on rocks like Sarnus. I doubt she’s up on the latest dating etiquette.”
“That’s possible, I suppose,” Luke said. “But you can’t feel her in the Force. She’s a little too curious about what I’m doing here.”
Lando sighed. “Dena isn’t the only one, Luke. I’m curious, too. And she’s right—it’s not like you knew what was going to happen to Han and Leia before you left Shedu …” He let his thought trail off, then cocked his head and studied Luke from the corner of his eye. “You didn’t, did you?”
Luke shook his head. “No, Lando. Even Jedi Grand Masters can’t see the future.”
Lando continued to eye him sidelong. “You sure about that?” he asked. “Your timing was pretty impressive.”
“Coincidence,” Luke said. “I was coming here anyway.”
“Because?”
Luke gave him a melancholy smile. “For several reasons, none of which are all that mysterious,” he said. “Mostly I wanted to have some fun.”
“Fun?” Lando echoed. “In the Chiloon Rift?”
Luke shrugged. “I hadn’t left Shedu Maad in a year, and I was tired of everyone fussing over my recovery,” he said. “And Han and Leia were out here with you. It seemed like a nice low-key mission.”
“Sure. Chasing pirates through an asteroid maze filled with banks of hot plasma is just low-key fun for you Jedi.” Lando’s brows came together in disbelief and annoyance. “What do you take me for, Luke? Some nerf herder sitting in on his first sabacc game?”
“Okay, maybe I wanted to test myself a little,” Luke said, showing his palms in surrender, “and have some fun with you and the Solos while I let the Masters get used to the idea that they can run things without me. Is there something wrong with that?”
Lando’s expression began to soften. “You’re not here hunting for the Sith homeworld or something?” he asked. “You just came out here to see if you’re all healed up?”
“Well, and maybe to set up a rendezvous with Ben,” Luke said. “I haven’t seen him for six months.”
“Ben’s here? In the Rift?” The suspicion returned to Lando’s face. “Luke, old buddy—”
“It’s not a mystery,” Luke interrupted. “Ben and Tahiri were on Ramook to investigate a Ship sighting—”
“A Ship sighting?” Lando’s eyes grew wide. “As in Vestara Khai’s Ship? The Sith meditation sphere Ship?”
“It was only a sighting,” Luke insisted. Ship was a sentient vessel created thousands of years in the past to train Sith adepts in the ways of war. Its most recent pilot was a young woman named Vestara Khai. A defector from the Lost Tribe of Sith, she had spent over a year earning Luke’s trust—and winning his son’s heart—only to betray them both during the Sith occupation of Coruscant. “And we don’t know that Ship was actually there. They never picked up its trail.”
Lando appeared unconvinced. “Then why are Ben and Tahiri still in the Rift?”
“They’re trying to track down Ohali Soroc,” Luke said. “She hasn’t checked in for a month.”
“Okay,” Lando said, now seeming as confused as he was suspicious. “Who’s Ohali Soroc?”
“One of my ten Quest Knights,” Luke said.
“A Quest Knight?” Lando’s jaw dropped, and he turned toward the viewport. “Now I get it. You think you’ve found—”
“No, we don’t,” Luke said. As someone who made his considerable resources across the galaxy available for Jedi use, Lando had been informed of the hunt for Mortis shortly after the ten Knights departed on their mission. “The Quest Knights are searching everywhere. We’re only looking for Jedi Soroc because she’s missed so many check-ins—and I’m sure that has more to do with the communication difficulties here in the Rift than with Mortis.”
Lando fell silent, obviously thinking.
Luke waited a few moments for him to calm down, then said, “On my honor, Lando. I’m telling you everything.”
Lando exhaled slowly, then finally turned around. “Okay, maybe you are,” he said. “But doesn’t it all seem a little strange to you?”
“All what?” Luke asked. “The coincidences?”
“Exactly.” Lando raised his hand and began to tick points off by lifting his fingers. “First, there’s a Ship sighting at Ramook. Then one of your Quest Knights goes quiet inside the Rift. Next, Han and Leia show up to help me deal with some pirate problems. And then you decide to play courier so you can see your son and decide if you’re healed yet.”
Lando folded his four fingers back down and lowered his arm. “I’m no Jedi, but that’s either the Force at work or—”
“Or the Qrephs,” Luke finished. “I see your point, but I don’t feel the Force behind this. It’s too … soulless.”
Lando scowled. “Actually, I was going to say Sith,” he replied. “Could they be the ones behind my pirate problems? Or could they be working with the Qrephs?”
Luke considered the question, then spread his hands. “You tell me,” he said. “You’ve met the Qrephs, and I haven’t. Could they be working with the Lost Tribe?”
Lando frowned for a time, then finally shook his head. “I can’t see it,” he said. “That would be like two sarlaccs in the same pit. It wouldn’t be long before they started to eat each other.”
Luke nodded. Lando was undoubtedly right about how quickly the Qrephs would turn on any possible Sith allies. But sarlacc digestion was notoriously slow. It could take a thousand years for a sarlacc to fully digest its victim—and that made Luke wonder if they shouldn’t be more concerned about how long an alliance between the Qrephs and the Sith might last before one finally destroyed the other.
Luke was still wondering when the door whispered open behind him. He glanced at the reflection in the viewport, half expecting to see Dena Yus. Instead, he was surprised to find C-3PO’s golden shape rushing into the room.
“Please excuse the interruption,” the droid said. “But Captain Solo has asked me to fetch you at once.”
As quickly as Luke turned, Lando was even quicker, and Luke found himself following his friend toward the door.
“Han’s awake?” Lando asked, charging out of the room—and nearly bowling C-3PO over. “Are you kidding?”
The droid threw his arms up to steady himself. “Captain Solo is quite awake,” he said, turning after Lando. “He said to tell you he has a plan.”
Seven
Dena found Tharston Kharl’s body on the fourth shelf of a ten-level storage litter, in a quiet corner of the makeshift morgue—a cold underground hangar bustling with outdated medical droids and numb-eyed attendants. Emergency services had run out of body bags within the first few hours, so he had been left in his shredded pressure suit. Dena could still read the employee number—CC6683—stenciled on his chest tab. Given what the flames and the flesh-scouring wind had done to his rugged face, it was the only way to identify him, and she found herself hoping someone else had been wearing Tharston’s uniform that day. Maybe he had needed to borrow a crew member’s heavy-duty hazard suit and had forgotten to switch chest tabs when they traded suits. Or something.
Anything.
Because while Tharston Kharl may have been an obnoxious jerk at the sabacc table and a cheating husband to his wife back on Telos, he had also been Dena’s first and only lover, cheerful, supportive, and surprisingly gentle when the occasion called for it. And for that she owed him more than a coffin and a trip home in the cold hold of a death ship. She owed him justice and remembrance and something she did not quite understand, something that she felt gnawing at the cold, aching void inside her.
Dena had never experienced such feelings before, and she did not know how to interpret them. The more she thought of Tharston, the more powerful the feelings grew. And yet she could not stop. She felt as though some insidious parasite had taken control of her emotions, as though it were driving her toward some mad act that would ultimately destroy her.
Behind Dena, a young woman said, “So, you were in love with him.” The voice was smooth and thin, almost a girl’s. “Foolish woman.”
Dena dropped her arm and cupped her hand, letting her holdout blaster slip down from beneath her sleeve. Only when she had the weapon securely in her grasp did she turn to face the newcomer. Slender and strong, in a form-fitting flight suit, the woman was no more than nineteen, with fair skin, light-brown hair, and dark smoldering eyes. She glanced at the weapon in Dena’s hand, then looked up and cocked her brow.
“Really, Chief Yus?” Savara Raine placed one hand on her hip. “You might want to rethink that.”
Dena raised the blaster higher. “Maybe I did love Tharston,” she admitted. “And you killed him.”
“So?” Savara rolled her eyes. “You helped.”
“Me?” Horrified, Dena shook her head. “No. It was only you. You alone.”
“Then I suppose someone else copied the control code for us? Someone else gave us the production schedule?” Slowly, Savara reached into her breast pocket and removed a datachip bearing the goldenasteroid logo of the Sarnus Refinery. “Because I’m pretty sure this has your access number embedded in it.”
“You were supposed to strike during the maintenance break!” Dena objected. “There would have been no more than a thousand beings at work. And they would have had time to evacuate.”
Savara shrugged. “Not my fault,” she said, slipping the datachip back into her pocket. “Your makers changed the schedule.”
There was no arguing with that, Dena knew. The Qrephs took no counsel but their own, and they regarded any concern for collateral damage to be the folly of a weak mind.
Still, Dena was confused. The attack had been a hundred times deadlier than needed to put the refinery out of business—and overkill was not the Qrephs’ style. They prided themselves on efficiency, believing that excessive force was a waste of resources likely to lead to unintended consequences.
After a moment, she said, “I doubt they told you to sabotage our entire communications system.”
“They told me to succeed,” Savara retorted. “I did what was necessary—no more, no less.”
“Really? To me, it looks like you murdered twenty-eight thousand beings in cold blood. And that will bring a lot of unwanted attention to the Rift.” Dena met Savara’s hard gaze, then continued, “Had I been able to sound the alarm, this disaster might have looked like a simple industrial accident. Instead, you turned it into the largest mass murder the galaxy has seen since the Yuuzhan Vong were driven off.”
A glimmer of doubt flashed through Savara’s eyes, but her voice remained confident. “So what? Twenty-eight thousand died instead of the few hundred you expected. If you think that makes you innocent, go ahead and blast me. Then have fun explaining yourself to Lando Calrissian and his Jedi pets. I’m sure you’ll find them in a forgiving mood.”
For a moment, Dena seriously considered the suggestion. She pulled the blaster trigger back to the arming click, then felt a guilty thrill as the blood drained from Savara’s face. But Dena did not dare fire—not yet—because she did not know how to spin the story for Lando and his Jedi friend Luke Skywalker. Certainly, they would be happy to hear that Dena had killed the saboteur. But they would also have questions—many questions—and Dena doubted she would be able to fool Luke Skywalker for long.
So the question was exactly as Savara had framed it. If Dena came forward and explained that she had expected only a few deaths, or a few hundred at most, would Lando and his Jedi friend forgive her? Would they help her?
Dena simply did not have the background to know. Her makers had loaded her memory with a plausible family history, and they had given her more knowledge than a mining executive of her station would ever need. They had even imprinted her with a personality specifically engineered to make her a key employee at the Sarnus Refinery.
But there was no substitute for experience. Despite all of her neuro-programming and the accelerated learning and synaptic stimulation, Dena had been living among humans for less than a year. She simply had not accumulated enough behavioral data to project their likely response to an emotionally charged situation like this. Would Lando and his friend be so grateful for her help that they would overlook her own small role in the atrocity? Or would they take vengeance on her, too?
The only real data available to Dena was the irony in her tormentor’s voice, and it was easy enough to interpret that. Savara Raine would not have suggested putting a blaster bolt into her own head if she had believed that to be a wise course of action. Quite the opposite. The challenge had been issued to drive home the point that Dena had no other allies. No matter how much she hated her makers and their teenage pet—no matter how desperately she might want the help of Lando and his Jedi friend—she needed the Qrephs.
They had designed her that way.
The thought had barely crossed Dena’s mind before Savara pushed the holdout blaster aside. With her other hand, she grabbed Dena by the throat and shoved her against the storage litter, so hard that it almost toppled.
“If you ever point a weapon at me again, you die,” Savara said. “Are we clear on that?”
Dena considered trying to bring the blaster to bear again, not because she believed she was strong enough to kill the girl, but because, at the moment, dying did not seem so terrible—not with Tharston’s scorched corpse on a shelf behind her and a future ahead of her that promised only more of the same despair.
But the Qrephs had designed her to resist such temptation. As hopeless as she felt, her survival instinct remained primary. Her hand opened of its own accord, and the blaster clattered to the floor.
The hand on her throat tightened. “I asked if we were clear.”
Dena managed only a nod and a garbled croak, but Savara seemed to understand.
“Good.” The hand relaxed, and the teenage terror retreated two steps, then held out her hand expectantly. “I believe you have something for me?”
Dena nodded. “I do.”
It hurt her throat to talk, but she tried not to show her pain. She reached into her pocket and withdrew a pair of clear steriplas bags. Each contained a bandage soaked with still-damp blood. Dena checked the labels, then passed them over, one at a time.
“The first is from Captain Solo, and the second is from Princess Leia,” she said. “I collected them right after the shock wave hit, while I was tending their wounds.”
Savara inspected the bags, then nodded her approval. “Well done.” She tucked both into an empty thigh pocket. “But your makers would have been happier if you had let the Solos die.”
“Then someone should have told me that,” Dena replied, more surprised by the suggestion than she should have been. “Besides, it wasn’t an option. Lando was conscious and trying to help, too. It was all I could do to collect the blood samples before he closed their faceplates.”
Savara’s eyes remained cold. “And you couldn’t have taken him out, too? He’s practically an old man.”
A cold lump of anger began to form inside Dena’s stomach. “Again, I had no orders to—”
“It’s fine. It’s hardly your fault if your makers went too light on your sense of initiative.” Savara’s eyes were twinkling with amusement, and Dena realized the girl had been toying with her. “But perhaps it’s not too late. How likely are our patients to survive?”
“How would I know?” Dena asked icily. “I wasn’t loaded with medical expertise, either.”
“No, but the infirmary director does report to you,” Savara said. “Surely, Chief Calrissian has asked you to inquire about the Solos’ condition?”
Dena reluctantly nodded. “He has. They’ve been unconscious since they arrived, so the medicos are having a hard time evaluating how much brain damage the concussions may have caused. Captain Solo was in a coma—”
“Was?” Savara asked. “Does that mean he’s awake?”
“By now, probably. There have been clear signs that he’s coming around,” Dena said. “He was still unconscious when I left Lando’s command center to come down here, but he was removed from the bacta tank a few hours ago.”
“And Princess Leia?”
“She’s still in her tank,” Dena said. “She won’t wake up, but she’s not in a coma. The medical droid doesn’t understand why she remains unconscious.”
Savara’s face grew unhappy. “Jedi healing trance,” she said. “Any other injuries?”
“She suffered a fractured skull and had one arm broken in several places, but those have already mended. The surgical droids have no explanation—”
“Healing trance,” Savara repeated, her tone darker than ever. “What else?”
“Their eyes have been repaired and should function well,” Dena said. “But one of Captain Solo’s eyes is from a donor. We lost the original at the crash site.”
“A donor?” Savara scowled in distaste. “A prosthetic wouldn’t work?”
“We’re running short on prosthetics right now,” Dena said, biting back her anger. “Perhaps they’ll replace it when he returns to the Hapes Consortium.”
“I don’t think returning to the Consortium is going to be in his future,” Savara said. “At least, it better not be. Do I make myself clear?”
Dena felt her eyes widen. “You want me to kill the Solos?” she gasped. “Both of them?”
Savara studied her, then finally shook her head. “I suppose not. You’d only get caught, and your makers don’t want your biology exposed. Not yet.”
Dena exhaled in relief. “That’s probably wise,” she said. “I doubt I would be able to withstand a Jedi interrogation.”
Savara’s eyes narrowed. “Is that a threat?”
Dena paused, taking time to evaluate what the girl had just revealed about the Qrephs’ fear of her exposure. Perhaps she had more leverage than she realized.
After a moment, Dena said, “No, it’s a fact. But you can take it however you like.”
That actually drew a smile from the girl. “I see I’ve made a mistake, letting you know how important you are.” She reached into one of her thigh pockets and withdrew a black pouch about the size of her palm. “Perhaps I should just give you what you need and leave before I do any more damage.”
“That might be for the best.”
Dena knew she should mention the arrival of Luke Skywalker, but he and Lando had been going to great lengths to keep Skywalker’s presence here a secret—and the fact that Savara hadn’t asked about the Grand Master suggested they were succeeding. Reasoning that it might be best to keep at least one of her bargaining chips hidden, Dena extended a hand to accept the pouch.
Instead of passing it over, Savara suddenly frowned and drew it back. She opened the top, then withdrew three vials about half the length of her little finger and held them up to the light, pretending to study the clear oil within.
“What are you doing?” Dena gasped.
“Checking the contents, of course,” Savara said, watching as the oil grew cloudy and gray. “I wouldn’t dare short you—not now, when you realize how valuable you are to us.”
“Please, don’t!” Dena lunged for the vials, but Savara anticipated her and quickly retreated out of range. “They mustn’t be exposed to light.”
“Is that so?” Savara continued to study the vials, watching them turn from gray to silver. “And I suppose they’re no good to you after that?”
“They’ll be poison!” Dena lunged again. “They’ll kill me faster than no enzyme at all!”
Savara waited until Dena’s hand was almost on hers, then jerked her arm aside—and let one of the vials go flying. It broke with a distant tinkle, and Dena could not help letting out a cry of despair. There were still two more in Savara’s grasp, and there would be seven more inside the pouch. But each vial contained only a single day’s dose, and deliveries were always ten days apart.
“Please—don’t.” She motioned at the two vials remaining in Savara’s grasp. “Put them back before the color comes. I need it all to make it until next time.”
“Come now, we both know that’s not quite true,” Savara said. “You might look a little wan and lose some hair, but if you stretch the interval, you’ll survive.”
She let another vial slip from her grasp. Dena tried to catch it, only to have Savara block the attempt with a well-placed foot-tap. The second vial shattered, and Dena watched in horror as the enzyme—the enzyme she needed to metabolize her food, the enzyme that the Qrephs had engineered her to need—spread across the duracrete floor in a darkening stain.
Dena looked up. “Why are you doing this to me?”
“Because I don’t like being lied to.”
“But I’m not lying!” Dena objected. “I’ve told you the truth.”
“As far as it goes.”
Savara let the third vial drop and did not try to stop Dena from catching it, but the oil was quickly turning pink. Injecting it now would be painful and deadly. Dena looked back to her tormentor, who was already reaching back into the pouch.
Savara smiled, then said, “Is there something you neglected to tell me?”
Dena closed her eyes, then reluctantly nodded. “Luke Skywalker.”
She did not understand why the revelation made her feel like such a traitor, but it did. Perhaps it was because if anyone in the galaxy was capable of freeing her from the control of the Qrephs, it would be the Grand Master of the Jedi Order.
And Dena desperately wanted to be free.
“Luke Skywalker?” Savara’s voice sounded brittle and alarmed. “What about him?”
When Dena opened her eyes again, Savara had withdrawn her hand from the pouch, empty. The girl’s face was pale and her eyes were large and round. She almost looked afraid.
“Upstairs with Lando,” Dena said. Suddenly she felt so powerful she had to fight not to smile. “Luke Skywalker is here.”
Savara allowed her fear to show only in the way her nostrils flared, but it was enough to confirm what Dena had already guessed—that the Skywalker name was the one thing capable of rocking the girl onto her heels. Dena extended her hand, reaching out to take the enzyme pouch … only to have Savara snatch the bag away again.
“You weren’t going to tell me,” she said. “You think Skywalker can help you.”
“Nobody can help me,” Dena said. “I know that.”
“But you have dreams,” Savara insisted. “You have hopes.”
“What do dreams and hopes matter? Skywalker can’t formulate my enzymes.” Dena paused, then gave a resigned shrug. “Besides, he wouldn’t help me even if he could. He doesn’t trust me.”
“Why not?”
“I tried to establish an emotional connection with him,” Dena said. “I don’t understand why it failed. I used the voice you taught me, I teased, and I touched. Your system didn’t work.”
Instead of anger, the accusation elicited a laugh—a cruel one, but genuine.
“You tried to seduce Luke Skywalker—with his sister and brother-in-law lying half dead in the infirmary?” Savara shook her head, laughing harder than ever. “You biots are such vac-heads.”
“If you failed to teach me properly, whose fault is that?” Dena asked. “But the damage is done, and I don’t see how it can be undone.”
Savara finally stopped chuckling. “That’s because you have no imagination.” She thought for a moment, then asked, “You said in a status report that Tharston had a weakness for sabacc, correct?”
“Yes,” Dena said. “He went to the casinos on Valnoos every month, whenever he had a recreation break.”
“Good.” Savara thrust the enzyme pouch into Dena’s hand, then withdrew the datachip from her pocket and passed that over, too. “Take the datachip to Calrissian.”
Dena stared at the datachip in confusion. “But this has my access number and a copy of the control code. Lando will know in an hour that it was used to sabotage the beam generators at Pit One.”
“Exactly,” Savara said. “You’ll say you found the chip in Tharston’s locker.”
“Tharston’s? Why?”
A sly grin came to Savara’s lips. “Because you’re going to confess to Calrissian and Skywalker,” she said. “You’re going to tell them all about Tharston being your lover and how he often visited your quarters.”
Dena began to feel queasy inside. “You want me to blame Tharston?”
Savara rolled her eyes. “No, I want you to answer their questions,” she said. “Let them blame Tharston.”
Eight
Leia’s dream began as it ended, with a gauze pad dragging across her torn face. The distant shriek of decompression sang in her ears, and the biting cold of thin air chewed at her nose and cheeks. Her head was spinning, her lungs aching, and she felt herself dropping into hypoxic oblivion. But she could not reach up to close her faceplate. Someone was kneeling on her arms, holding her motionless while the gauze drank up her blood.
Not yet, Jedi Solo, a woman’s voice was saying. I need more. Just a little more.
Then Leia awoke as she always did, floating in the blue liquid warmth of a bacta tank, with her pulse pounding in her ears and angry knots slithering in her stomach. An outdated FX-4 medical droid stood at the monitoring station next to the tank, but there was no one else in the room. Not even Han.
The droid rotated its mushroom-shaped dome in her direction. There was a momentary delay as a central monitoring computer translated the FX’s query from droidspeak into Basic, then a stilted gender-neutral voice rippled through the auditory buds sealed into Leia’s ears.
“Good afternoon, Jedi Solo. Do you know where you are?”
Before answering, Leia took a second to calm herself, trying to sort out how much of the dream had been memory and how much had been misinterpretation—or even pure fabrication. Clearly, her subconscious mind was trying to warn her about something, to make her understand that she had been betrayed. But dreams should seldom be taken literally—and, really, what would anyone want with her blood? The warning had to be about something else, something that could be symbolized by blood.
“Jedi Solo, can you answer me?” the droid asked. “Do you know where you are?”
Leia sighed at the droid’s insistence, then swirled her hand through the green fluid in which she was floating. “I’m in a bacta tank.” She spoke directly into her breath mask, which had an integrated microphone that would relay her words to a speaker on the tank exterior. “In a hospital somewhere.”
“An infirmary,” the droid corrected. “Sarnus has no true hospitals.”
Sarnus. Of course. The planet was deep in the Chiloon Rift, the location of Lando’s refinery. She remembered that much.
“You are in the Recovery and Close-monitoring Unit,” the droid continued. “Room Ten, Floor Five.”
“What happened to me?”
“You arrived with facial trauma, multiple fractures in your left arm, and a concussion,” the droid informed her. “But your recovery is well under way. Your arm has mended incredibly fast. Both of your eyes have been repaired and are completely functional. Your nose has been reconstructed according to visual references obtained from the infirmary’s historical library. Your facial lacerations have been closed—”
“—and are expected to heal without visible scarring,” Leia finished. “I have a feeling I’ve heard this before.”
“Excellent,” the droid replied. “The symptoms of your concussion seem to be receding. What else do you recall?”
Leia thought for a moment, fighting to retrieve any memory associated with Sarnus. “I recall being in an office with Lando and … Han.”
As she spoke her husband’s name, Leia’s heart climbed into her throat, and she found herself close to panic. Could that be what her dream was about? Could Han be the blood that was taken from her? She had no memory of what had happened to him after the astrolith impact—but that was no comfort, as she could not recall what had happened to her, either.
“What else do you remember about the meeting?” the droid asked. “Who else was there?”
Leia did not even try to recall. “Stop trying to diagnose me,” she ordered. “Just tell me where my husband is.”
“Captain Solo is on his way—”
“Then he’s okay?” Leia asked. “He’s not hurt?”
“He no longer requires bacta immersion to continue healing,” the droid said carefully. “And since there is a shortage of tanks, he has been in the staff lounge, waiting for you to awaken. Chairman Calrissian and two other gentlemen are with him. Your protocol droid asked to be alerted as soon as you were available. Are you not available?”
“They’re here?” Leia was more relieved than disquieted, of course, but she was disquieted. Bacta-tank wraps were not exactly modest. “In the hospital?”
“Yes, coming down the corridor,” the droid confirmed. “Though we are an infirmary, not a hospital. I am concerned that you have forgotten that so soon. Do you recall what we were talking about a moment ago?”
“That Han is on his way with three other men. Please raise the privacy shield.” Leia reached out in the Force and felt not only Han’s familiar presence but that of the young miner who had accompanied them from Brink Station and—much to her surprise—that of her brother, Luke. “This tank does have a privacy shield, doesn’t it?”
“Of course,” the droid responded. “Our equipment here is seldom more than twenty years out of date.”
A band around the middle of the tank turned opaque, concealing Leia from mid-thigh to just below her armpits. An instant later the door to the room slid open, and Han stepped into view. He was not quite hobbling, but he was moving slowly and using a cane. He paused briefly, his eyes betraying his concern as he turned toward the bacta tank. His face was a red mesh of half-healed laceration scars, both eyes were black, and his nose was covered by a protective guard. He gave her a lopsided grin, then stepped over and pressed his palm to the wall of the tank.
“Hi there, Princess.” Han’s voice sounded a bit tired and hollow over the bacta tank’s comm system. “You’re looking good.”
Leia chuckled into her breath mask. “Not if I look anything like you.” Pressing her own hand to the tank interior, she paused to see if Han’s presence triggered the same kind of fear she had experienced in her dream. The only thing she felt was relief at seeing him alive. Whatever the dream was about, it wasn’t him. “Han … how bad is it?”
Han’s expression turned grim. “Leia, we need to get these guys.” He finally removed his hand from the wall of the bacta tank. “They murdered almost thirty thousand beings.”
Leia was stunned. She recalled sensing a certain malevolence in the Qrephs, but she had not realized that they were capable of this magnitude of evil. How could she have missed that? She could not help feeling partly responsible—because she had missed it, and she hadn’t stopped them.
“Count me in,” she said. “But I can’t believe the Qrephs expect Lando—or us—to roll over. Do they really think controlling production in the Rift is worth the trouble they’re bringing down on themselves?”
“Good question. We were just about to discuss that ourselves,” Han said. He turned and motioned toward the door. “Come on in, fellas.”
Lando entered first, looking far less battered than Han, but still moving stiffly and holding a protective arm over his ribs. Omad Kaeg followed behind him, grim but uninjured. Luke followed, looking calm and determined in his gray flight suit, then C-3PO and R2-D2.
“Oh, dear,” C-3PO lamented. “You look absolutely terrible, Princess Leia. I do hope these outdated first-aid droids haven’t been interfering with your recovery.”
The FX droid spun around and shot a burst of static at C-3PO.
“Well, I fail to see why you should be offended,” C-3PO replied. “You are outdated.”
Leia ignored the droids and turned to Luke. “I hope you didn’t come all this way just to send me home to recover,” she said. “Because that’s not going to happen.”
Luke smiled. “The thought never crossed my mind,” he said. “Actually, I came to deliver that background report you and Han wanted on GET. But I think I’m going to stick around and try to figure out what the Qrephs are really doing in the Rift.”
“How so?” Leia asked.
“The Rift is valuable,” Luke replied. “But it’s hardly worth making an enemy of the Jedi.”
“Maybe the Qrephs miscalculated,” Kaeg suggested. “Maybe they thought they wouldn’t be blamed for the sabotage. Or maybe they didn’t realize how the Jedi would react to mass murder.”
“I’m sorry, Captain Kaeg, but that is extremely unlikely,” C-3PO said. “In any intellectual contest, the odds of a Columi miscalculating the opponent’s response are—”
“Thank you, Threepio,” Luke interrupted, “but the odds don’t matter.” He tripped the FX-4’s circuit breaker to prevent it from making a record of their conversation, then assigned R2-D2 to prevent any eavesdropping by the central monitoring computer. “This is about more than trying to corner the Galactic metal markets, I’m very sure. It’s bigger than that.”
“And you’re sure of that why?” Leia asked.
“I’ll fill you in more completely later,” Luke said. “But Lando and I were talking, and I don’t think we can ignore the possibility of Sith involvement. The Ship sighting on Ramook may be nothing more than a coincidence, or it may hint at what’s really going on in the Rift. The only thing we know for sure is that the Qrephs are up to something out here we don’t understand—and we’d better figure it out quick, before it becomes any more of a problem for the rest of the galaxy.”
“More of a problem?” Han asked. “You mean the Rift isn’t the only place they’re blighting?”
“Far from it,” Luke said. “Their holdings in the Galactic Alliance have more than tripled since they relocated to the Chiloon Rift—despite this being a very strange base from which to run a financial empire. The question is, why are they here?”
“You’re suggesting there’s something in the Rift that makes it all possible,” Leia surmised. “And you think it might be Sith.”
“Sith.” Han snorted in disgust. “Well, that might explain why the Qrephs aren’t too worried about Jedi. If they’ve got a bunch of Sith on their side, they might feel pretty confident about dealing with Leia and me.”
Leia frowned. “But it doesn’t explain the Mandalorians and the Nargons,” she said. “First, Mandalorians don’t like Sith any more than they like us. Second, if the Qrephs have an army of Sith at their disposal, why would they pay for mercenaries?”
“My thoughts exactly,” said Lando, who had been standing on the far side of the room listening quietly. “I’ve been running some figures since Luke and I talked. By the time the Qrephs pay for those big asteroid crushers of theirs and an army of Mandalorians to push everyone else around, they’re losing money on their Chiloon operation—and that’s assuming they aren’t paying for the pirates, too.”
“They’re protecting a secret,” Luke said. “That has to be it. If they don’t want anyone to know there are Sith here, they can’t have a security force armed with lightsabers running around, or a bunch of Force-sensitive pirates trying to drive miners out. They need someone else to do that—so they hire the Mandalorians.”
Han’s jaw dropped. “Wait a minute. Are you saying Kesh is in the Rift? Is that their secret?”
“The thought had crossed my mind, but, no,” Luke said. “If Kesh were here, there wouldn’t be any Mandalorians or miners running around the Rift. The Sith would never take that chance.”
“If you say so,” Kaeg said, sounding a little doubtful. “So, what is this Kesh?”
“It’s the homeworld of the Lost Tribe of Sith,” Han explained. “But its location is a big secret, mainly because it’s so far outside the hyperspace lanes that the Lost Tribe was marooned there for five thousand years.”
“I see,” Kaeg said. “Then how unfortunate it is that Kesh cannot be here.”
“Why?” Leia asked.
“Because then we would know why the Qrephs wanted my share of the miners’ support cooperative,” Kaeg explained. “It would give them a seat on the RiftMesh Committee.”
Han frowned. “And that’s important why?”
“Because the RiftMesh isn’t static,” Lando said. “It’s constantly being expanded and repaired—and it’s the ’Mesh Committee that decides when and where.”
“So, if the Qrephs had a seat on the committee, they could influence which beacons to repair—and where to place new ones,” Kaeg said. “And even if they failed to win the vote, they would know the committee’s plans.”
Leia frowned. “I’m still not following,” she said. “How does knowing the committee’s plans keep people away from Kesh—or whatever the Qrephs are trying to protect?”
“Because it’s dangerous to operate beyond the RiftMesh,” Kaeg explained. “Too dangerous. Without a beacon signal, it is easy to lose your way—and it is impossible to summon help.”
“There aren’t many miners who like to operate out of touch in the Rift,” Lando added. “If the Qrephs know where the cooperative is putting new beacons, they can destroy the ones that are too close for comfort. That way, there isn’t much chance a tug captain could stumble across their secret.”
“And if one did, he and his crew would just disappear,” Kaeg said. “It may not be this Kesh that the Qrephs are hiding, but it must be something like it. Something big and immobile. We only need to figure out what.”
“Agreed.” Han nodded, then looked from the bacta tank to Luke and Lando. “I say we do it.”
Leia felt a lump form in her chest. There was a certain glee in Han’s voice that she never liked to hear, a mad enthusiasm that came only when he had decided to attempt something wild and dangerous that he would not be talked out of.
“Do what, exactly?” Leia asked.
Han continued to look at Luke and Lando, awaiting their replies.
“Han,” Leia said, trying not to sound worried. “Do what?”
Han continued to watch Luke and Lando.
At last, Luke shrugged, and Lando nodded.
“I guess I don’t have any better ideas,” Lando said.
“Better than what?” Leia demanded.
Han grinned, then finally looked back to her. “It’s okay,” he said. “I have a plan.”
Nine
With polished larmalstone floors and gold bioluminescent chandeliers hovering in midair, the Blue Star casino was more Lando’s style than Han’s. It was the kind of place where the staff frowned on whooping in delight when you won a fat pot and where they would escort you straight out the door if you cursed a string of bad luck too loudly. But formal attire was required and weapons were restricted, which made it a hard place to flood with hired thugs, and it had top-notch security with state-of-the-art weapon detectors at every door. All in all, Han thought it was a pretty good spot to draw out the enemy—especially since he was still a little too banged up to want another firefight.
A few days of bacta therapy and some close attention from the medical droids had taken care of his superficial wounds and stopped the ringing in his ears, and he could see even better out of his new eye than he could with the one that had gone missing when the astrolith hit. But his bruised chest and ribs were another matter. They had to heal on their own, and, unlike Leia, he couldn’t enter a Jedi healing trance to speed things along. He just had to be patient and try to avoid laughing too hard, or breathing too hard, or lifting too much—or doing any of a dozen things that might drop him to his knees, gasping in pain.
A slender hand touched Han’s shoulder as Dena Yus returned from a break and slipped into the adjacent seat. “This isn’t working,” she said, leaning in close and whispering. “Tharston always went to the Durelium Palace. I think that must be where he met his contact.”
“Yeah, but we’re not supposed to know that, remember?” Han replied.
Dena had been making the same argument since confiding that it might have been her dead lover who helped the Qrephs destroy Lando’s refinery. Her tune was starting to get old. “Relax. Tharston’s handler will find us.”
“I don’t see how,” Dena said. “This isn’t the kind of place where hired thugs hang out—and Valnoos has dozens of other casinos that are.”
“But there’s only one Lando Calrissian and one Han Solo. In case you hadn’t noticed, we’re kind of famous around the tables.” Han nodded toward the crowd of local high rollers gathered behind the observation rail, all hoping for a chance to play their local sabacc variant, Riftwalker, against a pair of galactic legends. “Trust me, Tharston’s handler has already heard that we’re here. Sooner or later, he’ll want to know why.”
A card went spinning toward the dealer’s station, and Lando announced, “Discard.” He slid a stack of thousand-credit wagering tokens into the hand pot and another equal stack into the game pot, then leaned back and smiled broadly. “The bet is ten thousand … to each pot.”
Han sighed and glanced over at his friend, who now had only three chip-cards—all locked—on the table before him. There were only two reasons Lando would play with just three cards: either he was bluffing or he had a sure win with the idiot’s array. Like nearly every scheme Lando employed—in business or gambling—it was an effective long-term strategy, designed to present his rivals with an agonizing choice time after time.
Han knew of only one way to prevent that strategy from working. He looked at his chronometer. Seeing that the second counter was on an even number, he locked his own chip-cards and pushed twenty thousand credits into each of the pots.
“I’ll raise,” he said.
The declaration drew an approving murmur from the spectators but groans from two of the other players still in the hand. They discarded their chip-cards without matching Han’s bet, which meant they were no longer eligible to collect either pot.
The third player, Omad Kaeg, smiled broadly.
“I was hoping you would say that, Captain Solo.” He pushed all of his betting tokens into the center of the table, exceeding Han’s bet by two thousand credits. “In fact, I have been waiting for it.”
Instead of replying, Han turned to Lando, who now had to decide whether to match both raises. If Lando called or re-raised, Han would know he was beat and discard his own chip-cards. But if Lando retired from the hand, Han would call Kaeg’s extra two thousand credits. There was a good chance the kid had his own idiot’s array and Han was beat, of course. But Kaeg was young and cocky, and that meant he was likely to mistake good hands for great hands, and great hands for unbeatable hands. Considering the size of the pots—well over a hundred thousand credits—it was worth a couple thousand credits to see what the young asteroid miner was holding.
When Lando took too long thinking, Han knew his friend had been bluffing. “Go ahead and bet everything,” he said, smiling. “I might fold.”
Lando scowled in disgust and threw his chip-cards toward the dealer’s station. “How do you do that?”
Han just smiled and glanced at his wrist. The truth was, his decision had been random chance. Had the second counter on his chronometer been showing an odd number the first time he looked, he would have folded to Lando’s bluff instead of raising it.
“Lucky, I guess.” Han matched Omad’s extra two thousand credits, then turned his four cards faceup, revealing the master of coins, the master of flasks, a star, and the commander of staves. “That’s twenty-three. How about you, Cap’n Kaeg?”
Omad’s face fell. “You have positive sabacc?” He shook his head in disbelief, then tossed his chip-cards toward the dealer’s station and rose. “I’m out.”
“Tough break, kid.” Han’s sympathy was genuine. It might have been Lando’s money that Omad was playing with, but losing big always tore at the guts of a young sabacc player; it was too easy to keep replaying bad decisions and bad breaks. “You’ll do better the next time.”
“Until then, I’ll take the seat.”
The female voice came from the middle of the line, but it was so hard and authoritative that those ahead of her made no objection. Han glanced over to see a pale, compact woman with short brown hair ducking beneath the observation rail. She was dressed simply but formally, with a long black dress that showed flashes of muscular thigh through a high slit and a top that revealed shoulders so strong that Han found himself thinking of one-armed push-ups.
Han turned away and collected his winnings, being sure to leave a nice tip for the dealer, then glanced over at the adjacent table, where Luke and Leia sat disguised as a high-rolling Devaronian tug captain and his Twi’lek companion. Both seemed completely absorbed by their own game, Luke joking as he splashed betting tokens into a sizable pot, Leia laughing and using the Force to animate the fake head-tails hanging down her back. He let his gaze dart toward the approaching woman and saw Leia flutter her eyes in acknowledgment. She was keeping a close eye on Han and Lando and would not hesitate to intervene if something went wrong.
As the newcomer took her seat across from him, Han was surprised to realize he recognized her small oval face.
“Mirta Gev,” Han said, smiling to hide his surprise. Granddaughter to the infamous bounty hunter Boba Fett, Gev had a complicated history with the Solo family. She had once considered Jaina a friend, but that relationship had gone south after Darth Caedus had tortured her. “I thought you had better taste.”
Gev returned Han’s smile with a cold glare. “You have a problem with halter-necks, Solo?”
“The dress is nice,” Han said. “It’s your bosses I don’t like. The Qrephs—really?”
Gev shrugged. “I should care what a Solo thinks?” She took Omad’s seat, next to Lando. She was careful to avoid looking at Dena Yus, which told Han she knew exactly who Dena was. “Now, what are we doing here?”
“Playing sabacc, I trust,” said the dealer. A tall noseless Duros with red watchful eyes and a droll curl to his lipless mouth, he did not seem to care in the slightest that he was in the presence of two sabacc legends. “The minimum buy-in is twenty thousand credits.”
Gev ignored him and continued to study Han. “You’re already trying my patience, making me come to a place where I have to wear something like this.” She plucked at her clingy dress, then said, “And I’m not fond of Riftwalker, either. You ask me, it’s not even real sabacc.”
“But we like it,” Lando said, giving her a big grin. “If you’re a little bit short of the buy-in, I’d be happy to front you.”
Gev sighed. “That won’t be necessary.” She drew a voucher chip from her clutch and passed it to the dealer. “Give me half.”
The Duros glanced at the voucher chip, then gave an approving nod. He placed the chip facedown on the table, on an interface pad in front of his supply of wagering tokens.
“Purchasing one hundred thousand.” He counted it out in a variety of denominations, then displayed the stacks for the overhead vidcam to record. “Subtract one hundred thousand from the Mirta Gev voucher.”
A confirmation beep arose from the interface pad. The Duros pushed the wagering tokens across the table to Gev, and that was when Han realized there might be a problem. Mirta Gev wasn’t the kind of mercenary who’d walk around carrying two hundred thousand credits in ready gambling funds—especially if she didn’t like playing Riftwalker—and that could mean just one thing. Not only had Gev expected them to come to Valnoos to hunt for Tharston’s contact, she had known they would try to level the odds by choosing the most security-conscious casino on the planet.
The Qrephs had anticipated them again.
Or maybe they had help from a spy inside Lando’s inner circle.
Han moved his two antes for the next game into the appropriate pots, then glanced over at Dena and found her studying Gev with a furrowed brow. Gev might know who Dena was, but he didn’t think the reverse was true. Besides, Dena hadn’t even been told they would be going to the Blue Star instead of the Durelium Palace. The only thing she knew about Han’s plan was that they were on Valnoos to find Tharston’s contact.
He leaned close to Dena’s ear, then asked, “What do you think? Ever see her talking to Tharston at the Palace?”
“No,” she said. “But I only came to Valnoos with him once.”
Han frowned. “Then how do you know he always went to the Durelium Palace?”
Dena rolled her eyes at him. “How do you think, Captain? Sometimes we actually talked.” She paused, then, almost as an afterthought, added, “And he brought home souvenirs marked with the Palace’s three ingots—hats, drink tumblers, even a sabacc deck. Trust me, Tharston went there a lot.”
The explanation seemed reasonable enough that Han began to think he was being overly suspicious. Luke and Leia were convinced that Dena was hiding something. But even Han could see she felt bad about what her lover had done, and that alone might have been enough to explain the guilt the two Jedi were sensing in her Force presence.
Then a big man dressed in the pale-blue tabard of a Blue Star security guard stepped up. In his hands, he held a large white handbag that matched Dena’s white gown.
“Excuse me, Chief Yus,” he said. “But I was asked to return your bag. Another guest found it in the females’ lounge.”
Dena’s eyes widened in surprise, but only for an instant, then she smiled and said, “Thank you. I didn’t even realize I’d left it.” She took the purse and placed it in her lap. “I’ll have to keep a closer watch on it.”
Had Dena been the kind of woman who carried a big handbag, Han might not have found the exchange so suspicious. But she had not been carrying this bag when they arrived. He was sure of it. She had been carrying a tiny satchel, which was now nowhere to be seen. Maybe she had left a purse in the refresher, but it wasn’t this one.
By the time the guard left the table, Han’s first two chip-cards had arrived. He tipped them up and saw a nine of sabers and a ten of flasks, then looked back toward the observation rail.
The mix of the crowd had subtly changed. There were more guards at the rail now, and while they wore the standard uniforms of the casino staff, they were all large human males with rugged faces and calloused knuckles. Even more telling, their blue security coats were often too small—sometimes so small they looked more like tunics than tabards.
No wonder the high rollers hadn’t protested when Gev cut ahead of the line. She was backed by Mandalorians. Han looked around the room and saw that extra guards had been posted at the doors, and there were more quietly slipping into the room. When he glanced at Leia, it was clear she hadn’t missed the new development, either.
“The bet is to you, Captain Solo,” the Duros said. “It stands at five thousand credits to each pot.”
Han turned back to find Mirta Gev’s gaze fixed on him, her lip curled into a faint sneer. The only player with two wagers stacked in front of her, she was clearly the person who had opened the betting.
“Something wrong, Captain Solo?” Gev asked. “In over your head, perhaps?”
“Not likely, sister.” Before responding to the bet, however, Han turned to the Duros dealer and asked, “Say, when did this place change hands?”
“I’m sorry, but management has recently asked us not to discuss ownership.” The faintest hint of a smile flashed across the dealer’s noseless face, then he continued, “I hope you understand, Captain.”
“Sure, no problem,” Han said, understanding exactly why the Duros had used the word recently. In essence, he’d answered Han’s question. It was one of the benefits of being a good tipper: dealers liked to keep him happy—short of cheating, of course. “Thanks anyway.”
“Sorry I couldn’t be more helpful,” the Duros replied. “Will you be calling the lady’s bet?”
Han studied Gev’s cool expression, wondering how much of his plan the Qrephs had anticipated—and how much Dena Yus had told them. Yus hadn’t known which casino Han would pick, but she had known they were heading to Valnoos. In fact, she had maneuvered them into it by fingering Tharston as the guy who’d leaked the tractor-beam control codes.
Han felt like a fool, but what mattered was how much the Qrephs had figured out. Did they realize that Han and his companions weren’t actually trying to capture Tharston’s handler—if such a person even existed? Han’s real objective was to drive a wedge between the two brothers. Had the Qrephs figured that out, too?
Probably, he decided. They were Columi, after all.
Fortunately, at the moment, it wasn’t the Qrephs that Han and his companions had to fool—only Mirta Gev. He smiled, then counted out two stacks of wagering tokens.
“Actually, I’ll be raising … to ten thousand each pot,” Han said. He placed the two stacks on the table in front of him, then looked up at Gev. “What do you say we drive out the weak hands?”
Gev smiled. “Fine by me.”
Dena quickly withdrew from the hand, as did the Arconan tug captain seated next to her.
Gev called Han’s raise, then turned to Lando. “What about you?” she asked. “Are you here to play, Calrissian—or just watch?”
Lando smiled. “I was about to ask you the same question.”
He doubled Han’s bet to both pots, drawing a chorus of murmurs from the spectators and forcing the next three players to withdraw. Normally, Han would never call a bet like that with such terrible chip-cards, but winning was hardly the point. He called Lando’s bet, then watched Gev do the same.
Once the dealer had placed the tokens into the appropriate pots, Gev turned to Lando and said, “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you haven’t looked at your hand yet.”
“You’re not wrong,” Lando said. “Where’s the fun in looking?”
He nodded to the dealer, who announced, “Lock any chip-cards you want locked.”
Gev glanced at her cards again, then slid one of them into the stasis field. Both Lando and Han left their cards where they lay.
Gev gave them an approving smile. “You two like to live dangerously, I see.”
“Not so dangerous,” Lando said.
“We’re just playing a different game,” Han added.
A glimmer of uncertainty flashed through Gev’s eyes. “And what game are you playing?”
“Odd man out,” Lando said.
He leaned close to Gev and began to whisper. Though Han could not hear the words, he knew that Lando was asking her to carry an offer to Craitheus Qreph. In return for Craitheus cutting Marvid out of the deal, Lando would agree to a partnership that gave them equal control over the entire Chiloon Rift. The offer came with a threat, too: If Craitheus refused, Lando would call in his markers and go to war against the Qrephs.
When Lando finished, Gev drew her head away and studied him in open suspicion. “You’re not serious,” she said. “You can’t be.”
“Actually, I’m desperate,” Lando said. “And desperate men do desperate things. Maybe I’ll even convince my good friend Luewet Wuul that the situation in the Rift is so dire that the Galactic Alliance needs to intervene.”
The threat sent a disapproving murmur through the crowd—which, after all, consisted mostly of independent tug captains and asteroid hunters who had struck it rich in the Rift. Lando, who always knew when to press a bluff, merely narrowed his eyes and doubled down.
“Of course, when the Galactic Alliance comes in, the Empire and the Corporate Sector Authority will feel compelled to protect their interests, too.” He leaned toward Gev, then added, “Tell your boss to take the deal, or things will get very messy, very fast.”
Gev leaned forward, mirroring Lando’s aggressive posture. “Obviously you haven’t heard,” she said. “Luewet Wuul is dead. And so is most of his staff.”
Lando frowned in disbelief. “What are you talking about?”
“It’s very unfortunate. There were explosions on his yacht.” Gev smiled and locked gazes with Lando. “Alliance Security thinks it was probably the work of a disgruntled employee. But he was about to introduce a bill authorizing military action to stop mineral smuggling from the Chiloon Rift, so of course there’s talk of an assassination. Like any politician, Wuul had enemies.”
Lando was so stunned he actually let his jaw drop. “You killed Luew?” he gasped. “Are you crazy? He—”
“Maybe Luew is dead,” Han said. It wasn’t like Lando to let anything shake him during a negotiation, and the fact that he was allowing his shock to show made Han worry about what else his friend might let slip. “Or maybe Gev here is just trying to see if you really have pull with the senator.”
Gev smirked in his direction. “A fine idea, Captain Solo, but I’m afraid the news is true. We heard it this morning.” She turned to the dealer, then added, “I’m sure we weren’t the only ones.”
“I did hear some gossip,” the Duros said warily, clearly seeing Gev in a dangerous new light. “But you know how unreliable these kinds of rumors can be in the Rift.”
“Not this one,” Gev said, turning back to Lando. “But whoever killed Senator Wuul, it wasn’t a Mandalorian. We’re mercenaries, not assassins.”
“I wasn’t aware there’s a difference,” Lando replied. His eyes grew hard again. “But Luew’s death doesn’t change my offer.”
Gev shrugged. “Maybe not. But you’re a fool if you think Craitheus will even consider it.”
“And you’re a fool if you think he wouldn’t want to hear it,” Lando replied.
Gev remained silent for a moment, then her gaze slid toward the two huge pots sitting on the sabacc table. “If I deliver the message, what’s in it for me?”
Han snorted. “Sorry. There’s business, and then there’s sabacc.” He sneaked a look at his chip-cards and was happy to see that the nine of sabers had changed into a three of staves, giving him a bit more breathing room. “If you want those pots, you’ll have to win them.”
Gev sighed, then flipped her chip-cards over, revealing an ace of sabers and a mistress of flasks. She had exceeded a score of twenty-three and bombed out.
“It wasn’t my money anyway.” She pushed her remaining tokens toward the dealer, then said, “Put those back on the voucher, please. I’m done here.”
The Duros scowled, no doubt unhappy that his game was proceeding in such a disorderly fashion, but reluctantly accepted the tokens and began to count.
Lando leaned back in his chair and said, “Tell Craitheus he has two days to say yes.”
Gev rose and studied Lando until the dealer returned her deposit voucher, then said, “Actually, I won’t be the one telling him.”
Han frowned. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Gev gave him a cold smile. “It means you can tell him yourself, Captain Solo.” She looked toward the observation rail and nodded. “You’re coming with us.”
Han glanced over and saw six security guards approaching, all with blaster pistols in hand. “What are you, nuts? You think you’re taking me hostage?”
Gev shook her head. “No, I’m collecting a bounty. The Qrephs put a million credits on you.” She smirked. “I bet it feels like old times for you—but, lucky for me, the Qrephs pay better than Jabba the Hutt.”
“Come on, you’re kidding, right?” Han glanced at Dena, but she looked as confused as he was. “A million credits? I don’t believe it.”
“Does it look like I’m kidding?”
Han eyed the cadre of guards. “Maybe not,” he said. “But a million credits? What for?”
Gev shrugged. “The Qrephs don’t like you much—or maybe they’re commissioning a carbonite wall hanging.” She motioned for him to stand. “Now, please don’t make me have you blasted. The bounty is only half if I kill you.”
“Be serious,” Lando said, rising. “You won’t walk out of here alive if you try this. Do you really think we came without backup?”
“You two have done crazier things,” Gev said. Despite her words, she took the precaution of glancing around. Her gaze passed over the Devaronian and Twi’lek at the nearby table without even pausing. She turned back to Lando with a little smile. “I’ve seen the history vids.”
Lando’s face grew stormy. “Like I said, try this and you’ll regret it.”
“I doubt that,” Gev said. “In fact, maybe I should bring you along, too. The Qrephs might give me a bonus.”
“Not for starting a war, they won’t,” Lando said. “Han’s brother-in-law is the Grand Master of the Jedi Order. And my wife and I own the biggest war-droid manufacturer in the Galactic Alliance.”
“Tell me something I don’t know,” Gev said. “Because, so far, I’m not that scared.”
“You should be,” Lando said evenly. “What do you think happens if we both don’t leave here as free men? It won’t be just the Jedi coming after you and the Qrephs. It will be every YVH war droid my wife can put on a transport and every bounty hunter she can hire. And it will never end.”
As Lando threatened, Han was looking around, trying to count guards and figure odds. Between the guards with Gev at the table and the others standing at the rail, he counted maybe a dozen guys that looked tough enough to be out-of-armor Mandos—and all of them carried blaster pistols in plain sight. And then there was Dena. Han couldn’t be sure what she had in that big purse of hers, but he knew it couldn’t be good.
On their side, Han and Lando had Omad Kaeg, who was trying to blend into the now-worried crowd, and Luke and Leia, whose lightsabers were hidden inside scan-shielded pockets in Leia’s fake head-tails. Given two Jedi and the element of surprise, Han felt sure his side could take out Gev and her unarmored thugs—eventually. But at what cost? He and Lando were in a bad spot. They would probably take a dozen blaster bolts apiece, and the odds of surviving that were a little long, even for Han Solo.
More important, if Luke and Leia revealed themselves too early, Han’s plan would be ruined. The smart play would be to go along now and let the two Jedi rescue him later, inside the hangar. With any luck, they would be able to plant their tracking beacon during the heat of battle and nobody would notice.
The decision wasn’t even close.
Han rose and turned to Lando. “It’s okay, buddy. I’ll go with Mirta. The Qrephs are businessmen, after all. We can work something out.”
Lando scowled. “No, Han. You’re not going anywhere.”
“Yeah, I am,” Han said, wishing he could put the Force behind his words. “Look around. We’re outnumbered six to one.”
Lando dropped his gaze, then reluctantly glanced around the tension-filled gaming floor. The fact that he was careful to avoid Luke and Leia told Han that his message had gotten through—that it would be smarter to get the drop on Gev and her thugs later.
When Lando spoke this time, there was less certainty in his voice. “Han, I can’t let you do this,” he said. “Who knows what they really want with you?”
“I’ll be okay, Lando. They just want a little leverage against you. And I’m it. They know if they hurt me, they lose the leverage.” Han wasn’t entirely convinced, but he wanted to put Lando at ease. He stepped away from the table, placing himself between two of the big security guards, then looked back over his shoulder. “Tell Leia I’ll see her real soon, okay?”
Lando bit his lip and dropped his eyes again. “I’ll do that, buddy. No worries.”
Han swung his gaze toward the adjacent table, where a still-disguised Luke and Leia continued to sit among the other players. He ran a hand over his hair, giving Leia the signal not to intervene. She flicked a fake head-tail in acknowledgment, her expression just shocked and disinterested enough to let Han know she understood what he wanted her to do.
That was the thing about working with a familiar crew. When the plan went a little astray, a good team improvised.
Han looked away, then shrugged at the crowd and shot them a quick what can you do smirk. He let the guards take his arms and turn him toward the side exit.
And that was when Omad Kaeg appeared at the observation rail. The kid pushed forward between two glittery-eyed Arconans dressed in brand-new tabards, then glanced toward the exit. Han gave him a quick headshake and a half grin to show he appreciated the offer.
Omad furrowed his brow, then glanced toward the exit again. Whether he was confused or simply disagreed, Han could not tell. He scowled and shook his head again, harder.
Omad nodded and withdrew into the crowd.
“Smart move,” Gev said, having noticed the exchange. “We wouldn’t want any innocents caught in—”
Her sentence was cut off by the crash of an expensive roo-wood chair shattering across a pair of shoulders. Han spun toward the sound and was shocked to see Omad Kaeg leaping over the observation rail, one foot planted between the shoulders of a stunned security guard who was already halfway to his knees. Omad drove him the rest of the way to the floor and dropped atop him, then pulled the Mandalorian’s blaster from its holster, rolled, and came up firing.
A string of blaster bolts screamed past, so close that Han smelled his own singed hair. The hands holding his arms went limp, and both guards crumpled with smoking holes in their heads. In the half second of stunned silence that followed, Han turned to find Omad smirking in his direction, clearly proud of his marksmanship.
Before Han could ask the kid what part of a headshake he didn’t understand, the rest of the Mandalorians were pouring bolts back at Omad. The kid raised his weapon again, and Han turned to dive for cover.
Han wasn’t fast enough. Gev already had him by the collar and was spinning him around, putting him between her and Omad. She started to yell an order in Mando’a, but by then Han was driving backward into the sabacc table, pushing Gev onto its black velvet surface and sending thousand-credit tokens in every direction.
They both landed on their backs, Han atop Gev, and he found himself looking into the eyes of a much-stunned Dena Yus. She still sat in her chair, clutching her mysterious white purse to her chest.
From beneath Han, Gev’s angry voice called, “Chief Yus! What are you doing? Open your purse!”
Yus glanced down at the bag but seemed too shocked to obey. She shook her head and clutched the purse more tightly.
“Chief Yus, open the—”
Han slammed the back of his head into Gev’s face, and the order ended in a loud crackle. Gev’s small hand shot under Han’s arm and came up behind his neck, then her other hand snaked across his throat and grabbed his collar. Her arm began to pull, cutting off the blood supply to Han’s head, and his vision narrowed.
Han tried to slam his head into Gev’s face again, but the hand behind his neck held it motionless. He tried to drive his elbows back into her ribs and only banged them against the table instead. The darkness began to creep in from the edges of his vision. He kicked his legs against the edge of the table, hoping to draw the attention of Lando or Omad or someone … and knew he had succeeded when he felt the Force lifting both him and his attacker into the air.
Gev was so astonished that she relaxed her choke hold. They continued to rise, twenty centimeters, fifty, maybe a full meter above the table. Han’s vision returned, and he saw Lando come up holding a blaster. He was positioned behind Dena and firing at the guards, who continued to pour bolts at Omad. There were maybe seven or eight of them left, all staggering around as if they had spent too much time in the bar before coming on duty.
Luke or Leia, of course, using the Force to shove them off balance.
Han suddenly dropped, landing hard atop Gev. The breath left her in a sharp groan, and her arm fell away from his throat. He immediately slammed his head back into her nose again, and as it crackled, he felt her other hand slip from behind his neck.
Han launched himself away. As his feet met the floor, he caught a glimpse of Dena, still clutching the purse and crawling beneath the table to hide. Luke and Leia remained at their own table, crouching on the floor with the other patrons, maintaining their cover as they surreptitiously used the Force against Gev’s team. Han smiled. That was the thing about experience. Even when a plan went totally astray, veterans knew how to get it back on track.
Han dropped and rolled, taking cover behind an overturned chair. Dena was now fully under the table, continuing to clutch the mysterious handbag. Half a dozen Mandalorians lay dead or wounded on the floor, and the rest were caught in a vicious crossfire between Lando and Omad. All Han needed was a little extra firepower, and then he could send Gev scurrying back to the Qrephs.
Seeing no blasters within safe reach, Han turned to snatch the handbag from Dena’s grasp.
She jerked it away. “What are you doing?”
“Cut the innocent act, sister.” Han could not be sure what Dena had inside that handbag, but since she’d received it after she passed through the weapon detectors, he was betting it was something useful. A blaster, maybe, or even a grenade. “Whatever they brought you in that purse, I want it.”
Dena shook her head. “No, Captain Solo.” She continued to pull it away. “Trust me, you—”
Han stretched and caught the purse, then yanked it out of her grasp. Something clinked inside. It didn’t sound like a grenade or a blaster, but when Dena lunged and got hold of the bottom, he knew it had to be something important.
Han ripped the purse flap open, then thrust his hand inside and felt what seemed to be two or three tubes about as large as his hand. He grabbed a couple, and that was when Dena planted a spiked heel on his still-tender sternum.
“No!”
She wrenched the bag away, and the tubes went flying.
Dena’s gaze dropped to a tube that had ricocheted off the table bottom and landed about a meter away from Han. Her eyes grew wide, and she dropped her hands to the floor and began to crab-walk backward into the firefight. Han turned toward the tube and saw something white and bristly inside. It seemed to be pushing the ventilated stopper out of the end.
What the blazes?
Han reached for the tube, but the stopper was already popping free. The bristly white thing scrambled out, unfurling itself as it moved, and Han was astonished to see a white, fist-sized arachnid stepping onto his wrist.
He whipped his hand and sent the thing flying. It landed beneath the adjacent table, where it paused and began to wave its long antennae in the air. After a moment, it spun around and raced toward Luke and Leia’s end of the table.
The arachnid made it almost halfway before it passed in front of a crouching three-eyed Gran, who screeched and slammed an empty cocktail glass on it.
The Gran vanished in a blast of white flame, and the table was hurled onto its side. Han didn’t see what happened to Luke and Leia, but suddenly the cries of the panicked and injured were drowning out the scream of blaster fire.
Han’s plan was history.
When he glanced around, he found two more tubes lying on the floor. Both were open and empty. He spotted one of the bristly white things scampering toward the toppled table where he had last seen Luke and Leia.
The other one was headed toward Lando.
Han lurched toward Lando and grabbed him by the shoulder. “White spiders!” he yelled. “Big white spiders! Blast them!”
Lando spun around and saw the spider heading for him. He pointed his blaster and pulled the trigger, and a ball of white flame erupted beneath the table. Han felt himself tumbling across the floor, chest aching and face stinging, until he finally slammed into a dead security guard.
A second blast sounded from farther away. By then Han’s ears were ringing and his vision was blurry. But he still knew where he was—and that the fight wasn’t over. He spun around and began to search for the dead guard’s blaster.
His fingers were just closing around the handle when a black high-heeled pump with a peep toe came down on his wrist. He looked up to find Mirta Gev staring down at him, dripping blood from a broken nose, pointing the emitter nozzle of a blaster at his head.
“Oh, no, Captain Solo,” she said, motioning for him to rise. “Like I said, you’re coming with me.”
Ten
One thing casinos usually had in abundance was surveillance, and Marvid loved surveillance. He could measure the intelligence of his subjects by how long it took them to start acting as though the vidcams were not recording. He could predict how reliable they were by comparing their behavior when they knew they were being watched to their behavior otherwise. He could even tell whether someone was a good liar by monitoring the number of times he or she placed a finger somewhere impolite.
What Marvid could not do, however, was change plainly visible facts.
He and Craitheus were meeting on the owners’ deck of their mobile headquarters in the Rift, the asteroid crusher Ormni. Their powerbodies were resting side by side in the conference cabin, with Mirta Gev standing left of Craitheus and Savara Raine to Marvid’s right. A pair of Nargon bodyguards flanked each of the two doorways, their raised skull crests reflecting the tension in the room. A surveillance vid from the Qrephs’ most recent acquisition, the Blue Star casino on Valnoos, was playing on the wall screen.
And, despite Savara’s claim that she deserved the million-credit bounty for capturing Han Solo, the vid suggested otherwise. So far, it showed a bloody-nosed, formally dressed Mirta Gev dragging a wildly kicking Solo across the floor of a casino hangar. Behind her followed a squad of ten Mandalorians in full armor and a handful of firefight survivors, wounded and still dressed in Blue Star security tabards. One of the wounded men had his arm around a blaster-burned Dena Yus, half dragging and half carrying her as he limped after the others.
An inset in the bottom corner of the screen showed the Mandalorians’ destination, a boxy, Mandalorian Tra’kad space-transport with the boarding ramp extended. A second inset showed a current-time image of Han Solo, lying battered and unconscious on a bare durasteel bunk in the Ormni’s brig. Marvid liked that image the best.
He looked toward Savara. “I see nothing to support your contention.”
“Not yet,” Savara replied. “Keep watching.”
Craitheus sent a powerbody transmission: THIS IS A WASTE OF OUR TIME. YOUR PET IS JUST ANGRY THAT WE PUT GEV IN CHARGE OF THE BLUE STAR OPERATION.
THE AMBUSH WAS SAVARA’S IDEA, Marvid said. I SUGGEST WE GIVE HER TWO MILLION CREDITS FOR ELIMINATING WUUL. WE HAVE NO ONE ELSE WHO COULD HAVE DEFEATED THE SECURITY OF A GALACTIC ALLIANCE SENATOR, AND THE BONUS SHOULD MAKE HER FEEL BETTER ABOUT MISSING THE ATTACK ON THE JEDI.
WHAT DO I CARE HOW SHE FEELS? Craitheus demanded. SHE FEARS THE JEDI AS MUCH AS SHE HATES THEM. IF SHE IS UNHAPPY WITH HER ASSIGNMENTS, IT WILL BE A SMALL MATTER TO ARRANGE A SURPRISE MEETING.
PERHAPS, BUT AN UNHAPPY OPERATIVE IS A SUSPICIOUS ONE. SHE WOULD NO DOUBT BE WATCHING FOR SUCH A BETRAYAL.
ALL THE BETTER, Craitheus replied, AS LONG AS SHE ALSO FEARS IT. IF WE KNOW WHAT SHE FEARS, WE KNOW HOW TO CONTROL HER. As they conversed, two points of light appeared in the vid, about head height on the hangar door behind Gev and the Mandalorians. At first, Marvid did not recognize what he was seeing. Then the two points separated and began to glide in opposite directions, creating the glowing orange outline of a doorway.
A pair of lightsaber tips, cutting their way into the hangar.
In the vid, Gev waved her armored Mandalorians back toward the glowing outline, then Solo suddenly let his legs go limp and dropped, dragging her down with him. By then the two lightsabers were nearly at the floor, cutting through the thin interior door as though it were plastoid instead of durasteel.
The door blew off its hinges, and a pair of Jedi—one Devaronian, one Twi’lek—came whirling into the hangar, their lightsabers weaving baskets of color as they deflected blaster bolts back toward their attackers. A trio of Mandalorians dropped in an instant, and Savara’s claim to the bounty suddenly began to look more plausible.
Deciding that now might be a good time to undermine his brother’s excessive faith in Mandalorian solutions, Marvid stopped the vid and turned to Mirta Gev.
“You were in charge of the ambush, Commander,” he said. “Tell me, how did two Jedi manage to smuggle lightsabers into the Blue Star?”
“They were in disguise,” Gev said. “The lightsabers were hidden inside the Twi’lek’s lekku.”
“Ah, that explains it.” Marvid smiled. Gev was blundering straight into his trap, of course. “And didn’t they go through the weapon detectors at the main entrance?”
Before Gev could do more damage to her cause, Craitheus said, “The point is noted and conceded, Marvid. Savara would have seen through the Jedi disguises before taking Solo prisoner. But we still have Solo.”
“Which is hardly the issue,” Savara said. “If I had been in command, Dena would have released the arachnokillers first. The ambush would have started with the deaths of Calrissian and the Jedi, and taking Solo captive wouldn’t have left you paying the death benefits on a dozen contracts.”
“Assuming your plan worked,” Craitheus countered. “But there was never any guarantee. As you are so fond of reminding us, Jedi are difficult to kill.”
“And now Mirta has made it impossible.” Savara pointed at the vid. The frozen image showed the Devaronian Jedi in midair, hurling himself into a somersault with three blaster bolts simultaneously ricocheting off his blade. “That’s Luke Skywalker you’re looking at. You only get one chance at him—if you’re lucky.”
Savara glared across the table at Gev, then continued, “And Mirta just wasted that one chance capturing an old man who can’t even use the Force. The only thing she’s done is bring the Qreph empire one step closer to ruin—and bring both of you five steps closer to death.”
Marvid’s powerbody registered a blast of transmission static that could only be his brother’s rage. But when Craitheus spoke, it was in a carefully measured tone.
“Nevertheless, Commander Gev has delivered Han Solo to us alive, which is all that is required to collect the bounty.” Craitheus turned to Marvid. “We’re done here.”
“Not yet, you aren’t,” Savara said. She looked to Marvid. “Keep playing. You’ll be glad you did.”
Marvid restarted the vid, then watched in grudging admiration as Jedi Skywalker downed two more armored Mandalorians. The phony Twi’lek—Leia Solo, no doubt—sent a third flying across the hangar. The last three men began to fall back. They were clearly overmatched and destined to fail.
That changed when Savara Raine appeared in the doorway behind the two Jedi and sent a separate grenade flying at each one. Skywalker and his sister sensed the danger and sprang away in opposite directions, then the vid flared orange and stayed that way for nearly three seconds. When it cleared, it had resolved into a split screen, one half showing the Mandalorian vessel shuddering on its struts, the other half showing a trio of Nargons charging into the hangar, firing their blaster rifles toward an unseen enemy.
Savara was not visible on either half of the screen, but Gev was on the first screen, dragging a badly beaten and now-unconscious Solo up the Tra’kad’s boarding ramp. They were almost inside when they suddenly stopped and seemed to teeter on the verge of tumbling back to the hangar floor—caught, Marvid assumed, in an invisible Force grasp.
Then more Nargons appeared and began to pour fire at the unseen Jedi, and Gev disappeared into the transport with Solo. The vessel started to rise off its struts even before the boarding ramp had retracted, and Craitheus stopped the vid.
“Savara has made her case,” he said, turning to Marvid. “She deserves a share of the bounty.”
“Agreed,” Marvid said. “I suggest a fifty percent split.”
“Fifty percent?” So strident was Gev’s voice that the Qrephs’ Nargon bodyguards stepped forward, ready to protect Marvid and his brother. She merely glared at them, then continued, “I lost a dozen good men in that operation. If you think we’ll settle for a single credit less than the full million—”
“You don’t deserve a million,” Savara interrupted. “You don’t deserve a single credit.” She turned to Marvid. “Didn’t I tell you to keep playing?”
Marvid knew he shouldn’t smile—it would betray his bias to Craitheus—but he couldn’t help himself. She was so arrogant.
“If you insist,” he said. “But I really don’t see you receiving more than half the bounty.”
“That’s not the point.” Savara waved at the wall screen. “Just play.”
Marvid restarted the vid and watched in growing concern as Skywalker went after the Nargons, while his sister began to Force-hurl armored Mandalorians into the hangar walls. By the time the transport was departing through the barrier field, the Nargons had been reduced to piles of scale-covered flesh and metal. Gev’s Mandos lay strewn across the hangar floor, missing limbs and armor. Most were clearly dead, but several appeared to be merely wounded or unconscious. A moment later, Lando Calrissian and Omad Kaeg entered the hangar and began to interrogate the survivors.
Marvid and Craitheus had the same thought simultaneously.
“Were any pilots captured?” Craitheus asked, spinning his powerbody toward Gev. “Did you risk anyone who knows how to find Base Prime?”
Gev’s eyes grew resentful. “Of course not,” she said. “We do know how to follow a directive.”
Marvid ran a replay of her facial expressions and determined that she was not entirely confident. After a quick, silent consultation with his brother, he spun his powerbody toward Savara.
“You’ll go to Sarnus immediately,” he said. “Commander Gev will want her personnel rescued—if possible. If not, the Jedi are not to have time for a lengthy interrogation.”
Gev’s eyes flared in anger. “Those are my—”
“A rescue won’t be necessary,” Savara interrupted. “The Jedi didn’t take any prisoners.”
Gev whirled on her. “What did you do?” she demanded. “If you harmed my people—”
“If I did, it was your mess I was cleaning up,” Savara replied, just as hotly. “Besides, loose tongues are the least of the problems you caused. Do you really think Calrissian was on Valnoos to strike a dirty deal?”
The word deal hit Marvid like a gamma blast to a cerebellum. He hadn’t heard anything about a deal—or any other offer from Calrissian—and that could mean only one thing. He directed his powerbody to arm its weapon systems, then designated Craitheus and Gev as first and second targets.
“Deal?” Though the question was directed at Savara, his attention was locked on his brother. “What deal?”
Savara’s eyes went wide with shock, and her attention remained fixed on Gev. “You didn’t tell them together?”
“How did you—” Gev stopped herself, glaring at Savara. “The message was to Craitheus, and I’m not paid to involve myself in their business.”
“You fool.” Savara shook her head. “The message was nothing but a ploy—and now you have it working on two levels.”
“What message?” Marvid demanded. To encourage an answer, he aimed a blaster cannon at Gev’s face and uncovered the emitter nozzle. “What levels?”
“There’s no need to arm your systems,” Craitheus said. “The only reason you haven’t heard about it is that it wasn’t worth mentioning.”
Marvid kept his weapon systems live. “It might be worth mentioning now.”
“Calrissian is trying to drive a wedge between us.” Craitheus switched to their private comm channel. I DIDN’T WANT TO LET THAT HAPPEN.
SO HE OFFERED TO STRIKE A DEAL WITH YOU AND SUPPLANT ME, Marvid replied. He continued to keep his weapon systems live. This was a new experience for him. His brother had never kept a secret from him before, and it had his thoughts reeling. PREDICTABLE.
AND FUTILE.
Craitheus had not armed his own weapon systems yet, no doubt because the attempt would force Marvid to make a preemptive strike.
“Calrissian certainly knew that I would never cut you out.”
Craitheus spoke aloud, no doubt because he hoped to elicit support from Gev. Perhaps he could sense Marvid’s confusion and thought a smallhead opinion might actually influence him.
“It was only an attempt to create strife between us,” Craitheus continued. “We’ve used the same divide-and-conquer strategy a hundred times. I was determined not to let it affect us.”
YET IT HAS, Marvid transmitted, BUT ONLY BECAUSE YOU KEPT IT FROM ME. WHAT AM I TO THINK, EXCEPT THAT YOU WERE CONSIDERING IT?
So WHAT IF I WAS CONSIDERING? Craitheus countered. CONSIDERING IS NOT DOING.
There lay the truth, Marvid realized. Craitheus had been tempted. The one being Marvid had always trusted—the one being he would never betray—had been thinking about turning against his own brother.
For what? Certainly not for money. Craitheus was already wealthier than most interstellar empires. No, Craitheus wanted power. He wanted to be the sole holder of Galactic Syndicated—and all it controlled.
Marvid considered his options. Given the limited confines of the conference room, he decided the blaster cannon would be best—then felt his head rocked by an invisible Force slap.
“Marvid, stop that,” Savara ordered. “So your brother was tempted to sell you out. Disarm your weapons and deal with it. We need to talk about the real reason Calrissian made the offer, and we’re running out of time.”
Marvid did not disarm his weapons. “We know the reason,” he said. “Calrissian was trying to drive a wedge between us. It worked.”
“Better than he ever imagined, I’m sure,” Savara said. “But that’s not our problem at the moment.”
“Then what is?” Craitheus asked, eager to change the subject.
“Reverse the vid, and I’ll show you,” Savara said.
She waited until the image showed the transport resting on its struts again, with Gev and her companions disappearing inside. She ordered him to stop, then to magnify the image and restart the vid in slow motion.
“Watch carefully.” She pointed at the wall screen, then said, “Right … here.”
A tiny gray disk appeared on the screen and began to accelerate toward the transport. By the time the vessel was gliding out through the hangar exit, the disk had caught up and attached itself to the hull.
“You’re looking at a Jedi tracking beacon,” she said. “And that is our problem.”
Eleven
The asteroid crusher Ormni hung in the distance ahead, a gray wedge silhouetted by the fiery glow of its own smelter vents. Beneath its belly billowed a dust cloud three times its size—all that could be seen of the asteroid it was slowly devouring. Both ship and cloud were surrounded by a swirling mesh of blue slivers—the efflux tails of the Ormni’s tender craft going about their business.
Sitting in a little ScragHull spyboat on loan from Lando, Leia was still too far away to see the tender craft with her naked eye. But on her dimly lit tactical display, she saw the transponder codes for dozens of blasting yawls and ram galleys—the slaveships that broke the asteroid apart and pushed the pieces into the Ormni’s processing maw. She also counted four huge cargo transports clustered around the Ormni’s stern, five Bes’uliik starfighters on patrol, and three assault transports departing on a mission.
By now Han could be aboard any one of those vessels, being moved from the Ormni to a new location before she had a chance to rescue him.
Leia longed to reach out in the Force and search for him. But during the last moments of the firefight at the Blue Star, both she and Luke had felt a dark presence working against them, and now it seemed entirely possible that the Qrephs might be working with Sith. If so, using the Force would alert the enemy to their approach just as surely as firing the ScragHull’s engines. Leia had no choice but to watch and worry as they drifted toward the Ormni, unpowered, all the while terrified that Han would be gone—or already dead—by the time they arrived.
Leia was no stranger to worry, of course. During the Rebellion, she and Han had risked their lives almost daily. As a diplomat of the New Republic, she had seen her children kidnapped and used as political hostages. Later, she had watched those same children become Jedi Knights and leave on dangerous missions of their own. Twice she had suffered the anguish of losing a son to war. And now, with her daughter known as the “Sword of the Jedi,” a month seldom passed when Leia did not find herself wondering whether her last surviving child would return from a mission alive.
So Leia knew all about worry, and she knew how to handle her fears—even how to use them.
But this time felt different. Han called on luck the way Jedi called on the Force—and luck wasn’t the Force. The Force was all-encompassing, eternal, and infinite. Luck was fickle. It came and went, favored some and spurned others. Luck was mathematics, the rules of probability. Mathematics said you simply could not win every long shot.
And yet Han had been taking long shots his whole life. If this turned out to be the time his luck finally ran out, the Qrephs and Mirta Gev would pay dearly for taking him. Leia would see to that—even if she had to spend the rest of her life hunting them down.
“Careful,” Luke said. He was seated next to her in the cockpit’s dim blue light, monitoring the tracking beacon they had attached to Gev’s transport as she fled with Han. The vessel was still aboard the Ormni—that much they could be sure of. But who knew where Han was? “Hatred leads to the dark side. So does vengeance—even plotting it.”
“Who says I’m plotting?” Leia asked.
Luke only looked at her through the dim light—patiently.
“Sorry,” Leia said, realizing she must have been allowing her rage to seep into the Force. “I wouldn’t call it plotting … but it’s hard not to dwell.”
“I understand,” Luke said. “But you know there’s no sense in it. Han has been in worse situations, many times over.”
“This feels different. The Qrephs are always two steps ahead of us. And that scares me.”
“Me, too,” Luke admitted. “And I keep asking myself, Why Han? What makes him worth a million-credit bounty, when they were trying to kill Lando and us?”
Leia considered the question for a time, trying to recall anything in her husband’s past that might explain the Qrephs’ interest in him, then finally shook her head.
“All I can think of is a hostage situation,” she said. “They probably know that Ben and Tahiri are in the Rift looking for Ohali. Maybe they were hoping to have some leverage after they killed you and me.”
Luke shook his head. “They’re too smart to believe that would work,” he said. “And that spider-bomb operation was a mess. I still don’t know why Dena Yus was trying to hold on to those things.”
“You don’t?” Leia asked. The Blue Star surveillance vids had gone “missing” by the time R2-D2 could access the casino’s security computer. But she and Luke had managed to piece together a decent picture of Dena’s actions during the firefight from their own memories and Lando’s account. “It’s pretty obvious—she froze.”
Luke considered this, then nodded. “I guess, but why? She’s been working with the Qrephs from the beginning, that much is clear. And she’s the one who set us up for the ambush. So why hesitate to finish us, when she just helped the Qrephs kill thousands of refinery workers?”
“Maybe she was supposed to hit us somewhere else, or maybe the firefight vacced her brain, or maybe the purse latch was stuck.” The speculation was beginning to frustrate Leia, for it only served to remind her how little they actually knew about the Qrephs and their organization. “She didn’t stick around to take questions, so all we can say for sure is that Dena Yus works for the Columi. And whatever they have planned, by the time we figure it out, it could be too late for Han.”
“It won’t.”
Luke’s hand settled on Leia’s arm and squeezed, and she began to feel a little less helpless—if not entirely confident.
“Han is going to be fine,” Luke said. “I promise.”
“Thanks. I appreciate the reassurance.” Leia patted Luke’s hand, then removed it and said, “But I don’t want you making promises that may get you into trouble. These guys are too dangerous for that.”
“You seem to be forgetting who I am, Jedi Solo,” Luke said sternly. “We are going to get Han back. And we are going to stop the Qrephs.” He paused for a moment, then let out an exaggerated sigh. “Once we figure out what they’re doing here, of course.”
Leia had to smile. “Well, at least you have a plan—sort of,” she said. “I feel like Han is back already.”
An alert chime sounded over the cockpit speaker, then a standard distress message scrolled across the pilot’s display. INCOM RECONNAISSANCE CRAFT X396 REQUESTS EMERGENCY ASSISTANCE. ALL SPEED.
Leia’s brow went up. “Three ninety-six,” she repeated. “Isn’t that—”
“Ohali Soroc,” Luke finished. Over nonsecure comm networks, Jedi StealthXs were currently identified only as Incom Reconnaissance Craft. “Artoo, give us the coordinates.”
R2-D2 replied with a negative chirp, then loaded a routing report onto the pilot’s display. It showed that the message had passed through only one repeater beacon.
“Wherever that came from, it’s definitely close,” Leia said, already starting to feel torn. She wasn’t about to leave without Han, but the first law of space travel was Respond to a distress signal. And this was a Jedi in distress. “She has to be less than a light-year away.”
R2-D2 gave a confirming tweet. A schematic appeared on the display, showing the repeater beacon within a quarter light-year of the ScragHull, somewhere within a 140-degree arc to the stern.
“Why behind us?” Leia asked.
Another chart appeared on the display, this one showing the location of every repeater beacon nearby. The Ormni was hanging at the absolute edge of the ’Mesh, with nothing beyond it but a huge bubble of uncharted Rift. Since the message had come over a RiftMesh repeater beacon, it had to have come from behind them.
Leia began to feel even more worried and lonely. She could not count the number of times that she had stood on the edge of the abyss, staring down into its black heart. But it had never felt quite so literal before—perhaps because Han had usually been there, staring down into the darkness along with her.
Leia’s contemplation was interrupted when Luke asked, “Artoo, is there any indication that Jedi Soroc is still with her craft? Or whether she’s still alive?”
The droid responded with a negative chirp.
“So, maybe a trap,” Luke said. “Gev could have found our tracking beacon.”
“Probably a trap,” Leia corrected, her heart climbing into her throat. If the Qrephs knew about the tracking beacon, they would be expecting Luke and her to make a rescue attempt on Han. “It seems very unlikely that Ohali Soroc just happened to run into trouble nearby while you and I are trying to sneak aboard the Ormni.”
“Right. And if something had just happened to her this close, we would have felt it in the Force.” Luke paused to think, his face growing more sad and worried as he worked through Ohali’s possible fates. “This is no coincidence. They’ve captured Ohali’s StealthX, and they’re trying to use it to draw us out.”
“And if the Qrephs have Ohali’s StealthX …” Leia let the sentence trail off as she sorted through the implications of the distress signal, then finally asked, “Luke, what about Ben and Tahiri? If they’ve been looking for Ohali, they might have run into the Qrephs themselves.”
Luke shook his head. “They’re fine,” he said. “At least, Ben felt fine when I tried to summon him.”
“When did you do that?” Leia asked. She did not need to inquire how Luke had tried to summon his son. Force-sensitive relatives could usually sense each other across vast distances. “After they took Han?”
Luke nodded. “Before we left the Blue Star,” he said. “I thought we could use some backup.”
Luke did not need to add that it was impossible to know whether Ben had actually understood what he wanted. For all its power and mystery, the Force could provide only a vague impression of a loved one’s condition—it wasn’t a comm network.
“Backup couldn’t hurt,” Leia said. “But even if Ben and Tahiri haven’t tangled with the Qrephs yet, I’m worried about that distress signal. We need to warn them off.”
“Maybe,” Luke said. “Let me think.”
He fell silent, no doubt contemplating the same dilemma as Leia. Trying to warn Ben now—even by reaching out in the Force—would probably alert the enemy to their own presence. That would compromise their attempt to rescue Han and probably put him in even greater danger. Leia did not think she could bear turning back, but neither could she risk her teenage nephew’s life to save her husband’s.
“Luke,” Leia said. “There’s nothing to think about. Ben will respond to that beacon—”
“Ben is a Jedi Knight,” Luke interrupted. “So is Tahiri. If I didn’t trust them to handle situations like this, I wouldn’t send them out.”
“Luke, we know this is a trap. Han wouldn’t want us to risk Ben—”
“And Ben wouldn’t want us to sacrifice Han,” Luke said, cutting her off again. “But it’s not their decision, or even yours. It’s mine—and I have faith in Ben and Tahiri.”
Leia fell into silence, unsure of whether to thank Luke or defy him. No matter what they did, they were putting someone in grave danger—which was probably exactly what the Qrephs intended.
As Leia struggled to adjust her thinking, Luke turned to R2-D2 and asked, “How long will it take that distress signal to reach the Falcon?”
Even before he had finished the question, Leia’s stomach sank. Lando and Omad were waiting aboard the Falcon, just two light-years away—and they didn’t have the Force to warn them off. When Ohali’s distress signal reached the Falcon, they would no doubt respond—and fly straight into the Qrephs’ trap.
R2-D2 spent a few moments calculating, then tweedled in uncertainty. A brief message scrolled across the pilot’s display. MINIMUM TWENTY MINUTES. MAXIMUM UNKNOWN.
They pondered the droid’s answer for a moment, then Luke said, “I think we proceed as planned. Even if the distress signal reaches the Falcon in just twenty minutes, it will take time for Lando and Omad to pinpoint the source and plot a course. And then they’ll still need to make the trip. So we have at least forty minutes—and, more likely, four or five hours.”
Instead of answering immediately, Leia paused to think. Beyond the forward viewport, the Ormni had already stretched to the length of her forearm—large enough that she could see tiny specks of astrolith tumbling down the intake maw in its bow. But there was nothing to suggest that she and Luke had been spotted yet—which was not surprising, given the nature of their borrowed vessel.
Lando’s little ScragHull spyboat used some of the same sensor-defeating technology as a Jedi StealthX—and it was better armored. Its biggest drawback was the lack of low-visibility sublight engines, but that deficiency could be overcome by simply drifting to the target—as Leia and her brother were successfully doing at that moment.
Leia glanced back at R2-D2. “Artoo, if we get jumped, the first thing you do is warn Lando and Omad off that distress signal. I don’t like gambling with their lives.”
R2-D2 emitted an acknowledging bleep.
“Good,” Luke said. “And may the Force be with us—all of us.”
But it seemed the Force wasn’t with them. A few moments later, a spray of blue darts exploded from a hangar mouth on the near side of the Ormni. Leia recognized the sight as a launching starfighter squadron, and her assessment was confirmed when the designator symbols for ten Mandalorian Bes’uliiks appeared on the tactical display. She reached for the engine igniter switch—but instead of fanning out to attack, the Bes’uliiks arranged themselves into a delta formation and circled back over the Ormni.
“They’re forming up for escort duty,” Leia said. “Someone is getting ready to leave.”
As she spoke, the silvery crescent of a personal transport rose from a docking berth atop the Ormni. The tactical display identified the vessel as the Marcadian luxury cruiser Aurel Moon, but its transponder code quickly grew unreadable as its escorts swarmed around it. Leia looked up again to find the entire formation turning away, heading deeper into the Rift—beyond the RiftMesh.
“The Qrephs must be more frightened of us than we thought,” Leia said. “That’s uncharted Rift they’re heading into.”
Luke remained silent and stared out the viewport, his face clouding with worry. Leia needed only a second to realize what was bothering him. The Qrephs had paid handsomely to take Han captive—and Leia didn’t see them leaving their investment behind.
“They’re taking Han with them,” she said.
Luke nodded but said, “Assuming that’s actually them in the Aurel Moon.” His gaze remained fixed out the window. “But these are Columi. If we try to outthink them, we’ll lose.”
“So we need to locate Han,” Leia said, coming to the same conclusion. “Which means using the Force.”
“We don’t have a choice anymore,” Luke said. “The only way our drift approach makes sense now is if we assume Han is still aboard the Ormni—and how likely does that seem?”
“Not very.”
“Not at all,” Luke said. “You’ll have a better feel for where Han is, so you take the yoke. I’ll ready our weapons.”
Luke armed their entire magazine of proton torpedoes and began to designate targets. Leia watched just long enough to see that he was preparing a close-range shock attack, then closed her eyes and extended her awareness toward the Aurel Moon.
She sensed dozens of Force auras around and aboard the yacht. There was the cold focus of the Mandalorian escort pilots, the embittered anxiety of the Moon’s crew and domestic staff, the arrogant self-satisfaction of the Qrephs themselves … and a groggy, slumbering, cranky presence that had slept next to Leia for decades.
Han.
“Found him,” Leia reported. “He’s on the Moon.”
This was one of those rare times Leia wished Han were Force-sensitive, so he would feel her presence nearby and know she was coming for him.
“How does he seem?”
“Drugged,” she said. “And pissed off.”
Luke smiled. “Good. Pissed off is when Han is at his best.”
He started to reach for the torpedo launchers—then Leia felt something dark and oily brush her in the Force.
“Wait!”
She pulled Luke’s hand away from the launchers, then tried to follow the dark tendril of Force energy back to its source. But the presence retreated as swiftly as it had appeared, and she was left with nothing but the chill it had sent down her spine.
“We have Sith,” Leia confirmed. “And they know we’re here.”
As she spoke, the Aurel Moon’s escort squadron was already going into stealth mode, deactivating their transponders and bringing their sensor negators online. They even deployed the efflux baffles that made their Bes’uliiks slower and less maneuverable—but far more difficult for conventional weapons to target.
Fortunately for Leia and her brother, Jedi were not conventional weapons. She simply called up the ScragHull’s systems and began to disable the proton-torpedo guidance and propellant modules. Beside her, Luke closed his eyes and began to breathe in a steady rhythm, no doubt reaching out in the Force to search for their deadliest enemies—the unseen Sith.
“Where are they?” Luke asked.
“I couldn’t tell,” Leia said. “I only felt one touch, and it was faint. If we’re lucky, it’s only one or two.”
Luke opened his eyes. “Let’s hope,” he said. “I can’t feel any Force-users now, so they’re probably waiting until we make our move.”
Leia nodded. Now that they had been detected, the safe move would be to withdraw and find another way to rescue Han.
But the safe move wasn’t always the right move.
Leia looked over.
Luke nodded. “Han wouldn’t turn back now.” He opened the launch tubes. “We won’t, either.”
Leia felt the soft thump of ejector charges pushing proton torpedoes out of their carrying racks. Four slender white cylinders slid into view, gliding ahead of the ScragHull. Normally, the thrust engines would ignite once the torpedoes were a safe distance from the cockpit, but with their guidance and propellant systems disabled, the cylinders merely continued to glide.
By then the Ormni was a looming wedge of durasteel, its gray hull blotted by the radiant squares of open hangar mouths. The steady stream of blasting yawls and ram galleys entering and leaving suggested that no battle alarms had yet been sounded.
Leia glanced over and found her brother staring into the darkness above the Ormni, his gaze fixed on a cluster of tiny delta-shaped shadows that kept appearing and disappearing against the glow of passing tender craft.
Without looking away, Luke said, “I’ll take starboard. You’re port.”
“Good.”
As Leia spoke, she opened herself to the Force and felt the cold, focused presences of perhaps ten pilot-and-gunner teams swirling above the Ormni. She used the Force to grab two of the proton torpedoes they had set adrift earlier, then accelerated them toward the left edge of the formation above them.
The Ormni continued to swell as the ScragHull closed, growing so large that it stretched across the entire viewport. After a few moments of Force-use, she felt the oily brush of the dark side again, and this time it did not withdraw. No matter. Soon enough, the Sith would not be the only enemy who knew where to find Leia and her brother.
The salvo passed above the Ormni. Leia guided her first torpedo into the nearest Bes’uliik and was rewarded with the symmetrical white blossom of scattering protons. The viewport dimmed as the ScragHull’s blast-tinting activated, and she felt the hot sharp surprise of two lives being torn from the Force—then felt it again as Luke’s first torpedo found its target.
Leia put the deaths out of her mind and reached for a pair of alarmed presences near the back of the Mandalorian formation. A heartbeat later, the viewport darkened again, then darkened even more as Luke’s second torpedo also detonated, and four more Mandalorian auras dissolved into fiery anguish.
A flashing tangle of energy erupted ahead: the remaining Bes’uliiks opening fire. With the ScragHull’s engines still inactive and no Force to help find their targets, the Mandalorian attacks were as ineffectual as they were desperate. Leia did not even bother to bring the spyboat’s nose up to reduce the likelihood of a cockpit strike.
But with the Aurel Moon carrying Han away and at least one Sith out there who could target the ScragHull, continuing to glide was no option. Leia hit the engine igniters. As Luke brought up the shields, enemy cannon bolts began to converge on the little spyboat.
Leia went into an evasive roll, then gave the control yoke over to instinct, jinking and juking without conscious thought, simply trusting to her training and the Force to keep the spyboat out of trouble. A steady patter of cannon bolts blossomed against their forward shields, but many more glanced off harmlessly or missed altogether.
In the blink of an eye, the distance between the ScragHull and its attackers had closed to mere kilometers. Leia opened the launch tubes again and felt the soft thump of torpedoes being expelled. She grabbed two in the Force and accelerated them toward the enemy. At this distance, the exhaust baffles did little to conceal the Bes’uliiks’ efflux, and she could see the Mandalorian starfighters as they approached head-on, a half dozen faint blue halos growing steadily larger and brighter as they weaved and bobbed closer.
But where were the Sith? Leia could find no sign of them on her tactical display. She turned her attention back to the Mandalorians, reaching out in the Force and guiding a torpedo toward the largest halo. The Bes’uliik vanished in a white bloom of light and anguish. By then Leia had found another pair of targets near the back of the formation. The mercenaries felt as terrified as they were angry, confounded by Jedi weapons and sorry they had sold their lives so cheaply.
Leia gave them no chance to surrender. These were Mandalorians, and Mandalorians expected no mercy because they gave none. She merely held on to their fear until it vanished in a flash of pain and heat.
By that point Luke had destroyed two more Bessies himself, and the last pair was flashing past in a blazing storm of color and damage alerts. R2-D2 reported an overloaded forward shield generator and a breach in the ScragHull’s upper cannon turret.
But where were the Sith? Leia had no time to search for them. The Aurel Moon was accelerating away, and weapon ports were opening along the Ormni’s hull. The last two escorts were wheeling around to attack the ScragHull from behind, and the tactical display showed five distant patrol teams rushing back to join the fight.
Clearly, the shock-and-awe phase of the attack was over.
The Ormni loomed ahead, a massive durasteel wall mottled by the bright ovals of external operating lights. Its tender craft were scattering, their ion tails lacing space with long threads of blue light.
Leia eased back on the yoke, bringing up the ScragHull’s nose, and the Ormni’s turbolasers opened up, filling the void with billowing blossoms of fire. Leia let the Force guide her hands, barely aware of the yoke slamming to and fro as the little spyboat dodged through the stabbing forest of flame. R2-D2 reported that the forward shield generator was operating at 50 percent and the upper laser cannons remained operable, though the turret was stuck at 190 degrees.
“Set all cannons to automatic fire,” Luke ordered, “and open a hailing channel to the Aurel Moon.”
Leia raised her brow. “You’re going to negotiate?”
“I’m going to threaten,” Luke said calmly. “Artoo, lock a torpedo on the Aurel Moon as soon as you can resolve a target.”
R2-D2 let out a three-note whistle of disbelief.
“Of course I know Han is aboard,” Luke said. “Just do it.”
Leia was also surprised by the order, but she had no time to question it. The ScragHull lurched as one of the Bes’uliiks slipped a cannon bolt through the rear shields and gouged a divot in its hull armor. Leia rolled the craft upside down, using the still-functional belly turret to discourage their pursuers. The spyboat shuddered as the dual laser cannons began to fire.
R2-D2 gave a READY chirp for the hailing channel, and Luke spoke into his throat mic. “Jedi pursuit boat hailing the Aurel Moon,” he said. “Acknowledge.”
The cockpit speaker remained silent. The Ormni, which now appeared to be floating upside down ahead, drifted high enough to provide a clear view of space beyond. The Aurel Moon’s crescent-shaped hull was shrinking fast as the yacht’s big ion drives pushed her into a starless abyss between two plasma clouds.
R2-D2 reported a target-lock with a single chirp, and Luke launched the torpedo.
Leia watched with dropped jaw as the torpedo shot away in a flash of white heat.
“Luke!” she gasped. “What are you—”
Luke raised a hand. “Wait. I need to …”
He closed his eyes, and the blinding white sphere of a detonating proton torpedo appeared between the Moon’s twin ion drives.
“Jedi pursuit boat hailing the Aurel Moon,” Luke repeated into his throat mic. “Acknowledge.”
An instant later, the image of Craitheus Qreph’s pear-shaped head appeared above the cockpit holopad.
“S-S-Sk-Skywalker!” the Columi spat. “Are you mad? That explosion cracked the viewport on our flight deck.”
“And the next one will take out the entire deck,” Luke said calmly. “Artoo, lock two more torpedoes on the Aurel Moon.”
Leia pictured Han imprisoned somewhere aboard the yacht and found her heart climbing into her throat.
Craitheus sneered in derision. “You’ll never launch those torpedoes, Skywalker,” he said. “Then it would be you killing Han Solo, not us.”
“Han dies either way,” Luke said. “The only question is whether we all die with him.”
Craitheus’s eyes narrowed. “You’re offering a trade?” he said. “Our lives for Solo’s?”
“And ours, of course,” Luke said. “You call off your Mandalorians and put Han in a rescue pod for us to pick up. Otherwise …”
Craitheus’s tongue flicked into view between his thin lips. “You drive a hard bargain, Jedi.” The Columi’s head turned as he looked at something beyond camera range, and he said, “I’ll have to consult with my brother.”
Luke started to nod, but by then the little ScragHull was passing the leading edge of the Ormni, and Leia’s spine had gone icy with danger sense. The last two escorts had dropped so far back that they were no longer landing effective shots, and no one else seemed to be hurrying to rush in.
“Luke, he’s stalling!” she said. Where were the Sith? “Tell him it’s now or never.”
As Leia spoke, she felt herself pulling the yoke and toeing the thruster-control pedals. They rolled left—just in time to see a hatch the size of the Falcon open in the Ormni’s top hull. Leia was expecting a flight of Bes’uliiks or a concussion missile to come streaking out of the opening. Instead, she saw a flock of silver birds spraying into the void on tails of rocket fire.
The birds spread into a fan-shaped cloud and swung to block the ScragHull’s route. Leia pulled the yoke back farther, spinning and diving away from the strange flock. She had no idea what the things were—they looked like mynocks with jetpack tails—but it was clear that she didn’t want to fly into them.
The flock swirled around to follow, but they were too slow to catch the ScragHull. Leia pulled out of her dive and started after the Aurel Moon again. The blue circles of the yachts’ big drive engines were still visible—perhaps the size of her thumbnails—but dwindling fast.
Leia accelerated after them, crossing the immense breadth of the Ormni’s top hull in the span of a few heartbeats.
Luke spoke into his throat mic again. “Last chance, Craitheus.”
“Oh, I quite agree, Master Skywalker.” A sneer came to the tiny mouth on the Columi’s image. “Just not ours.”
Luke scowled and reached for the torpedo launchers. Leia started to object, but as the ScragHull reached the far side of the Ormni, a bloated amber orb that Leia instantly recognized as a Sith meditation sphere rose into view. Covered in a web of pulsing red veins, it had four hideous wings connected to its body by a network of ugly brown struts. In the center of the sphere, an organic hatch was gaping wide, spitting balls of white-hot plasma in their direction.
“Ship!” Luke hissed.
He launched a torpedo, but it was too late. The white cylinder had barely cleared its launching tube before the first ball of white-hot plasma engulfed it. Leia jerked the yoke hard, spinning the ScragHull away from the detonation, then felt the spyboat leap sideways as the blast wave sent them tumbling.
Leia hit the thrusters, trying to power her way back into control as they spiraled toward the Ormni. Somewhere behind her, R2-D2 shrieked in alarm as he crashed into a bulkhead, and the cockpit erupted in a frenzy of alarms and lights and sparks.
The Ormni’s gray hull approached fast. Leia gave up on regaining control and reversed the thrusters, but the collision was inescapable. She turned to warn Luke to brace and saw him reaching for the torpedo launchers, then felt the thump of the ejector charges and … white.
Twelve
Ben Skywalker sat stunned and shaken, trying to figure out what he had just felt. It had come to him through the Force, a blast of alarm and determination and hope so powerful it had stolen his breath, and then … nothing. No wave of searing pain, no tearing in the Force, no reaching out in farewell, just a cold emptiness in the place in his heart where he usually carried his father.
“Ben?” Tahiri Veila’s voice came from close beside him, urgent and confused. “Ben!”
A hand punched his shoulder, then pointed into the blue miasma beyond the cockpit. A pear-shaped ball of rock and ice came spinning into view, as large as a mountain and so close that Ben could have leapt onto it from the nose of their little Miy’tari Scout. It was the third asteroid to emerge from the plasma in as many minutes, and a barely perceptible gravity field suggested the cloud concealed hundreds more. Ben used the craft’s maneuvering thrusters to ease the Miy’tari backward, navigating as much by Force and feel as by sight and sensor, his gaze dancing from the luminescent murk beyond the canopy to the infrared display to the StealthX distress beacon blinking on the navigation screen.
“What was that?” huffed Tahiri. She was in her early thirties and had wavy blond hair, piercing green eyes, and a trio of faint scars on her brow—relics of being tortured by the Yuuzhan Vong when she was only fourteen years old. “This is no time to be daydreaming.”
“Sorry,” Ben said. “I just felt … I don’t know what. But it was bad.”
“Bad?” Tahiri asked. “Be specific, Skywalker.”
“It was my father,” Ben said. “Something happened to him. I felt it.”
“Something as in … dead?”
“How would I know?” Ben asked. He wanted to shout, but that was his fear working on him, trying to rob him of his ability to think and act. “I felt a wave of alarm and … I guess, hope. Then I didn’t feel anything. He just isn’t there.”
Tahiri’s face went neutral—a bad sign. She was trying to hide her feelings.
“That could mean a lot of things,” she said. “And right now we don’t have time to worry about any of them.”
She turned her eyes forward again, and he followed her gaze out into the blue fog beyond the canopy.
“That’s going to be hard,” he said.
“I know it is,” Tahiri said. “But we have our own mission, Ben, and our own problems. Whatever has happened to your father, you know what he expects of you.”
Ben took a deep breath, centering himself. A Jedi couldn’t lose focus, not when that would endanger him, his mission partner, and everyone counting on them.
Finally he nodded and checked his sensor display. Nothing.
“Our sensors are as blind as I am,” Ben said. “This would be a lot easier if we could go active.”
Tahiri’s voice turned mocking. “You think?” she asked. “Fighting a close-quarters pirate assault would be easier than dodging a few asteroids?”
“Well, it would be faster,” Ben said, shrugging. “And more satisfying.”
A shadow appeared to starboard, a nugget of darkness that rapidly began to swell as it tumbled through the foggy luminescence. Ben eased off the thrusters and watched as the nugget became a boulder and the boulder a monolith. He would have felt a lot more confident of being able to avoid trouble had he been using the Miy’tari’s ion drives rather than its maneuvering thrusters. But even through the plasma cloud, the drives would light up the sensor arrays of anyone lurking in ambush.
Finally, their R9 astromech droid—Ninette—tweedled an alert and displayed the asteroid’s projected course on the navigation screen. Ben came to a dead stop, then watched in awe as a three-kilometer mass of pure, dark nickel–iron tumbled across their travel vector.
Almost immediately, the hair on his arms stood on end. He double-checked the asteroid’s projected course on the navigation screen. Seeing no indication that Ninette had misjudged either its size or course, he scanned the plasma cloud for more shadows. He saw none, but the hair on his arms started to prickle. He glanced over at Tahiri and found her staring out the forward canopy, her expression blank and distant.
“You feel that?” he asked.
Her gaze dropped toward the deck, and she nodded. “Coming up under us.”
Ben fired the thrusters again and rolled the Miy’tari ninety degrees up on its side—then cringed when he saw a ball of speeder-sized durelium crystals whirling up beneath them. He slid the power glides forward and pulled the yoke back, and the scoutboat slid forward, the nickel–iron asteroid now seeming to drop away beneath its belly.
They had barely cleared the asteroid before an irregular circle of shadow appeared ahead and began to swell in their forward canopy. Ninette chirped a navigation alert, and Ben looked down to discover that they were now traveling directly toward Ohali Soroc’s distress signal. It was impossible to tell whether the source of the signal was floating free or coming from the surface of an asteroid, but the signal was growing rapidly stronger.
Ben brought the Miy’tari to a dead stop, then said, “I think we’ve found the crash site.”
“What makes you think Jedi Soroc crashed, Ben?”
“Sorry,” Ben said, realizing he was speaking as though they were responding to a mere accident. “It appears we’ve found the source of the distress signal.”
Tahiri nodded. “That much I agree with,” she said. “Let’s see if anyone else is here.”
Ben checked the sensor display just long enough to identify the drifting masses of half a dozen nearby asteroids, then carefully began to extend his Force awareness to the surrounding area. He kept expecting to feel a sudden prickle of danger sense racing down his spine. He and Tahiri had been searching for Ohali Soroc for weeks without finding any hint of her or her StealthX, so it seemed very suspicious to have the signal activate just after they had sent a message to the Jedi Council reporting their decision to break off the search and go to Sarnus.
Ben was far from surprised to feel the dim, hungry presences of a dozen hunters waiting patiently for their prey to arrive—and apparently unaware that their prey was now stalking them. He reached out more strongly in the Force, taking careful note of the position and mood of each of the presences that he felt.
After a minute, Ben said, “I have three groups of four beings, arranged at seventy-five, a hundred eighty, and two hundred ninety degrees, surrounding the distress beacon.”
“Same here,” Tahiri said. “It feels like they’re in two-seat fighters, two craft at each spot, just waiting for someone to respond to Ohali’s distress signal.”
Ben thought for a moment, then nodded. “And none of them feel like Force-users,” he added. They had found no reason so far to suspect Sith involvement in Ohali’s disappearance. But because their initial mission in the area had been to investigate a Ship sighting on the planet Ramook, they were being careful to avoid excluding the possibility. “Those pirates—or whatever they are—don’t even know we’re here.”
“Then we’d better keep it that way,” Tahiri said. “So far, the plasma is masking us fairly well, but this thing is hardly a stealth fighter. Let’s shut down everything we can, then try to look like a hunk of nickel–iron asteroid.”
Ben frowned. “And do what?”
“The same thing as the pirates,” Tahiri said. “Wait. It’s the only way to figure out what they’re after.”
Ben was quick to shake his head. “That could take days,” he said. “It’s better to hunt them down, then follow the signal to Ohali’s StealthX and learn what we can from its memory chips.”
“What makes you think the whole StealthX is down there?” Tahiri asked. “I don’t see why they would bother towing the whole starfighter in here when all they need is the astromech, the pilot’s seat, and the rectenna array.”
Ben frowned. “You don’t?” he asked. “Haven’t you been reading the technical updates?”
Tahiri’s ears reddened. “I may have skipped a few,” she admitted. “What am I missing?”
“The distress signal has a dead-man switch now,” Ben explained. “Anytime the seat comes out of the cockpit or the astromech is ejected from its socket, the astromech activates both beacons automatically. That way, if you take a big hit and your StealthX comes apart, the rescue teams still have a chance of finding you—or at least your astromech. It’s been that way for a year.”
“Okay, so the distress signal would have gone off earlier if the StealthX had been disassembled outside this cluster,” Tahiri said. “That still doesn’t make going after our would-be ambushers the smart play. They have six craft, and this Miy’tari is hardly a top-notch starfighter.”
“They’re pirates, Tahiri,” Ben said. “We can handle them.”
“We think they’re pirates,” she said. “Ben, the last status report we received was days ago. For all we know, those are Chiss out there.”
Ben could hardly argue. Their last contact with the civilized galaxy had come when the Jedi Council sent a message telling them that Ben’s father would be joining the Solos and would like to arrange a rendezvous. So far, scheduling a rendezvous in the Rift had proved problematic, mostly because events had been escalating so fast.
When Ben remained silent, Tahiri continued, “And whoever they are, they managed to capture a Jedi StealthX. It would be foolish to underestimate these guys, Ben.”
Ben exhaled in frustration. “And we’re not in StealthXs, I know,” he said. “But the longer we sit here, the better the chance of them stumbling across us by accident.”
Tahiri cocked her brow. “Really, Ben? You don’t think we’d sense them coming?” She reached over and squeezed his arm. “I know you’re worried about your father. But if he needed help—if there was anything he thought you could do to help—you would feel it in the Force.”
Ben looked away. He wasn’t so sure—and that was the problem. He simply didn’t know what had become of his father. Did the cold hole in his heart mean that Luke Skywalker was lying unconscious somewhere, his life seeping out of him in breaths and warm red drops? Or had his father simply drawn in on himself, hiding his Force presence from some dark being powerful enough to come hunting for him?
After a moment, Ben turned back to his mission partner. “What about Ohali?” he asked. “She could be alive and hurt down there.”
“Did you feel her Force aura when you reached out to find our ambushers? Because I sure didn’t.” Tahiri removed her hand. “Ben, you’re letting your emotions influence your judgment, and you know better. We need to let things play out here.” She paused and flashed him a smile. “Then we’ll see if the Grand Master of the Jedi Order really needs us to rescue him.”
Ben sighed in frustration, but nodded. “Okay, deal.”
Three hours later, he glanced at the sensor display and was dismayed to see a pair of dark blobs converging on their Miy’tari. He activated the reverse thrusters and began to back out of their path, only to have his neck tingle with danger sense as a third asteroid appeared on the display, rising up to block their retreat.
Ben deactivated the reverse thrusters and fired the forward thrusters, but he had his doubts about whether the tiny air jets could move them away quickly enough to escape damage.
“Ninette, give me a collision analysis on those three asteroids,” he ordered. “How much distance do we need to be safe?”
Ninette answered immediately with an alert tweedle, followed by a message on the display. IF YOU WISHED TO BE SAFE, YOU SHOULD NOT HAVE FLOWN US INTO A PLASMA CLOUD FILLED WITH ASTEROIDS.
A red bogey dot appeared on top of the tactical display.
AND IT WOULD BE PRUDENT TO CHANGE COURSE. WE CURRENTLY HAVE A 53 PERCENT CHANCE OF COLLIDING WITH THE UNKNOWN TRANSPORT.
The red dot vanished as quickly as it had appeared.
“Unknown transport?” Tahiri demanded. “What transport?”
PRELIMINARY MASS AND SIZE ESTIMATES SUGGEST THE CRAFT IS CEC YT-1300 TRANSPORT, HEAVILY MODIFIED FOR SPEED.
“The Falcon?” Tahiri gasped.
IDENTITY IMPOSSIBLE TO CONFIRM AT PRESENT TIME. The bogey dot reappeared, weaving its way down the display at breakneck speed. CONTACT APPEARS TO BE CONCEALING ITS APPROACH BEHIND ASTEROIDS.
“It’s the Falcon,” Ben said, keeping one eye on the sensor display. “Has to be. Only Han Solo would be crazy enough to come in here that fast.”
The bogey dot vanished again.
Then six more dots flared to life, two at each of the locations where Ben and Tahiri had sensed lurking ambushers. All six craft began to converge on the Falcon’s vector, with one pair swinging around to cut off the transport’s retreat and the other two positioning themselves for a crossfire attack from opposite flanks.
“I’m beginning to think it wasn’t us they were trying to bait,” Tahiri said, reaching for the drive ignition. “Maybe your aunt and uncle have been giving the pirates a harder time than we realized.”
“I wouldn’t be surprised.” Ben clasped her arm to stop her from igniting the drives, then glanced down at the sensor display, watching the three asteroids behind them drift ever closer to a collision with one another. “I’ll handle the drives. You take weapons.”
Tahiri saw where he was looking, then smiled. “Smart boy.” She started to bring the Miy’tari’s weapon systems online. “If you time this right, those pirates will never know what hit them.”
“Let’s hope they’re the only ones.”
Ben watched his sensor display as the asteroids drifted closer, then ignited the sublight drives as the last sliver of darkness vanished between the closest two. The Miy’tari chugged and hesitated as the engines shuddered to life, and Ben could not help cringing as the dark globs on the screen merged into one huge clump.
The white glow of an impact detonation lit the miasma beyond the Miy’tari canopy, and the sensor display filled with static. Ben slammed the throttles the rest of the way forward and felt the Miy’tari buck as the extra fuel collected in the still-cool ignition chamber. He pulled the throttles back, giving the igniters a chance to clear.
By then the miasma outside was fading to blue, and he could hear asteroid gravel pinging off the hull.
“If you’re trying to impress me, please don’t,” Tahiri said. “If that energy bloom gets any closer, it’s going to incinerate us, not hide our approach.”
“No worries,” Ben said, easing the throttles forward. Nothing happened. “Okay, now you can worry.”
A loud clang reverberated through the hull, and a damage alarm began to chime. Ben ignored it and pumped the throttles again, then pushed them to their overload stops. This time the Miy’tari shot forward like a missile. The pinging of the asteroid gravel grew less frequent, but streamers of white heat began to streak past the canopy as rubble continued to overtake them.
Another loud clang reverberated from the stern of the ship.
Ben forced the throttles past their overload stops, clear to the end of the lever channel, then sank back into the pilot’s chair. The nacelle temperatures climbed into the danger zone, and Ninette began to tweedle warnings about everything from hull friction to fuel volatility.
“Better.” Tahiri’s gaze remained on the tactical display. “And don’t ease off. We have no time to waste.”
Ben glanced at the tactical display and saw that Ninette had designated the Falcon a friendly YT-1300. The six newcomers had been changed from unknown bogeys to enemy bandits, but the astromech was still working to identify the type of craft. Judging by how quickly they were closing with the Falcon, it seemed clear they were starfighters.
Ben reached out in the Force, searching for his aunt or father—any Jedi at all—and felt two male presences. One was confident and calm and familiar enough that Ben recognized it as Lando Calrissian. The other presence was reckless and excited and so cocky it had to be Han Solo—except that it felt a few decades too young.
Tahiri glanced over. “Ben, your uncle doesn’t happen to have any long-lost sons …”
Ben laughed, despite the situation. “I doubt it. They would have to be before Leia.”
Tahiri winced. “Right.” She shook her head, then added, “But it’s not impossible, I guess.”
“What’s not impossible?”
“That there could be two men in the galaxy brash enough to fly a beat-up old YT-1300 like it was a starfighter.” Tahiri sighed. “I just hope he lives long enough to meet me.”
“Uh, okay … I’ll see if we can arrange that,” Ben said, not quite sure what to make of Tahiri’s comment. “Right now let’s take the starboard bogeys with missiles, then hit the tail-chewers with our laser—”
Ben stopped when all six bogey symbols vanished from the tactical display.
“What the kark?” Tahiri demanded. “Stealth fighters?”
“Have to be Bes’uliiks,” Ben said, making the logical assumption. “Ninette had trouble making an ID so we know they can beat our sensors. And they didn’t disappear until they had closed to attack range, so they were deploying exhaust baffles.”
Tahiri’s expression grew hard. “Mandalorians.” She practically spat the word. “They get one chance, Ben. If they don’t surrender—”
“We take them out,” he finished. “Mandalorians always fight dirty.”
Ninette whistled an alarm, and Ben looked down to discover that one of their vector plates was starting to melt. He backed off the throttles to let their control surfaces cool before initiating combat, then looked over to find Tahiri arming their small complement of concussion missiles. With just four missiles and a pair of blaster cannons mounted beneath its belly, the Miy’tari was no match for six heavily armed Bes’uliiks—which simply meant they would need to make every attack count.
Ben checked his sensor display and was more than a little surprised to see the Falcon continuing toward the distress signal. Lando and his companion would have had to be flying sensor-blind to miss the Bes’uliiks when they powered up, so they certainly realized they were flying into an ambush. And yet here they were, proceeding as though this was a standard rescue operation.
What did they know that Ben and Tahiri did not?
Ninette chirped a comm notification, then a stern female voice began to speak over the cockpit speaker. “This is Galactic Exploitation Technologies security team five-niner hailing the Millennium Falcon. Acknowledge or prepare to accept incoming fire.”
The challenge was answered immediately by Lando Calrissian’s smooth voice. “No need to worry about us, sweetheart,” he said. “We’re prepared for whatever you bring.”
“I’m nobody’s sweetheart, Calrissian, least of all yours,” the woman replied. “Power down and prepare for boarding.”
“I’m afraid we’re unable to comply,” Lando said. “We happen to be responding to a distress signal. Maybe you heard it?”
“Of course we heard it,” the woman shot back. “We’re the ones who activated it.”
“You faked a distress call?” Lando asked, feigning outrage. “Don’t you know that’s a violation of the Galactic Navigation Accords?”
“So report me,” the woman replied. “Last chance, Calrissian. Power down.”
Ben and Tahiri were so close now that the Falcon was visible to the naked eye, a tiny fork-nosed disk riding a fan of ion efflux past the dusty gray face of a crater-pocked asteroid. The transport’s challengers were not yet visible, though Ben could see several long trails of swirling plasma that seemed to be converging on the same asteroid. He pointed the Miy’tari’s nose at a pair of trails to the Falcon’s starboard and pushed the throttles forward again.
“Sorry, sweetheart,” Lando replied. “But I think you should hear what I have to say before you open fire.”
“I’m done talking, Calrissian,” the woman said. “And I’m not your sweetheart.”
“Only because we haven’t met yet,” Lando retorted. “And before you make that a permanent impossibility, you might want to consider something.”
As Lando spoke, Ninette reported that the Miy’tari had become the subject of an active sensor probe.
“I doubt it,” the woman said.
“Don’t be so sure,” Lando said. “You do know that your boss kidnapped Han Solo, right? That’s bound to make a whole bunch of Jedi really—”
“Calrissian’s stalling!” a Mandalorian voice interrupted. “It’s a trap!”
A flurry of cannon bolts erupted ahead and came streaming back toward the Miy’tari. Ben put them into an evasive roll and continued to close with the targets, but the Mandalorian gunners were good, and cannon strikes began to blossom against the forward shields in rapid succession. Ninette tweedled, and Ben glanced down to see a message scrolling across the display.
FORWARD SHIELD GENERATORS ALREADY 20 PERCENT OVER SPECIFIED CAPACITY. MIY’TARIS ARE NOT DESIGNED TO TAKE HEAVY FIRE.
“Tell me something I don’t know,” Ben muttered.
Now that the Bes’uliiks had opened fire, Ninette had designated them BES1 and BES2 on the tactical display. The information wasn’t much help. Their stealth qualities still made it impossible to achieve target-lock on them, and the constant stream of bolts coming from their cannons was a pretty good indication of their location.
Ben opened himself to the Force, and the Miy’tari whirled into an erratic, unpredictable spiral as his hands swung the yoke to and fro. The cannon bolts continued to stream toward them, but the number that flowered against their shields quickly dwindled by half.
FORWARD GENERATORS 40 PERCENT OVER SPECIFIED CAPACITY, Ninette reported.
Ben felt the bump of a missile being ejected from a launch tube. An instant later, its engine ignited, and the missile became a disk of white-hot exhaust.
“Follow that bird,” Tahiri said.
Her gaze remained distant and unfocused as she concentrated on their targets. Realizing that Tahiri was using the Force to guide the missile, Ben swung in behind its rapidly shrinking disk—then quickly lost sight of it in the storm of energy bolts coming their way.
A tiny pair of dark wedges appeared ahead, their bellies flashing with cannon fire as they tore through the plasma cloud. At least they weren’t attacking the Falcon, Ben thought. He activated the Miy’tari’s laser cannons and started to return the attacks.
Golden forks of dissipation static began to crackle across the Miy’tari’s shields, and the tiny wedges ahead swelled into hand-sized silhouettes with cockpit bubbles in the center. The lead Bes’uliik diverted its fire to the missile, apparently realizing that its stealth capabilities were no match for a Force-guided weapon. The hint of a smile crept across Tahiri’s face, and the lead Bes’uliik went into an evasive roll.
Ben reached out and found the Force presence of the second Bes’uliik pilot. He launched another missile and grasped it in the Force, gently guiding it toward its target. By then the enemy starfighters were the size of Wookiee heads, ringed by the flickering haloes of their baffled exhaust. The second Bes’uliik detected the missile coming its way and peeled away.
Too late.
A blinding white flash appeared ahead of the Miy’tari as Tahiri’s missile reached its target and detonated. An eyeblink later, the black delta of a half-crumpled Bes’uliik emerged from the other side of the explosion, wobbling and pouring the anguish of its badly injured crew into the Force.
In the next instant, Ben’s missile found its target. Instead of taking the detonation on his Bes’uliik’s sturdy beskar hull armor, the second pilot had made the mistake of turning his engines to the missile as he tried to evade. The blast tore through his exhaust nozzles into the engine nacelle, and the starfighter’s entire stern vanished in a ball of flame and flotsam.
By then the Miy’tari was past the point of initial engagement and was advancing on the surviving Bes’uliiks. Ben could feel their crews perhaps twenty kilometers directly ahead, a knot of nervous Force presences clustered in the tight diamond of a defensive formation. The Falcon was fifty kilometers to port, gliding past their flank, unmolested, silent, and blasting the area with target-locking sensor scans.
“We need to let them know who we are,” Ben said. “Without the Force, we’re the only craft they can find.”
“I’ve got it. You keep an eye on those Bessies.” Tahiri opened a hailing channel, then said, “This is Jedi Strike Force Beta ordering all four Mandalorian Bes’uliiks to leave the area immediately. Failure to comply will result in your swift destruction.”
Tahiri had carefully chosen her words to reveal the size and nature of the enemy forces in the area, but that message seemed lost on whoever was flying the Falcon. The old transport immediately began to decelerate and turn toward the distress signal, as though the pilot actually believed that a Jedi strike force had miraculously arrived just in time to save him from a Mandalorian ambush.
Or maybe that was Lando playing out their bluff.
During the tense silence that followed, Ben took a moment to study the asteroid from which the beacon seemed to be coming. As far as he could tell from their sensors and his eyes, it was an unremarkable hunk of nickel–iron covered in a dusty silver-white regolith and pocked by impact craters. If there was any reason that a Quest Knight should have been interested in it, that reason was certainly not apparent—and that tended to confirm the idea that Ohali’s StealthX had been deliberately brought here to bait a trap.
But for whom?
Finally, Ben felt the Mandalorian presences beginning to move—toward the Falcon.
“Blast,” he said to Tahiri. “They’re not buying it.”
Tahiri dropped her chin and studied him from the top of her eyes. “Ben, we’re flying a Hapan Miy’tari,” she said. “Do we look like a Jedi strike force to you?”
Ben shrugged. “A guy can hope.”
He studied the tactical display for a moment, wondering how far the Falcon would push the bluff before deciding to cut their losses and abandon the wrecked StealthX. Then Ben remembered: Lando was aboard the Falcon.
Lando Calrissian wasn’t the kind of gambler who cut his losses and ran. He was the kind who turned an opponent’s trap against him, then raked in the pot and left the other player sitting there wondering how he had lost everything he owned.
Ben pushed the Miy’tari’s throttles forward, then swung onto a vector that would place them between the approaching Bes’uliiks and the Falcon. Tahiri’s eyes instantly grew round.
“Uh, Ben, what did I say about trying to impress me?” She began to bring up damage and ordnance reports. “We can’t take fire to save the Falcon. Our shield generators are still cooling down, and we’ve fired half our missiles. And you know those laser cannons we’re carrying couldn’t even scratch a beskar hull.”
“Scratching is not what I have in mind.” Confident that the Mandalorian pilots would be eavesdropping on any communications to the Falcon, Ben opened a channel and said, “Millennium Falcon, this is Jedi Knight Ben Skywalker suggesting that you run for it. And that’s an order.”
Tahiri looked at him as if he had lost his mind. “Suggesting an order?”
“Well, you know Lando,” Ben said, grinning. “You have to be careful how you talk to him.”
A moment later, Lando’s voice came over the cockpit speaker. “You want us to run for it, Ben?”
“That’s right,” Ben said. “And that’s an order.”
Lando chuckled. “Sure, kid, whatever you say.”
A fan of blue efflux flashed from the Falcon’s stern, and she shot across the face of the asteroid toward the far side. Ben slammed their own throttles past the overload stops again, shooting away in the opposite direction and drawing an immediate whistle of protest from Ninette.
THAT VECTOR PLATE IS ALREADY WARPED, AND THE ENGINE NACELLES ARE READY TO MELT.
“Good,” Ben said. “I want those Bessies to have trouble keeping up.”
As he spoke, a steady stream of cannon bolts began to flash past from the Miy’tari’s port side. He rolled into an evasive helix, then glanced down at the tactical display. A pair of Bes’uliik symbols had appeared on the screen, closing in from one flank. Passing beneath the other flank was the surface of the asteroid. The last pair of Bes’uliiks had also appeared on the display, turning to pursue the Falcon in the opposite direction.
“Ninette, are those positions based on estimates or sensor readings?” he asked.
SENSOR READINGS. THE MANDALORIANS HAVE RETRACTED THEIR EFFLUX BAFFLES IN ORDER TO PURSUE.
Ben smiled. “Better and better.” He glanced over at Tahiri. “You should take the turret. They’re going to be behind us any second.”
“And do what, exactly?” Despite her question, Tahiri immediately swung her chair around and opened a deck hatch at the back of the cockpit. She slipped out of her seat and dropped into the little nose turret. “Try to dazzle them with armor deflections?”
“Wouldn’t hurt,” Ben said.
By then the Miy’tari had passed beyond the edge of the asteroid. The two Bes’uliiks dropped in behind them and began to hammer the rear shields with their blaster cannons. Tahiri opened up with their own weapons, pouring a constant stream of fire back past the Miy’tari’s stern—which, of course, did nothing at all to back off the Mandalorians.
Ninette started to whistle and chirp, scrolling a constant stream of warnings and reports across the main display, informing Ben of all manner of damage that he could feel just by the way the scoutboat was shuddering and jumping. The port vector plate was dripping away in molten beads of metal, and the overheated engine nacelles were beginning to burn their own linings. The shields were flickering in and out, resulting in a sporadic serenade of clangs and bangs as Mandalorian cannon bolts gnawed through the Miy’tari’s thinly armored hull.
Through it all, Ben kept one eye on the tactical display, watching with no small amount of envy as the Falcon’s heavier shields and more-powerful quad cannons forced her pursuers to maintain a healthier distance. Still, her pilot was no Jedi, and it was not long before she began to react a bit sluggishly.
Then the Falcon cleared the far edge of the asteroid and went into a tight circle, swinging around toward the back side. Ben mirrored the maneuver, dropping as close to its crater-pocked surface as he dared to prevent the Bes’uliiks from trying to cut across the curve and come up beneath the Miy’tari’s belly.
“Pull up—you’re raising a dust cloud down here!” Tahiri yelled from the nose turret. “And I’ve lost my firing angle!”
“One … second.”
Ben felt himself grinding his teeth, trying not to panic as a steep ridgeline appeared ahead. He had maybe three seconds before he hit it, but he had no way to know what was on the other side, and if he happened to come up in the wrong place …
The Falcon flashed past overhead, so close that Ben swore he glimpsed Lando Calrissian sitting in the belly turret, grinning wildly as he poured fire back toward his pursuers. The ridgeline became a towering wall of stone and dust, and still Ben held the yoke steady, for one more breath, until the Falcon’s two pursuers passed overhead in a river of flying cannon bolts and rippling efflux.
Ben pulled the yoke back, hard, putting the Miy’tari into a steep climb—and drawing a shocked scream as Tahiri suddenly found herself staring at a stone cliff streaking past just meters from her turret.
“Switch targets!” Ben rolled the Miy’tari around so the nose turret was facing the stern of the Falcon and her two pursuers. “Switch, switch—”
He did not need to give the command a fourth time. The Miy’tari’s little laser cannons began to chug again, and a Bes’uliik erupted in blue flame as the bolts burned through its drive engines. Another fireball erupted below as one of their pursuers slammed into the ridgeline. Tahiri whooped for joy, then fired again, this time for much longer. Finally she let out a second whoop as her bolts found their way into another Bes’uliik drive engine.
Ben dropped the Miy’tari’s nose and was dismayed to see the last Bes’uliik still chewing on their tail. Tahiri began to pour fire at its cockpit, gouging divots into its tough beskar hull and doing little else.
Then, suddenly, the Bes’uliik pulled up. Ben thought the pilot had decided to break off and head for home—until the long bright lines of two of the Falcon’s concussion missiles appeared on the tactical display. They merged with the target a heartbeat later, and the last Mandalorian starfighter vanished in a spray of static and light.
Ben yelled in triumph—then realized that his own cockpit was filled with shrieking damage alarms and the control yoke was shaking so hard he could barely hold on. He eased back on the throttles and glanced down to find his entire control board blinking and flashing with emergency alerts. He activated the hailing channel.
“Uh, Millennium Falcon, this is Jedi Knight Ben Skywalker requesting assistance,” he said. “I think we’re going to need a ride.”
“On our way,” Lando said. “And thanks, Ben. I haven’t seen flying like that since … well, I don’t think I’ve ever seen flying like that.”
Thirteen
All in all, Han found the room a pretty convincing stand-in for a sabacc parlor. Mirta Gev sat in the dealer’s seat, looking resentful and uncomfortable in a tight black vest over a long white tunic. A pair of Nargon thugs stood by the door, taking the place of the security team that usually watched over play in high-stakes sabacc salons. A crooked-nosed Mandalorian named Thorsteg had been assigned to serve as the table butler, fetching drinks, snacks, and anything else one of the players might need. Even the scene beyond the viewport reminded Han of something that might be found at one of the galaxy’s finest gaming houses, with clouds of blue plasma rolling across a dark stone plain that dropped away to the void about seven hundred meters out.
Only the chairs were wrong. The Qrephs sat in their powerbodies at opposite ends of the long table, tucked in low and close so they could look at their hands without lifting the chip-cards too high. Han was seated in a modified examination chair across from Gev, with electrodes and probe needles stuck all over his bruised and half-naked body. It was how he had awakened, just a short time earlier, with a headache that would drop a rancor and no idea where he was—or how long he had been there.
Gev flicked her wrist and sent a chip-card spinning across the table to land atop the pair that already lay in front of each player. Before peeking at his hand, Han looked from one Columi to the other and found both of their gazes fixed on him—no doubt searching for micro-expressions that would betray whether he was happy with his hand.
Instead of reaching for his chip-cards, Han asked, “So, what game are we playing here?”
Craitheus’s eyes shone with spite. “The game is standard sabacc, Captain Solo. We have made that very clear.”
“You know what I’m asking.” Han glanced around the room, which had originally been some sort of reading parlor, then waved at himself and his chair. “What’s all this? You didn’t have Mirta and her canheads snatch me just so we could play a game of strip sabacc on some rock in the middle of the Rift. This is the Rift, right?”
“Is that your wager, Captain Solo?” Marvid asked.
Han scowled. “It’s a question, not a bet.”
“A question that will be answered—if you win the hand,” Craitheus replied.
“And if I don’t win?”
“Then you answer our question,” Marvid replied.
“That should be obvious even to you, Captain Solo,” said Craitheus. “If you wish to bet, ask a question. The winner of each hand earns the answer to his question.”
“If we ask a question you are unwilling to answer, you can always fold,” Marvid said. His voice grew wispy and menacing. “But there will be no lying and no withholding. When you answer, we will be monitoring your biometrics. If you accept the bet and lose, you must be entirely truthful—or die.”
Han looked from one huge pulsing head to the other, desperately searching for some hint about the angle they were working. A couple of geniuses like Marvid and Craitheus had to know what it meant to have Luke and Leia coming after them. Yet here they sat, more interested in challenging Han to a game of truth-or-die than in preparing for the imminent arrival of two Jedi legends.
And that puzzled Han big-time. Either they believed the Rift could hide them even from Jedi hunters, or they were more confident than they should have been in their defenses.
Columi—especially two of them—were smarter than that.
But there were no clues to be found in the withered faces of the Qreph brothers, only the enigmatic patience of two alien predators waiting for the opportune moment to pounce. Han turned away from them and looked across the table to Gev. A clear plastoid splint protected the nose he had smashed, and her eyes were purple and swollen.
“You have any idea what this is all about?”
Gev shrugged. “They want to play sabacc with Han Solo,” she said. “I suggest you make them happy.”
“You would do well to listen to her,” Marvid said. “Otherwise, we have no reason to keep you alive.”
“And what about after the game?” Han asked. “You going to have a reason then? Because I might need a little incentive here.”
Marvid blinked twice, then looked down the length of the table to his brother. He said nothing audible, but Han knew that Columi could converse with each other via comm waves. That was going to make it more difficult for him to win—and not only at sabacc. Whether the Qrephs chose to believe it or not, Luke and Leia would be coming, and when they arrived, the success of their attack would depend on surprise and confusion. So, the way Han saw it, his job was to put Craitheus and Marvid on tilt, to get them so upset and angry that when the assault came, the brothers would be in too much of a rage to think clearly.
After a few moments of silent communication with Marvid, Craitheus finally curled his lip into a thin sneer and turned to Han.
“We accept your terms,” he said. “The one who earns the most answers wins. If that is you, you will be free to leave.”
“But if either of us wins, you will remain here to assist us,” Marvid added.
“Assist you in what, exactly?” Han asked.
“I’m sorry, Captain,” Craitheus said. “But haven’t you already asked a question in this betting round?”
“I guess you could say that,” Han replied, still not looking at his chip-cards. “You calling?”
Craitheus extended a pincer arm and tipped his cards up to study his hand. Knowing how impossible it would be to read anything in a Columi’s enigmatic face, Han looked out the viewport and tried to appear bored as he used a silent count to measure how long it took Craitheus to make his decision.
He was at three when Craitheus finally said, “Yes, I call. And if I win, my question will be this: how did you feel when Chewbacca died?”
The question took Han by surprise. It had been nearly twenty years since the Wookiee had sacrificed himself to save the Solos’ youngest child, Anakin, during the war against the Yuuzhan Vong. The loss of his best friend was one of the most painful things Han had ever endured, and it still gnawed at him inside.
“Is that a fold, Solo?” Gev asked.
She started to reach for his chip-cards, but Han covered them before she could take them away.
“The bet’s not on me yet.” Han turned to Marvid. “What about you, Marv? You still in?”
A tiny smile came to Marvid’s small mouth. “I intend to make that decision after you look at your hand, Captain Solo.”
“Show me a rule that says I have to,” Han replied. There was no question of outplaying a pair of Columi, either observationally or on the mathematics of the game. If he was going to beat them, it would have to be with attitude and luck. “You in or out?”
Marvid’s furrowed brow grew even more wrinkled, and he quickly fluttered one of his powerbody’s pincer arms in Gev’s direction.
“I’ll withdraw.”
Han glanced across the table and locked gazes with Gev, then rolled his eyes. “That figures.”
“It was the only prudent play on my part, Captain Solo,” Marvid said. “You may be playing blind, but I assure you Craitheus is not. If my brother is still in the hand, it’s because he has a substantial advantage over me.”
“Sure.” Han continued to hold Gev’s eyes, trying to give the impression that they shared a secret. “I guess you’re used to that.”
Marvid’s voice sizzled with anger. “I fail to understand your implication, Captain Solo.”
“Then you’re not as smart as you think,” Han replied.
He smiled at Gev and motioned for his next chip-card. She looked to Craitheus, who responded with a terse nod, then dealt another chip-card to both Han and Craitheus.
Again without looking at his cards, Han turned to Craitheus and said, “So, how does the second round work? Do I ask another question? Or do we just check it down and see how the cards come?”
“Perhaps we ask questions ancillary to the first,” Craitheus suggested. “That would allow sufficient opportunity to raise the stakes and require some careful betting strategy.”
“Then that’s the way we’ll do it,” Han said. “After all, you’re the boss around here, right?”
“Actually,” Marvid interjected, “Craitheus and I are equal partners in all of our ventures. We make our decisions jointly.”
“If you say so.” Again, Han glanced across the table at Gev and rolled his eyes, then looked back to Craitheus and said, “My next question is this: where are we, exactly?”
“That can be rather difficult to answer,” Craitheus said.
“That mean you’re folding?” Han asked.
Craitheus glared at Han’s still unexamined hand, then finally used his pincer arm to lift his own chip-cards for a peek. Again, Han counted to three before the Columi finally laid the trio down.
“I’ll accept the bet,” Craitheus said. “I just want to be sure you’re aware the payment may not be in the form you expect. As you know, coordinates tend to be imprecise within the Rift.”
“How convenient,” Han said.
“My answer will be truthful and complete,” Craitheus replied. “As will yours, I hope. My second question is this: why didn’t you mourn your son Anakin’s death as deeply as you mourned that of your Wookiee friend?”
If the first question had been painful, this one felt like a vibrodagger sliding into Han’s gut. Anakin had died just a couple of years after Chewbacca, one of several young Jedi Knights who perished on a mission to neutralize a Yuuzhan Vong weapon. Not a day went by when Han’s heart did not ache with the loss, when he did not regret every harsh word he had ever said to his youngest son. And yet Craitheus’s question wouldn’t be easy to answer. After Chewbacca’s death, Han had sunk into despair and fled his home for a time. When Anakin died, he had not had that luxury. The loss had nearly destroyed Leia, and Han had needed to stay strong—or he would have lost Leia, too.
Gev finally asked, “Well, Solo?”
Han nodded. “Sure, I’ll call the bet.” He waited until Gev put her thumb on top of the deck to deal another chip-card, then said, “But no card for me. Let’s see what Craitheus does.”
Craitheus tipped his powerbody forward in a gesture of intimidation, then said, “If you have no wish to actually play the game, Captain Solo, I am quite sure Marvid and I can learn what we wish to know through more … efficient means.”
Han shrugged. “I’m playing by the rules,” he said. “I just have my own style. If that’s a problem for you, fold.”
Craitheus peeked at his hand again, checking to make sure that none of the card values had shifted while they were talking, then said, “I think not. The advantage remains mine.”
He flicked his pincer arm, and Gev dealt him a fifth chip-card.
Han locked his chip-cards at their current values by pushing them into the stasis field in front of him, then turned to watch Craitheus. The Columi glowered at Han’s cards for perhaps a dozen heartbeats, then gathered his five cards into a fan and lifted them to study.
Craitheus’s motions were exactly the same as before, and if there was a change of expression, Han could not recognize it on a Columi face. But this time the count reached six before Craitheus laid his chip-cards flat, and Han felt sure the value of Craitheus’s hand had just shifted.
“So, my bet.” Han plucked at one of the lead wires attached to his chest. “Why all these electrodes and probe needles?”
When Craitheus looked up, his eyes gleamed with comprehension. “Very clever, Captain Solo,” he said. “You have been playing me instead of your own hand.”
“Is that your next question?” Han asked.
“Of course not,” Craitheus replied. “That was an observation, not an inquiry. My question is this: why did you love your son Jacen less than you loved Anakin?”
Now Craitheus was twisting the vibrodagger, trying to tear Han apart emotionally. After Jacen’s capture and torture during the war against the Yuuzhan Vong, Jacen had begun a long, slow fall to the dark side, which eventually ended with his sister, Jaina, having to hunt down and kill her own brother. The decision to give their blessing to that mission had been the most anguishing of the Solos’ lives, and even the memory of it filled Han with an acrid, churning ache that made him want to spit bile in Craitheus’s face. But Han couldn’t let the Qrephs rattle him now—not when so much depended on rattling them. Leia and Luke would be arriving soon.
After a moment, Han nodded. “Okay, I’ll take the bet.”
Craitheus smiled. “Excellent.”
The Columi gestured for his next chip-card.
And Han knew that he probably had Craitheus beat. Because Han was playing blind, the Columi would need to assume that Han’s four chip-cards gave him a mediocre hand. And since Craitheus was still trying to improve his own hand with a sixth card, it was safe to assume that the Columi had been unable to beat even a mediocre hand with five chip-cards—which almost certainly meant that Craitheus had suffered a value shift earlier and that it had been disastrous.
As soon Craitheus’s sixth card hit the table, Han said, “I call the hand.”
Immediately, the backs of all six of Craitheus’s chip-cards turned red, indicating that Han had caught the Columi when the value of his hand exceeded twenty-three—the maximum allowable score in sabacc.
“Look at that,” Han said, smirking. “A bomb-out.”
Craitheus glared at his chip-cards, then gathered them up and tossed them to Gev without revealing what he had held. Han returned his own cards without even looking, then turned to Craitheus.
“You owe me some answers,” Han said. He continued to smirk.
“And you shall have them,” Craitheus said. “Here is the simple answer to your second question: you are in a lounge in our laboratory on Base Prime. And, yes, you are still in the Rift.”
“I asked for our exact location,” Han said. “Base Prime is pretty vague.”
“As Craitheus warned you it would be,” Marvid replied. “The more complete answer is rather complicated. I doubt you will be able to comprehend it.”
“I don’t care what you doubt,” Han said, being careful to keep his gaze on Craitheus. “My bet was with your brother, and if he thinks he’s going to back out of it now—”
“Reneging on our agreement is the last thing I intend to do,” Craitheus said. “If I did, how could I expect you to answer my questions?”
Han was pretty sure that Craitheus already knew the answer to his questions and was just asking them for the pleasure of being cruel, but he gave a quick nod.
“Glad we understand each other,” Han said. “Now, how about that answer?”
“The truth is, I can’t give you exact coordinates,” Craitheus replied. “Nobody can.”
Han scowled, but before he could open his mouth to object, Gev said, “Don’t blow a brain vein, Solo. Craitheus is telling it to you straight. Base Prime is … well, it sort of sits in a big bubble in space.”
“To be more precise,” Craitheus said, “Base Prime is located on a space station of unknown origin, which expands space–time around itself in a way that makes it impossible to speak of a location in terms of physical coordinates. The most that can be said is that it occupies the heart of the Chiloon Rift. Or, perhaps, it would be more accurate to say that the way to reach it is through the heart of the Chiloon Rift.”
“Are you trying to tell me we’re sitting on some sort of black hole?” Han scoffed. “How gullible do you think I am?”
“We didn’t say that Base Prime is located on the surface of a black hole,” Marvid said. “Quite the opposite. We said that it bends space–time outward, not inward. You are the one who suggested the false analogy.”
“And I consider the bet paid,” Craitheus added. “If you are unhappy with my answer, Captain Solo, we can forgo the sabacc game and switch to more conventional methods of interrogation.”
“You mean torture,” Han said.
“Call it what you will, Captain Solo.” Craitheus spread his powerbody’s arms. “But I assure you, any chance you have of winning your freedom lies in our little sabacc game—not in any ill-advised attempts to escape on your own.”
“Assuming you intend to honor your word,” Han replied. “And that remains to be seen. You still owe me two answers.”
“One, actually,” Craitheus replied. “The answers to your first and third questions are the same. The game we are playing is data collection, which is why you have a network of sensors attached to your body and inserted into your brain.”
Han’s throat went dry. “Inserted?”
He started to reach for his head—and felt a sudden jolt of electricity shooting down his spine. His arms went numb and dropped, limp and useless, to the sides of his examination chair.
“Forgive the neuro-restraint,” Marvid said. “But you really shouldn’t attempt to remove the probes by yourself. Some of them run all the way down into your corpus callosum.”
“What?” Han yelled. “You’ve stuck my brain full of needles?”
“Exactly,” Craitheus replied. “As I was about to explain, we’re using stress reactions to map your mind’s functionality and to stimulate memory retrieval. In our other subjects, it has proven to be a highly effective method of modeling.”
“You’re making a map of my mind?” Han repeated, growing more horrified by the moment. “Why in the blazes would you do that?”
Marvid smiled. “Is that your opening bet for the next hand?”
Fourteen
A tiny electric jolt stabbed through the singeing fog and bit into Luke’s shoulder. Not flinching, he lifted himself from the healing sea of the Force and came instantly awake. There were no surprises. He still lay on the floor of a stale, smoky locker room, with his sister lying in her own healing trance beside him. On his other side, R2-D2 was still standing watch. Once again, the little droid extended its charging arm and hit Luke with a tiny—but painful—jolt of current.
“Enough, Artoo. I’m awake.”
Luke reached up and used the adjacent bench to pull himself into a seated position. The agony of his broken ribs had faded to a dull ache and his belly wound had closed, but he had not been able to mend all of the damage he had suffered during the ScragHull’s crash. His burns felt worse than ever—hot and throbbing—and he knew he had an infection starting.
R2-D2 softly chirped an inquiry. Luke glanced over to check his sister’s condition and cringed. So far, she had managed to close the mesh of lacerations that had torn her face before she lowered her faceplate. But her brow and cheeks remained red and covered in weeping blisters. And she had lost all her eyelashes and eyebrows, as well as a lot of the hair on the right side of her head. Even her fireproof vac suit had been half melted down its right arm and body panel, and he felt sure the flesh beneath was in much the same condition as her seared face.
After a moment’s inspection, Luke whispered, “No, Artoo. Let her stay in her healing trance.” He kept his voice low—not to avoid disturbing her but to keep their hiding place secret. “For now.”
Luke checked his chronometer. Nearly five hours had passed since they had blasted their way into the Ormni. When he and Leia had crawled into the half-wrecked locker room and sealed themselves in, he had not expected to have nearly that long before R2-D2 woke them. He unhooked his lightsaber from his equipment harness, then carefully rose to his feet. He winced. His burns still rubbed against his half-melted vac suit, and it felt like a vibro-sander was peeling away layers of skin. But he could stand and walk.
Or at least hobble. He had torn some ankle ligaments during the crash, and they did not feel quite healed.
“Okay, Artoo,” Luke said softly. “What is it?”
R2-D2 spun on his treads and headed for the exit hatch, which the droid had evidently reopened. Beyond the threshold lay a small control room in complete disarray. Flimsies and datapads were strewn across the floor amid hard hats, breath masks, and other safety equipment. A bank of control cabinets sat across from a half-transparisteel observation wall. The viewing wall had once overlooked the vast production vault into which Luke and Leia had crashed their spyboat. Now the entire wall was a buckled wreck, so smoke-stained that it was transparent only where the explosion had ruptured it.
And coming through the rupture was a muffled male voice.
“… that grinder bank will be out of production for days as it is,” someone was complaining loudly. “I have three freighters still waiting to be loaded, and more on the way. This is going to cost us hundreds of millions.”
“The production schedule is not my concern.” The second voice—also muffled—was young, female, and vaguely familiar. “My concern—and yours—is confirming the deaths of the ScragHull crew. It should never have taken this long to give me access to the crash site.”
“Their fusion core blew,” the male replied. “So we know they’re dead. We had to send in droids to decontaminate the entire vault before it was even safe to enter.”
“And yet … no body parts,” the female said. “No proof.”
As the voices continued, Luke crawled into the control room, then raised his head to peer through the ruptured viewing wall. Immediately after the crash, the production vault beyond had been choked with billowing dust and flying debris. Now it was a scorched crater packed with shapeless metal and fused stone.
In the middle of the wreckage, about thirty meters away from Luke’s hiding place and fifteen meters below, stood the two beings who were talking. The male was a Duros dressed in half-open blue coveralls over a white captain’s tunic, his noseless face drawn into an angry grimace. The female was a young human, no more than twenty, with light-brown hair and large dark-brown eyes.
Luke’s stomach knotted in cold fury. The woman was Vestara Khai, the Sith defector who had betrayed Ben and him during the Sith occupation of Coruscant. A part of Luke still longed to make her pay for her treachery, but now was not the time. It was more important to find out how the Sith were involved in the Qrephs’ plans and to learn what had become of Han. And to do that, he and Leia had to escape alive.
Vestara seemed to contemplate the Duros’s excuse for a moment, then finally said, “You should have sent in more droids. If those ScragHull pilots survived, they could be anywhere by now.”
“No one could have survived this, Mistress Raine.” The Duros gestured toward the deck, where twisted shards of metal surrounded a meter-wide melt hole. “As I told you, their fusion core blew. We’re lucky we didn’t lose the entire Ormni.”
Vestara laughed darkly.
“I’m sure luck had nothing to do with it,” she said. “Hasn’t it occurred to you to wonder how a little two-person spyboat—moving at a relatively low velocity—managed to penetrate the hull of an asteroid crusher? They used a torpedo to clear their way. For all we know, they didn’t even crash. They could have touched down nice and soft, then blown their own fusion core to cover their escape.”
The suggestion wasn’t far from the truth, but the Duros remained unconvinced. “That’s pretty far-fetched, mistress. And even if it were true, they would have had to survive an explosive decompression. Trust me, the ScragHull’s pilots are stardust. I see no reason to delay repairs, and since I am the captain of the Ormni—”
“Don’t make me relieve you.” Vestara used the Force to grab the Duros by the throat and lift him off his feet. “Trust me, Captain Palis, you wouldn’t like that. Are we clear?”
Palis’s mouth began to work without making any sound. Unable to say yes, he simply nodded.
“Excellent,” Vestara said.
She let him drop, then began to circle the twisted wreck of the ScragHull. After a moment, she pointed at a sagging rectangular frame a half meter taller than she was.
“Tell me, Captain Palis, what does this look like?”
“I believe that’s a hatch, Mistress Raine,” he said, rubbing his throat. “It’s in the right place.”
“Yes, Captain, it’s a ScragHull hatch,” Vestara said. “An open hatch.”
Palis’s red eyes grew wide. “That isn’t possible,” he said. “It just can’t be.”
“I assure you it can, Captain Palis. These are Jedi we’re dealing with, not …” Vestara let her sentence trail off, her head cocking as she slowly turned to scan the rest of the vault. “Wouldn’t there be an emergency air lock for crews in this area?”
“Of course.” Palis raised his gaze to the ceiling, where ten square meters of durasteel patch had been welded over the hole opened by the ScragHull’s torpedo. “But with a hull breach that size, there would have been no time to use it. We can only hope all of those poor beings died quickly.”
“I care nothing about them,” Vestara said. “I want to know where that air lock is.”
She started to turn and scan the walls, and Luke knew she would be reaching out in the Force, searching for him and his sister. With Leia deep in a healing trance and Luke’s own Force presence drawn in tight, Vestara would have a hard time detecting either of them. Their hiding place was a different matter, however. Once she passed through the emergency air lock, it wouldn’t take long to find the locker room.
Luke ducked out of sight, then turned to R2-D2 and whispered, “Can you jam the emergency air lock we used after the crash?”
The droid gave a quiet chirp, then extended his interface arm and turned toward the nearest control cabinet.
“Wait until they’re inside the compartment,” Luke whispered. “Then secure the hatches and fry the circuits.”
R2-D2 replied with a barely audible tweedle and stopped in front of an interface socket. Luke gathered some of the safety equipment strewn across the floor, then returned to the locker room.
Leia remained in her healing trance, her face a mask of tranquillity as she used the Force to repair her injuries cell by cell. Luke knelt at her side and placed the safety gear he had collected on the bench beside her, then gently shook her shoulder.
“Time to move, sis,” he said.
Leia’s eyes snapped open, then flashed in pain as she became fully aware of her body. “Why did I think I would feel better than this when I woke up?”
“Wishful thinking,” Luke whispered. “Keep your voice down—we have company. How’s your shoulder?”
Leia braced her hands on the floor and, wincing, pushed herself upright. “I can manage,” she said. “How about your ankle?”
“I won’t win any races, but I can hobble along.” Luke grabbed two suitably sized pairs of blue GET coveralls from nearby lockers and added them to the pile of safety equipment, then began to strip out of his vac suit. “We need to get moving. Vestara Khai is here, and she knows we survived. Artoo won’t be able to stall her for long.”
“You were close enough to identify her, and she’s still walking?” Leia began to undo her own suit’s closures. “You must be hurt worse than I thought.”
Luke shrugged. “I’ll deal with Vestara later. First we need to know how she’s involved in all this,” he said. “And we need to find Han.”
“Absolutely,” Leia said. “I’ll need to know how he is before I decide how I’m going to kill that—”
“Leia—”
“Little Sith,” Leia finished. She turned one eye on him. “What, like you don’t intend to kill her?”
Luke decided not to remind his sister that vengeance led to the dark side. Right now they could both use the extra motivation, just to keep themselves going.
After he had removed his vac suit, he passed the smaller set of coveralls to Leia, and soon they were both disguised as refinery workers, complete with hard hats, safety glasses, and respirators dangling from their necks. Luke would have preferred to conceal their faces by actually wearing the respirators, but no legitimate workers would wear the uncomfortable masks outside the dusty production areas where they were actually required.
They had finished donning their disguises and had just begun to stuff their vac suits down a disposal chute when R2-D2 returned, softly tweedling an alarm.
“It’s okay, Artoo,” Luke said. “We’re ready to go.”
The droid chirped in relief, then immediately spun around and left the locker room. They followed him across the control room to a rear access hatch, which opened onto a durasteel walkway suspended high above a bank of massive transfer tubes. Both the handrails and floor grating were shiny from frequent use, but the walkway was completely deserted at the moment. Luke guessed that the entire production area had been sealed off to serve as a buffer zone around the crash site.
As they followed R2-D2 toward the far end of the walkway, the smell of molten metal began to waft through the stale air, and a steady drone sounded from below. Luke glanced over the railing. Ten meters beneath them, the tip of a crimson lightsaber was slicing through the hatch of an emergency air lock.
“Vestara won’t think that hatch jammed by coincidence,” Leia said. “Let’s move it along, before the place is crawling with Mandos and Nargons.”
R2-D2 whistled, then sped away at nearly double his original pace. Luke found himself struggling to keep up, limping on his half-healed ankle and trying to ignore the anguish of his burn-blistered skin rubbing against his coveralls. He could see by the grim determination in Leia’s face that she was also suffering.
They reached a much larger walkway, which seemed to run along the asteroid crusher’s length instead of across its beam. R2-D2 turned toward the Ormni’s stern. The cavernous space remained empty and illuminated by silver–blue glow panels. The walkway was flanked on both sides by long runs of massive transfer tubes and the durasteel shells of sealed production vaults, all eerily silent now that operations had been stopped because of the ScragHull crash.
“Our first priority is going after Han,” Luke said. “But, as much as I hate to say it—”
“We’re in no condition to succeed,” Leia finished. “If we don’t get some bandages and bacta salve on these burns soon, we won’t be rescuing anyone.”
“Exactly,” Luke agreed.
A muffled clang sounded in the distance behind them—Vestara freeing herself from the air lock, no doubt. Luke forced himself not to look back. If they were going to escape, they had to stay focused on what they were going to do, not what was happening behind them.
“And it won’t do any good to steal a Bessie and take off in pursuit of the Aurel Moon,” Luke continued. “We need to figure out where the Qrephs were headed.”
Leia frowned. “How are we going to do that?”
“I don’t know yet,” Luke admitted. “It may come down to capturing Vestara. She seems to be in charge around here. I’m not sure anyone else would know where the Qrephs went.”
R2-D2 emitted a confident chirp, then they came to a sealed bulkhead, its emergency door still lowered against the possibility of a ship-wide decompression. Luke pressed his ear to the metal and heard murmuring voices and whirring machinery on the far side.
He would have liked to reach out in the Force to see if he could sense any particular danger on the other side of the bulkhead. But he did not dare. He could not be certain that Vestara was the only Sith aboard the Ormni, and he did not want to take the chance of drawing attention by expanding his Force presence.
Instead, he tried the slap-pad on the adjacent wall.
When nothing happened, Leia said, “Vestara’s doing, I’ll bet. She would have wanted to keep the entire area sealed until she could take a look around the crash site and see whether we survived.”
“Probably,” Luke agreed. “Artoo, can you override these locks without tripping an alarm?”
The droid replied with an indignant buzz, then inserted his interface arm into the socket beneath the control panel. A moment later, the status light changed from amber to blue, and a huge bulkhead door started to slowly slide aside.
Knowing they would draw less attention by simply stepping into traffic than by standing there trying to get their bearings, Luke started across the threshold—only to find himself staring at the helmet and armored back plate of a Mandalorian guard looking in the opposite direction. The Mando was flanked on each side by scaly green walls that Luke eventually recognized as Nargons.
Standing beyond the Mandalorian and his assistants were hundreds of beings. They all wore the same blue coveralls that Luke and Leia wore, and most were heavily burdened with tools and repair supplies. Several were seated at the controls of heavy equipment. As soon as the huge bulkhead door was completely retracted, a big horn-headed Devaronian grumbled, “About time,” and started his hoversled, and the entire mass lurched forward as one body.
Luke and Leia barely had time to clear the way by pressing themselves against the walkway railing, and even the door guards had little choice except to move aside. The Mandalorian, of course, chose to join the Nargon standing on Luke and Leia’s side of the walkway.
“What happened to you two?” he demanded, staring at Leia’s burned face. “Let me see your identification badges.”
Clearly, Vestara had not yet alerted the security teams to watch for them. Whether that was because she did not realize how close behind she was or simply wanted to avoid tipping her hand, Luke could not say. He knew only that their best chance of escape lay in getting away from the crash site as quickly as possible. He reached into his pocket as though to extract his identity badge but brought his hand out empty and waved it in front of the Mandalorian.
“There is no need to see our identification,” he said. “We lost it when we were injured. We’re on our way to the infirmary.”
The Mandalorian’s visor remained fixed on Luke’s face, and Luke began to wonder if his Force suggestion was going to work. But, finally, the guard nodded.
“There is no need to see your identification.” He turned toward the crowd, then extended a hand down the rail and ordered, “Make way! These people were injured in the explosion. They’re on their way to the infirmary.”
The crowd quickly began to move away from the rail. But the Nargon stepped into Luke’s path, then cocked his crested head and studied his Mandalorian officer out of a huge, slit-pupiled eye.
“No badges?” he asked.
“There’s no need to see their identification,” the Mandalorian repeated. Still under the influence of Luke’s Force suggestion, he motioned the Nargon away from the safety rail. “Stand aside. They’re on their way to the infirmary.”
The Nargon hissed but obeyed, then watched with a suspicious sneer as R2-D2 rolled into the lead and started down the walkway. Although Luke was careful to avert his gaze, he kept one hand tucked into the front seam of his coveralls so he could reach his lightsaber quickly if the green hulk made a sudden move.
But the Nargon seemed content to do as he was told, and Luke and Leia were soon following R2-D2 past the tail of the repair column. They quickly returned to the middle of the walkway, trying to put as many bodies between themselves and the guards as possible, and continued toward the Ormni’s stern. They passed through another bulkhead—this time unsealed—and began to see the huge transfer tubes curving off to enter the durasteel spheres and ovoids of different varieties of flocculation tanks.
After fifty meters, R2-D2 turned down an intersecting walkway that led past a series of assaying labs and production offices to a bank of turbolifts. Most of the lift-tube control panels had blue status lights, indicating they were ready for use. Their destination plates named decks such as CREW QUARTERS, MAINTENANCE, and INFIRMARY.
But two turbolifts at the end of the bank had amber status lights, denoting restricted access. The destination plate of one of these lifts listed half a dozen decks dedicated to the security hangars, training facilities, and guard quarters.
R2-D2 went to the other restricted turbolift, where the destination plate contained a single line: ADMINISTRATIVE DECKS. The droid extended his interface arm and plugged it into the droid socket beneath the control panel.
Almost instantly, a low, rasping voice boomed behind them. “Where do you go?”
Luke turned to see two Nargons striding toward them from the far end of the walkway. It was difficult to tell whether they were the same pair who had been with the Mandalorian at the sealed bulkhead, but both had empty holsters on their knees and E-18 blaster rifles cradled in their long arms.
“There’s no need to bother with us.” Luke spread his hands in a placating gesture, using the motion to hold the attention of the Nargons while he used a Force suggestion to deflect their suspicion. “We’re injured and on our way to the infirmary.”
The Nargons continued to approach. “The executive infirmary is not for crew,” said the second. “Real crew members know this.”
“Who are you?” demanded the other one. “Are you the crash survivors?”
He pointed his blaster rifle in their direction.
“Whoa! There’s no need for threats.” Luke glanced over at Leia, then said, “I think we’d better show them our identification.”
“I don’t think we have a choice,” Leia replied.
“You lost your identity badges,” the first Nargon objected. “You said.”
“Yes, we lost our badges,” Luke said. “But we have other identification.”
This only seemed to make the Nargon more suspicious. “Other identification?”
“Credit chits, operator certifications, storeroom keycards,” Luke said, naming a string of possibilities that he hoped would sound plausible. “Stuff like that.”
“Things only crew members would have,” Leia added. She turned to Luke and said, “Just make sure you show it clearly. These guys don’t have very good eyesight.”
Luke nodded, recalling what the Solos had told him about the fight in the Red Ronto cantina. Nargons didn’t go down easy.
A soft chime sounded from the turbolift, and Luke glanced over to see that the status light had changed to ready-blue.
Now the second Nargon also pointed his blaster rifle at them. “Move away.”
The Nargons were about three quarters of the way down the walkway, still six meters or so from Luke and Leia. It was certainly possible to take them out at that distance, but the fight wasn’t going to be a quiet one. Trying to stall, Luke turned to R2-D2.
“I think he means you, too,” Luke said. “You’d better uncouple and display your serial number.”
R2-D2 swiveled his dome back and forth, giving a negative chirp. By then the Nargons were only four meters away.
Luke shrugged. “It’s your scrap party.”
R2-D2 emitted a falling whistle, then withdrew his interface arm and turned his holoprojector toward the approaching Nargons. A string of holographic numerals and letters appeared in the air in front of them.
The Nargons walked through the holograph, then stopped two meters away.
Two meters would do.
The first Nargon flicked the safety off his blaster rifle. “No one cares about the droid.” He pointed the emitter nozzle at Luke’s chest. “Identification now.”
“Sure.” Luke opened the chest closures on his coveralls and, moving very slowly to avoid alarming the Nargon, reached inside. “Here it is.”
“Mine, too,” Leia said, doing the same thing. “How many pieces do you want?”
“All pieces,” the first Nargon replied.
“Sure.”
Luke used the Force to shove the Nargon’s blaster nozzle toward the ceiling, then pulled his lightsaber from inside his coveralls and leapt. The Nargon’s finger closed on the trigger anyway and sent a string of blaster bolts pinging into the ceiling. Luke hit the ignition switch beneath his thumb, and his lightsaber snapped to life, filling the air with the acrid stench of scorched scales.
A huge claw tore into the ribs beneath Luke’s upraised arm, and a blast of fiery pain spread through his entire torso. He ignored the wound and used the Force to press his own strike home, driving his lightsaber blade up through the Nargon’s clavicle into his throat.
Then Luke felt the Nargon’s hand sweeping him aside and found himself flying sideways into Leia. He bounced off, then slammed into a durasteel wall and slid to the deck, bleeding and gasping for air.
By that point Leia was leaning over her fallen Nargon, stirring her blade through his chest as he raked a set of claws down her back. Luke used the Force to hurl himself to his feet, lashing out with his lightsaber to remove the Nargon’s arm at the elbow, then spun back toward his own attacker—and discovered him lying on his back, arms and feet hammering at the deck as his body awaited signals from the head now only half attached to its shoulders.
Luke’s entire chest ached, but he had no trouble drawing a deep breath when he tried, so it seemed unlikely that he had suffered any internal damage—at least any serious internal damage. He turned to find Leia staggering away from her Nargon, her back a bloody tangle of shredded cloth and skin.
Luke deactivated his lightsaber, then asked, “How bad?”
“Not … bad,” Leia said, obviously understating the case. She turned, her gaze dropping to the red gashes down Luke’s torso. “You’re worse.”
Alarmed voices began to sound from the far end of the walkway, and Luke looked up to see a handful of workers in blue GET coveralls pointing toward them. He waved a hand over the fallen Nargons and whipped it forward, using the Force to send both huge corpses flying through the air toward the astonished spectators. Murmurs of alarm became cries of surprise, and the crowd dispersed in panic.
Leia deactivated her own lightsaber and stowed it in a thigh pocket, then slipped a supporting hand through Luke’s arm.
“Let’s get out of here.”
She dragged him into the turbolift tube R2-D2 had prepped, then wrapped her arms around him so they would not be separated. R2-D2 tweedled once, and Luke had to fight to keep from retching as the repulsorlift shot them upward.
As they ascended, Luke slid his lightsaber up inside his sleeve, where it would be both out of sight and handy if he needed it. His head cleared enough to realize just how desperate their situation had grown. Vestara was hunting them, and by now she had a pretty good idea where they were. Even with the mess below, it would not take her long to find them. Clearly, they were in for a fight—and probably sooner rather than later.
The turbolift stopped after a few seconds, then swished open to reveal an elegant, round maleristone foyer filled with lacy green frond plants. Corridors fanned out in all directions, and from several came the sound of murmuring voices and chiming office machinery. Directly across from the turbolift, an RC-7 receptionist droid stood behind a curved lindakwood counter, her triangular head tilted expectantly as she waited for Luke and Leia to approach.
Standing behind the RC-7 were two Mandalorians in polished beskar’gam armor. As soon as they saw Luke and Leia’s blood-soaked coveralls, they drew their blaster pistols and stepped forward to intercept them.
“Quick!” Leia called, pointing back toward the turbolift. “Jedi!”
The Mandalorians looked in the direction she had indicated. Luke did not even glance toward Leia. He used the Force to push aside the closest one’s blaster hand, let the lightsaber drop out of his sleeve into his hand, and jammed the end into the unarmored area beneath the Mandalorian’s arm.
“Don’t make me.”
The Mandalorian’s helmet pivoted toward his companion, who was in a similar position with Leia. For a moment, Luke thought his guard would be foolish enough to resist, but the Mando quickly opened his hand and let his blaster clatter to the floor.
When his partner did the same, Leia nodded and said, “Now take off your helmets—and I’d better not hear anyone asking you to confirm a report about intruders.”
As the two Mandalorians obeyed, Luke turned toward the RC-7 droid and used the Force to push her away from the desk. “You—stay. And no messages, or you’re scrap.”
The droid raised her arms immediately. “Please, you have no need to threaten me,” she said. “Security is their assignment.”
As the droid spoke, the turbolift door opened with a soft chime, and R2-D2 rolled out of the tube. Luke motioned him toward the reception counter.
“Isolate this deck,” Luke ordered. “And see if anyone knows where we are yet.”
“You’re kidding, right?” said a Mandalorian.
Luke turned back to find that the now-helmetless guards appeared to be brother and sister, with the same blue eyes, golden-blond hair, and broad flat faces.
“Vestara has already put out an alert?” he asked.
The woman, who looked no more than twenty-two, frowned in confusion. “Vestara?”
“The Sith girl giving orders around here,” Leia said. “The one who flies that round spacecraft with the pulsing veins and hawk-bat wings.”
“They mean Lady Raine,” the young man said to his sister. He turned to Luke. “And, yeah, she just ordered us to hold you. The entire security force is on its way up.”
As the Mandalorian spoke, a bitter note came to his Force aura, and Luke knew the claim was a lie.
He leaned close. “That had better be the last time you try to bluff me …” Luke paused, waiting for a name to rise to the top of the Mandalorian’s mind, then finally said, “Joram.”
Joram’s eyes widened in alarm, but he said, “It hardly matters, Jedi.” He glanced at the floor. “With the trail you two are leaving, the Nargons will be on you in about three minutes flat.”
Luke looked down to find a pool of red spreading around his feet and a similar one around Leia’s.
“The kid has a point,” Leia said. “We need to do something about these wounds—and soon.”
R2-D2 gave a whistle, then rolled out from behind the reception counter and stopped in the mouth of an adjacent corridor. Before following, Luke stepped behind the counter and tripped the RC-7’s circuit breaker, then used his lightsaber to disable the computer interface sockets.
R2-D2 tweedled impatiently.
“What’s down there?” Leia asked the female Mando.
“The executive infirmary,” she replied.
“Then what are we waiting for?” Luke asked, motioning the Mandalorians after R2-D2. “We’ll all go. Pick up your helmets and fall in.”
Joram glanced at his sister, then shrugged and did as he was told. Luke and Leia retrieved the pair’s blaster pistols and followed, using Force flashes to momentarily blind the surveillance cams they passed every ten meters or so. Soon, the maleristone floors and walls gave way to polished durasteel, and they came to a pair of transparent doors that automatically drew aside as they approached.
Inside, an FX-2 nursing droid stood behind a circular counter packed with medical monitors. Most of the equipment was inactive, but three sets of displays did seem to be tracking a patient’s vital signs. As Luke and the others drew nearer to its workstation, the FX-2 turned and began to run its photoreceptors over first Leia, then Luke. It raised an arm and pointed to a pair of rooms directly adjacent to the station.
“Female to examination room one, male to examination room two. The Two-One-Bee will be in to evaluate you shortly.” It picked up a datapad and started out from behind its counter. “Please have your identification badge ready for verification of executive status.”
R2-D2 whistled something loud and rolled past the counter.
“You can’t go back there,” the nursing droid responded. “Access to that area is restricted.”
R2-D2 buzzed a rude reply and continued down the corridor.
“Stop!” The FX-2 turned to whir after him. “Don’t force me to summon the security contractors! Stop at once, or—”
The protest came to an abrupt end as Leia put a blaster bolt through the back of the FX-2’s brain housing. The droid continued down the corridor in silence, veering left until it finally struck a wall and crashed to the floor. Leia quickly followed, then knelt down behind the wreck and tripped the FX-2’s primary circuit breaker to be sure the droid would not be sending any messages via an internal comm unit.
As Leia started to rise, Joram looked over at his sister and cocked a conspiratorial brow.
Luke grabbed them both in the Force and slammed them into the wall. “Don’t make me regret letting you live,” he said. “It’s not too late to change my mind.”
The woman’s eyes flashed in alarm, and she raised her hands in placation. “Why would we try anything? You’re never getting off this ship alive anyway.”
“I remember when I was your age,” Leia said, peeling an identity badge off the FX-2 droid’s torso. “I was wrong about a lot of things, too.”
She stepped over to the storeroom and pressed the badge to the control panel. The door slid aside and an interior light activated, revealing a cool, compact chamber lined by drawers filled with medical supplies. Leia entered and began to load a steel medical tray with supplies—wound glue, bacta salve, antibiotics, hypos.
Luke saw her studying the anesthesia section and realized what she intended. He glanced back to their prisoners. The brother was probably a size smaller than Luke was, and the sister a couple of sizes larger than Leia—but close enough.
“Okay, helmets on the floor,” Luke said. He waved his blaster at their torsos. “The rest of your armor, too.”
The woman’s eyes flashed in anger. “You can’t take our beskar’gam,” she said. “Do you know what that means to a Mandalorian?”
“It means you need better training.” Luke pointed a blaster at her head. “But we can do it the hard way, if you’d rather.”
Joram began to open his torso armor. “Just take it off, Jhan,” he said. “Gev will cancel our contracts either way.”
Jhan glared daggers at Luke but began to open her own armor, as well. “I hope you cook in it.”
“Thanks for that,” Leia said. She stepped out of the storeroom with a pair of hypos. “That makes this easier.”
She jabbed the hypo into Jhan’s neck and activated the injector.
“Hey!” Jhan turned to look at her. “What was …”
Her eyes rolled up, and she collapsed.
Joram caught his sister, then checked her pulse and turned to Leia. “Knockout drug?”
“You’d rather I used something stronger?” Leia asked.
“Of course not,” Joram replied. “But why don’t you settle for just locking us in the storeroom? No need to put me out, too. I won’t try to escape.”
“Sure you won’t,” Leia said. She waited until he had removed the last of his armor, then motioned for him to do the same with his sister’s. “But I’ll have Artoo raise the temperature so you don’t freeze.”
Joram’s voice turned sarcastic. “Thanks. You’re a real sweet smooka.” He did as instructed, leaving two piles of armor on the floor, then rose and dragged his sister into the storeroom. “You do know we’ll be coming after you. No Mandalorian can let someone steal his beskar’gam. It’s an honor thing.”
“Funny,” Leia replied. “I didn’t know hired killers had honor.”
That actually drew a smile from Joram. “Now that you mention it, maybe it’s more of a pride thing,” he said. “But we will be coming.”
“How polite—a warning.” Leia jabbed the second hypo into his neck and activated the injector. “I can hardly believe you’re Mandalorian.”
She waited until he had collapsed next to his sister, then grabbed her tray of supplies and returned to the corridor. Luke was surprised to see that her lips were taut and her eyes brimming with unshed tears.
“You can’t possibly be worried about that kid’s threat,” Luke said. “If he and his sister were anything to be nervous about, he would have known better than to give us a warning.”
“Joram doesn’t worry me.” Leia looked around, obviously searching for a good place to tend their wounds. “But we’re not winning this thing, and I’m starting to wonder if I’m going to see Han again.”
“You will,” Luke said. “We just need to patch ourselves up and find someplace to hide while we figure out where they took him.”
“It’s that last part that troubles me,” Leia said. “The Qrephs are always two steps ahead of us, and we keep trying to beat them at their own game. We need to change the dynamic.”
“We will,” Luke promised. “The Qrephs may not realize it yet, but they’ve already made one very bad mistake.”
Leia cocked her brow. “They took Han?”
“That’s right,” Luke said, smiling. “Nobody is harder to figure out than Han Solo. I know it’s hard to hear, but if they wanted him dead, he would have been dead before they left the Ormni. So, whatever those two want with him, he’s going to make them crazy trying to get it.”
Leia studied Luke for a moment, then finally nodded. “Maybe so,” she said. “He’s certainly driven me crazy enough times.”
R2-D2 appeared a few meters down the corridor and whistled impatiently, then disappeared into the adjacent room—where he continued to whistle.
Luke gave Leia’s shoulder a squeeze. “Either Artoo found us a medical droid or we have company on the way,” he said. “You check on that, and I’ll jam the doors.”
Leia nodded and disappeared down the corridor with her tray of supplies. Luke used his lightsaber to cut the legs off a durasteel bench, then returned to the infirmary entrance and slipped them into the tracks of the sliding door. When he finished, he still saw no sign of anyone coming down the corridor beyond, but he took the precaution of disabling the control panel, as well. His precautions probably wouldn’t delay Vestara and her Mandalorians for long, but at least they would have to make a lot of noise trying to get through.
The floor, of course, was spattered with blood from his wound. Deciding that cleaning up wouldn’t delay their hunters much anyway, Luke simply left it and returned to the room R2-D2 had sought out.
Instead of the surgical droid he had expected, Luke found Leia with a female patient with auburn hair and a bandaged torso. Her face was so pale, and her eyes so sunken, that it took him a moment to recognize her as Lando’s treacherous operations manager, Dena Yus.
When Yus heard him enter the room, she looked up and smiled. “Luke Skywalker.” She raised her free arm, motioning for him to take her other side. “Hurry. We don’t have much time if you want to save Captain Solo.”
Fifteen
The object in the holograph was unlike anything Ben had ever seen, natural or artificial. Shaped like two pyramids stuck base-to-base, it had black granular facets that occasionally flashed white. There was nothing else in the image for comparison, so its size was impossible to determine. As it spun on its long axis, it threw off wisps of blue haze, and Ben could just make out three silver specks drifting across its mid-line.
“What is that thing?” he asked, leaning closer to the image. “Could it be a chromite crystal?”
He was in the Falcon’s main hold, kneeling among the scattered remnants of the R9 astromech droid he had salvaged from Ohali Soroc’s wrecked StealthX. Lando and Omad Kaeg were with him, while Tahiri was at the helm, headed for his father and Aunt Leia’s last known position. Ben had not been able to find either his father or aunt in the Force since the last blast of emotion he had felt, but that probably only meant that they were hiding their presences for some reason. At least, that’s what he kept telling himself.
“It could also be magnetite,” Omad Kaeg suggested. “It does look like a mineral crystal of some sort.”
Ben turned to C-3PO, who was standing behind the astromech’s half-melted casing. “See if you can get him to enlarge the image.”
“I can try,” C-3PO said. “But, as you can see, Nineball is no more than an operating system now. With all of his memory cards and datachips removed, it’s remarkable that he recalls his own identifier.”
“Just ask,” Ben said.
Before using Nineball to bait their trap, the Mandalorians had stripped the droid to his barest components. Fortunately, Jedi R9s were designed to protect mission data at all costs. While trying to retrace Ohali’s journey through the Rift, Ben had come across several holovid fragments buried in a string of corrupted operating code.
C-3PO shot a blurp of static toward Nineball’s new comm receiver, which they had borrowed from Ben and Tahiri’s own astromech.
Nineball squawked a reply that was more death rattle than chirp, but the holograph’s perspective slowly began to draw tighter. After a moment, the crystal became a pair of immense black facets sloping away from each other at a ninety-degree angle, and the silver flecks became two starfighters and a medium transport.
“That’s some crystal,” Ben said, awed by what he was seeing. “Do they grow that big in the Rift?”
“I’ve seen a few durelium and cardovyte crystals the size of an asteroid tug,” Omad replied. “But that thing must be as big as a Star Destroyer.”
“Or a moon,” Lando said. He scowled down at the wrecked R9 unit, which Ben had reduced to a warped motherboard surrounded by cables and borrowed parts—then asked, “Are you sure you don’t have some data-merging issues?”
Ben looked up with an expression that suggested Lando’s circuits were as scrambled as the droid’s. “You’re kidding, right?” he asked. “We probably have a hundred issues—none of which we have time to address right now. His processor could go at any second.”
“Forget I asked,” Lando said. “But if that’s an asteroid, why hasn’t someone hauled it in? The prospector’s cut alone would be enough to buy a world.”
“Because that’s not an asteroid.” Ben’s thoughts were beginning to race. Though he was reluctant to say so before he had evidence to support his suspicions, he was starting to believe they might be looking at something very special—something that he had secretly feared might not even exist. “Whatever that thing is, Nineball thought it was important to protect an image of it when things went bad—and Ohali wasn’t hunting asteroids.”
Lando’s brow shot up. “Are you saying that’s—”
“I’m not saying anything yet,” Ben said. “I don’t want to leap to any conclusions, especially not before we’ve learned everything we can from Nineball.”
Ben looked to C-3PO, who shot another burst of static at the borrowed comm receiver.
The R9 gave a barely audible rasp, then the holograph flickered and switched to a tactical display. The asteroid was designated UNKNOWN SPACE STATION, and the orbiting vessels were identified as two Mandalorian Bes’uliiks and the Marcadian luxury cruiser Aurel Moon.
Omad’s jaw dropped. “That’s the Qrephs’ yacht!”
“Which probably means that, uh, thing is their secret base.” Lando’s voice dropped. “I think we know who’s behind Ohali’s disappearance.”
“Maybe,” Ben said. “Or maybe not. Think about it—Ohali was in a long-range StealthX, so she had a lot of fuel and no real firepower. After recording this, her first move should have been to bug out and send a report to the Jedi Council.”
“Maybe she tried,” Lando said. He turned to C-3PO. “Ask him how Jedi Soroc came to find this Unknown Space Station.”
When C-3PO relayed the question, the tactical display flickered out and the R9 fell silent. It remained that way for almost a full minute, and Ben began to fear the astromech had finally suffered a catastrophic failure. He stuck a finger inside the warped chassis and began to push cables and wires aside, looking for broken solder or an overheated relay—anything that he might be able to repair.
Finally the droid began to creak and sputter, so softly that it was nearly imperceptible. Then his motherboard cooling fans began to whir, a sign that he was engaged in some heavy-duty processing. Ben froze, afraid that if he withdrew his finger again, he would disrupt the circuit.
“Oh, dear,” C-3PO said. “All this effort is straining his processing unit. Perhaps we should withdraw and let his circuits cool.”
Ben shook his head. “Whatever just happened, there’s no guarantee I can make it happen again,” he said. “And I can still hear him drawing power. Let’s give him a chance to work it out.”
“It’s our best shot,” Lando agreed.
They fell silent, listening to the hum of the cooling fans—and trying not to wince at every little pop and hiss.
After a moment, Lando said, “Ben, we both know that Ohali Soroc was looking for the Mortis Monolith, and that thing certainly qualifies as a monolith.”
Ben nodded. “So you’re wondering if the Qrephs could have found the Mortis Monolith? I’ve been wondering the same thing.” He paused, then—a bit reluctantly—asked, “But if Ohali thought she had found the Mortis Monolith, why does Nineball call it a space station?”
“I see your point,” Lando said. “Ohali must have thought she was looking at a space station.”
“Exactly,” Ben said. “Until we know better, we have to assume that’s what she found.”
“Could the Qrephs have built such a thing themselves?” Omad asked.
“Absolutely,” Lando said. “They’re on the cutting edge of all kinds of technology, and they have more money than most galactic empires.”
“Then maybe we’re focusing on the wrong problem,” Omad suggested. “Instead of asking ourselves what this thing is, maybe we should be asking why they have brought their work to the Chiloon Rift.”
“Because they really want to keep it a secret, of course,” Ben said. A frightening thought occurred to him, and he turned to Lando. “They couldn’t be building some sort of Death Star, could they?”
Lando’s eyes grew wide, but he shook his head. “They’re certainly capable, but even something like the Death Star is not much good without a sizable navy to support it. And if they had a navy that large, they wouldn’t be hiring Mandalorians to do their dirty work out here.”
Nineball emitted a rasp, and their attention returned instantly to him.
“Threepio, what’s he saying?” Lando asked.
“It may not be reliable,” C-3PO said. “But he claims that when Jedi Soroc found the space station, she was following a Sith meditation sphere.”
“A meditation sphere?” Ben repeated. His stomach began to churn, for the only meditation sphere he knew of was the one flown by Vestara Khai, and betrayed did not begin to describe what she had done to him. She had played him for a fool, claiming his heart and stomping it into a bruised mass, and there was no Sith in the galaxy whom he wanted to hunt down more. “Ship?”
Nineball gave a long, half-audible hiss.
“Nineball cannot confirm the identity of the meditation sphere,” C-3PO said, “merely that Jedi Soroc followed it to the …”
C-3PO paused and shot a burst of static at Nineball. The R9 responded with a sharp crackle.
C-3PO turned back to Ben. “I’m afraid he’s merging data again. Now he seems to think that Ship led Jedi Soroc into a Mandalorian trap.”
The R9 emitted a soft, angry rumble. The holograph of the strange space station reappeared, then suddenly vanished into a boiling orange flash. When the image returned, it was shaky and filled with static. A trio of bright halos seemed to materialize out of nothingness and rapidly swelled into three Mandalorian Bes’uliiks. Bright bolts of energy began to flash back and forth between the StealthX and the oncoming starfighters. The holo spun and shook as Ohali went into evasive maneuvers, then stretched into a flashing blur as the StealthX jumped into hyperspace.
Nineball—or, rather, Nineball’s remnants—emitted a series of blurts.
“There is no need to be rude,” C-3PO replied. “I was only suggesting that we be careful, considering your condition.”
“Ask him what happened after the jump,” Ben said.
C-3PO relayed the question. The astromech hissed something soft, then fell silent.
“He doesn’t know,” C-3PO translated. “Jedi Soroc ordered him to plot a route back to the RiftMesh and issue a distress call, but Nineball was hit by a cannon bolt as they entered hyperspace. He did not have time.”
Nineball added another short hiss.
“The next time he returned to awareness,” C-3PO translated, “Jedi Skywalker was working to repair him.”
“What about navigation coordinates?” Omad asked. “Where is this space station?”
Nineball responded with a string of coordinates that drew instant frowns from everyone present.
“That can’t be right,” Lando said. “It’s halfway to the Core. How about a dead-reckoning history?”
“Don’t bother,” Omad said. Ben noticed that a glimmer of recognition had come into Omad’s Force aura. “It won’t help.”
“You know where this is?” Ben asked.
“No, but I know where to look for it,” Omad said. “I think it’s in an area called the Bubble of the Lost.”
“That doesn’t sound good,” Lando said. “What is this Bubble?”
“A zone of ghost ships,” Omad replied. “Many tug captains claim it is half myth, but it does exist. No one really understands what it is—only that going there is very dangerous.”
“As in normal dangerous?” Lando asked. “Or dangerous by Rift standards?”
“Dangerous as in no sane miner would try to work it,” Omad said. “The support cooperative gave up trying to extend the RiftMesh into the Bubble more than a hundred years ago. The beacons kept drifting out of range of each other, no matter how many the repair crews placed.”
“And where did the beacons go?” Ben asked.
“That’s just it,” Omad said. “They weren’t really going anywhere. The repair crews often found them in their original positions relative to one another—but the distance between them was much greater than it should have been.”
“And they were still functional?” Ben asked.
Omad nodded. “Exactly. It seemed as though space kept growing between them, until they were out of range of one another.”
“Like space–time being stretched,” Lando said. “Could there be a black hole in there?”
“Maybe, but only if it’s a hole that nothing ever falls into,” Omad said. “Ships that disappear into the Bubble don’t vanish forever. They just seem to lose their way. They always show up again … eventually.”
“Define eventually,” Ben said. He was beginning to have a bad feeling about his chances of seeing his father again. “And how is the crew when the ships return?”
“Sometimes a vessel is lost for only a few weeks. The crew is usually shaken but fine,” Omad said. “Other times, the ship is gone for centuries. When that happens, the crew is nothing but bones and dust.”
“So there’s no event horizon,” Lando said. “The Bubble is simply a big sphere of expanding space–time, with that weird space station at the center.”
“Exactly,” Omad said. “Except that I don’t really know whether the station is at the center of the Bubble or in some other part. I’ve never even heard of it, so I can’t be sure that it’s inside at all.”
“It’s inside,” Lando said. “It has to be. The pieces don’t fit together like this unless they all come from the same puzzle. My only question is, how do we actually find the station?”
“If the Qrephs and their Mandalorians can find it, we can find it,” Ben said. For probably the tenth time that day, he began to expand his Force awareness ahead of the Falcon. He was searching for his father’s presence, of course—but this time he intended to reach well beyond the Ormni, all the way into the Bubble. “We might not be as smart as a couple of Columi, but we have the Force.”
Sixteen
The voices coming over the helmet’s integrated comlink were urgent and brusque, the way soldiers sounded when they were closing in on an enemy. Leia didn’t speak Mando’a, so she didn’t know exactly what they were saying—but she had a good idea. It probably concerned the two dead Nargons she and Luke had left outside the turbolift on the production level. And if that was true, she and her brother had about three minutes before their pursuers traced them to the infirmary. Next, someone would find two guards lying unconscious in their underclothes, and then the Ormni’s entire security staff would be looking for two Jedi disguised in white Mandalorian armor.
Leia glanced down at R2-D2. At the moment, his interface arm was jacked into the droid socket next to a sealed utility hatch. The little droid was softly chirping to himself, his single photoreceptor turned toward a captured 2-1B surgical droid, who stood on the opposite wall supporting Dena Yus. Luke had disabled the medical droid’s internal comlink, but R2-D2 remained wary and made a point of watching the
2-1B.
“Let me worry about security, will you?” Leia asked. “Just get us out of here.”
R2-D2 replied with one last irritated tweet, then turned his photoreceptor toward the hatch. As the droid worked, Leia felt a familiar touch in the Force. Thinking it was her brother, she glanced up the service corridor toward the intersection, where Luke stood pretending to be a Mandalorian guard. But instead of looking back toward Leia, his helmet was cocked slightly to the side, as though he were feeling the same Force touch she was.
Not Luke’s touch, she realized, but his son’s.
With Vestara Khai still pursuing them, there had been no chance for Luke to reach out to Ben. The young Knight would probably be worried—especially if he and Tahiri had responded to the StealthX distress signal.
Leia held the contact long enough to let Ben know she was alive and more or less well, then turned her attention back to their escape. If R2-D2 didn’t finish soon, she and Luke might have to start looking for the nearest trash chute to jump down.
The little droid spun his dome around and gave an inquisitive chirp.
“About time,” Leia said. “Do it.”
The raucous blare of an emergency alarm gave three long bursts, then a synthesized female voice came over the intraship address system.
“This is a catastrophic-event alert. Proceed in an orderly fashion to your assigned evacuation stations and launch your escape vessels. I repeat …”
R2-D2 emitted a triumphant whistle.
Leia pointed at the hatch. “Forget something?”
The droid bleeped indignantly and opened the hatch, then withdrew his interface arm. Leia peered into the corridor beyond and quickly located a wide-angle security cam overhead, then used a silent blast of Force energy to blind its lens.
She glanced back to find Luke coming to join her, not quite hobbling but in obvious pain. His captured blaster pistol was holstered on his hip, but his lightsaber—like Leia’s—was hidden safely out of sight in one of the storage compartments R2-D2 normally used for spare utility arms.
The emergency alarm sounded again, and the same synthetic voice repeated the evacuation order. At the far end of the service corridor, GET administrative staff began to rush past the intersection, heading for the executive hangar. Luke gathered Dena Yus in his arms, then glanced toward Leia.
“Ben is here,” he said.
“Aboard the Ormni?” Leia gasped.
Luke shook his head. “But somewhere close,” he said. “He seemed … eager.”
“You think he found Ohali?”
Luke shrugged. “I guess we’ll find out,” he said. “Assuming Dena’s plan works.”
“It will,” Yus said. The wounds she had suffered during the casino firefight were already healing, yet her voice remained frail and her body weak from malnourishment. “It has to work.”
“It better,” Leia said. There was no deception in Yus’s Force aura, but Leia thought it wise to remain watchful. Yus had obviously been working for the Qrephs all along, and there had been no time to explore the reasons for her recent change of heart. “If this is a trap, you’re the first to die.”
Yus responded with a patient smile. “If it comes to that, you will be doing me a favor.” She directed her gaze through the hatch. “We should try for a SwiftLux pinnace. They’re designed for passenger protection, and there will be several departing.”
Leia stepped through the hatch, then led the way down a crooked corridor into the silvery vastness of the executive hangar. She quickly blinded two more security cameras overhead, then started across the hangar. There were probably three dozen craft resting on the spotless deck, grouped by model and arrayed in orderly rows. Near the center of the hangar sat the blue wedges of five SwiftLux pinnaces.
The emergency alarm and the synthetic voice continued to cycle, urging the crew to evacuate. The first crush of administrative staff was already arriving through the main entrance, pushing past a pair of Mandalorian guards and four edgy-looking Nargons. Leia spotted one Nargon staring in their direction and, through her helmet viewplate, held his gaze long enough to suggest she did not regard him as a threat.
The Nargon ruffled his skull crest. Raising an arm to point out Leia’s group, he turned toward his Mandalorian superiors.
“Don’t look now,” Leia said to her companions. “But I think we’re in—”
Before Leia could finish, a flurry of Mando’a came over her helmet comlink. Fearing the message could be a warning to watch for two intruders in white armor, she quickly dropped back next to R2-D2, where she would be able to retrieve her lightsaber quickly. But instead of turning to stop them, the security squad stepped into the hangar entrance and began to motion the would-be evacuees to turn back.
With the alarm continuing to sound and a steady flow of personnel arriving behind them, the administrative staff was in no mood to cooperate. A trio of older, dignified-looking beings—probably high-ranking executives—stepped forward to argue with the guards. Everyone else simply circled around them.
By the time the Nargons had finally formed a line across the entrance, it was too late. Dozens of beings had pushed their way inside the hangar and were rushing toward the nearest vessels.
Leia and her companions kept moving, too—and they were almost at the SwiftLuxes. She hit the overhead security cams with another wave of Force energy, then turned to R2-D2.
“How long before the Ormni’s bridge cancels the evacuation alarm?”
R2-D2 emitted a negative tweet.
“Any guesses?” Luke asked.
Again, R2-D2 gave a negative tweet, but this time it was more insistent and sharp.
“Your astromech has a rather inflated opinion of himself,” said the 2-1B droid. “He claims the alarm cannot be canceled without disabling the entire intraship address system.”
R2-D2 gave an affirmative beep, then sped ahead, into the row of gleaming SwiftLuxes. He veered under the middle craft and stopped behind the forward landing strut, then inserted his interface arm into a diagnostics socket. A moment later, the landing lights blinked to life, and a section of blue hull swung down to serve as the boarding ramp.
R2-D2 turned his photoreceptor on the 2-1B and emitted a long, mocking trill.
“You have not succeeded yet, little droid,” the 2-1B replied. “There is a difference between sneaking aboard a GET starcraft—and actually flying off in it.”
“That’s enough, Two-One-Bee,” Yus said. As Luke carried her up the ramp, she scowled at the medical droid. “Or are you hoping the Jedi will give you a memory wipe?”
The 2-1B’s head pivoted toward her. “They would never dare,” he said. “I am a surgical droid!”
“You’re scrap metal unless you move it,” Leia said, waving the 2-1B up the ramp. “We only brought you along to look after Dena, and, frankly, I’m not that fond of her.”
The droid sputtered in indignation, then hurried up the ramp, avoiding Leia’s gaze. “The sacrifices I make for my patients,” he muttered.
The moment the 2-1B had boarded, R2-D2 withdrew his interface arm from the diagnostics socket. The ramp began to rise immediately. Leia leapt on and rushed into the SwiftLux’s cramped-but-elegant cabin, then found the interior controls and lowered the ramp again for R2-D2.
By then Luke had already removed his helmet and was strapping the ailing Dena Yus into a nerf-hide chair. Leia waited impatiently for their droid to roll up the ramp, knowing that using the Force to lift him aboard would draw unwanted attention.
With the alarm still sounding and the synthetic voice continuing to repeat the evacuation orders, the situation at the hangar entrance was deteriorating. A hundred angry beings were trying to push their way past the four Nargons, who had begun to bowl interlopers back into the crowd. The three executives were making rude gestures at the Mandalorians, who were stubbornly standing their ground—and resting their hands on the butts of their still-holstered blasters. The beings who had already made it into the hangar were clambering up the boarding ramps of five other vessels, including several SwiftLuxes.
R2-D2 finally rolled aboard. Leia raised the ramp and turned to go forward—then stopped when her helmet comm fell silent. She stepped to a viewport and, with a sinking feeling, peered out.
The Nargons were still doing their best to keep would-be evacuees out of the hangar, though another couple dozen had sneaked inside and were running for the nearest spacecraft. But the Mandalorians had turned away from the executives and were now tapping control pads on their wrists—no doubt switching to a new comm channel.
Leia removed her helmet. “They know we’re listening, which means they found our friends in the infirmary.” She motioned R2-D2 toward the flight deck. “Artoo, fire this thing up. We need to leave now.”
“No—we can’t be first,” Yus said. “The Ormni is the heart of GET operations in the Rift, and most of the security force is based here. If we leave first and without authorization, we’ll be jumped before we’ve traveled three kilometers.”
“That’s better than having the blast doors slammed in our faces,” Luke said.
“There are no blast doors,” Yus said. “The Ormni is an asteroid crusher, not a Star Destroyer. The hangar mouths do have some serious deflector shields—but only to prevent exterior attacks. From the inside, the shield generators should be easy to take out.”
Luke glanced toward Leia, clearly as conflicted over the advice as Leia was. There was still nothing in Yus’s Force aura to suggest she was lying to them. But delaying would only give the operations crew more time to react—and that could easily backfire. Leia looked out the viewport and saw that the security team had left its post to begin a search of the hangar. Behind the team, hundreds of would-be evacuees were about to complicate that task by pouring into the hangar.
“We might have half a minute,” Leia said. “But no more.”
The SwiftLux gave a little pop as R2-D2 brought the fusion core online.
“A minute would be better,” Yus said. “We need some cover. We just don’t want to be the first to leave the hangar.”
“I heard you the first time,” Leia said. She stepped onto the flight deck and looked out toward the hangar mouth. The atmospheric barrier field remained a faint translucent gold. But the operations crew was standing in the control room above the hangar mouth, peering out through their own viewport at the pandemonium below, and Leia had no doubt that they were discussing ways to bring the situation under control.
“We don’t have a minute,” Leia said. She turned back and pointed the 2-1B droid into a chair. “Strap yourself in. I won’t be giving any launch warnings.”
Luke arched a brow. “Looks like I’m taking the cannons.”
“Good idea,” Leia said, smiling. “Let me know if those hangar guards start heading in our direction.”
She moved onto the flight deck and took the pilot’s seat, then waited impatiently while nearby vessels began to cold-fire their engines. After ten seconds or so, Luke’s voice came over the intercom.
“We have Mando reinforcements entering the hangar.” He opened up with the laser cannons—no doubt trying to delay the reinforcements—and filled the hangar with flashing light. “Get us out, now!”
Other vessels were beginning to rise around them. Leia eased the throttles back and lifted off the deck, then fell into line behind another SwiftLux and started toward the exit.
R2-D2 chirped an alert, and Leia glanced down to find the comm system blinking for attention.
“If that’s hangar control—”
Before Leia could say, Ignore it, a nasal voice came over the cockpit speaker.
“Attention all vessels: the deflector shields are being activated. There is no emer—”
The message dissolved into blast static as cannon bolts from half a dozen vessels converged above the hangar mouth. The shield generators vanished in a blossom of sparks and molten metal, and then someone fired again—and hit the barrier-field generators by mistake.
At least, Leia hoped it was by mistake.
Suddenly the hangar was filled with flying bodies and tumbling equipment, and the Force trembled with the cold terror of hundreds of dying beings.
Leia shoved the throttles forward and, trying to ignore her own shock, followed a boiling circle of ion blast out through the hangar mouth and into clear space. She extended her Force awareness farther out into space … and was not entirely surprised to sense Ben Skywalker’s familiar presence off to starboard.
Leia pulled up and pushed the throttles past the overload stops, then saw the twinned ion tails of three Bes’uliiks lacing the black void ahead. Ben’s presence grew stronger, more urgent. She shoved the yoke hard to starboard, turning toward the wispy bank of Rift plasma where he seemed to be hiding.
A tingle of danger sense ran down her spine—the Mandalorian pilots lining up behind her. The SwiftLux shuddered as Luke opened up with their laser cannons, and an instant later the enemy counterattack overloaded their shields. The cockpit erupted in damage alarms, and the hull screamed with the sound of cannon bolts burning through the pinnace’s thin armor.
Then R2-D2 emitted another alert chime, and the familiar voice of Lando Calrissian came over the comm channel.
“Dive, dive, dive!” he ordered. “We have you covered!”
“Lando?” Leia exclaimed. “What are you …”
Too relieved to finish, Leia simply pushed the yoke forward—then gasped as the Millennium Falcon emerged from the plasma barely a hundred meters above, cannons blazing and concussion missiles flying. She pulled up hard, swinging around to cover their savior’s stern, but by the time she finished, the Bes’uliiks were already blossoming into fireballs, and the Falcon was halfway through its victory roll.
Luke’s voice came over the comm speaker. “Lando!” he exclaimed. “You do know how to make an entrance.”
Seventeen
Even the simple act of pulling chip-cards across a velvet tabletop sent needles of anguish shooting up Han’s arm. He told himself the pain was no big deal, that his thumb had not actually been crushed and he still had all of his fingernails. All he was feeling were inflamed nerves, the result of injections and shocks delivered by the Qrephs’ sophisticated torture droid, DSD-1. But his body wasn’t cooperating. His hands were shaking, his brow was wet with perspiration, his breath had grown quick and shallow—and that was a bigger problem than the pain itself.
Han had developed a tell.
The pain had started to wear on him, and he knew by the reactions of the new players—by Ohali Soroc’s averted gaze, and by Barduun’s hungry smile—that everyone saw it. They thought he was done, ready to give up. And maybe he should have been. He had been trying to cause trouble between the Qrephs ever since he arrived, and all he had accomplished was to bring out their sadistic side. A more cautious man might have taken the hint and stopped pushing.
Good thing Han had never been a cautious man.
Because Han wasn’t playing for himself right now. Leia and Luke would still be out there looking for him. They had to be … along with Lando and Omad and, by now, maybe even Jaina and a whole bunch of Jedi Masters. He couldn’t give up on himself without giving up on them. So he had to keep pushing, keep the Qrephs’ attention focused on him instead of his would-be rescuers, because that was the only way he had to protect Leia and the others.
Han pinched the cards between a throbbing thumb and two sore fingers, then tipped them up and looked down to find that his new chip-card gave him a score of exactly zero. There was nothing special about zero, except that it was nicknamed “absolute zero” because it was the worst score a sabacc player could have without bombing out. The safe play would have been to fold and let everyone think they were reading him right.
But you didn’t beat the Qrephs with safe plays.
Han nodded and said, “I’m in.”
The player to his left, Ohali Soroc, used the Force to pull her chip-cards up, then pinched them gingerly between her thumb and two fingers. The other two fingers on that hand remained stiff and extended, a sign of the lingering pain she felt from her earlier losses. Like Han, the Duros Jedi sat unrestrained in a modified examination chair, wearing a loose lab tunic over a mesh of electrodes and probe needles that recorded her brain waves and physiological reactions to the Qrephs’ bizarre, pain-wagering game.
The brothers wanted Han to believe she was the Quest Knight who had happened across Base Prime and been captured by their Mandalorians. And maybe she was. After all, she had passed his makeshift identitty test with flying colors, correcting Han when he said the last time they had seen each other was at Jaina’s wedding on Coruscant. The wedding, she reminded him, had occurred aboard the Dragon Queen II—and she had not been present because that was the day she and the other Quest Knights had departed to find Mortis.
Finally, Soroc tossed her chip-cards to Mirta Gev, who was still acting as the dealer. The splint had been removed from Gev’s nose, but the bridge was now crooked, and her eyes remained puffy and faintly bruised.
“I’m out,” Soroc said.
Gev nodded, almost in sympathy, then turned to the torture droid. “She still owes the ante.”
The torture droid—a dark orb adorned with syringes, claws, and electrical prods—quickly floated to her side and extended an innervation needle. Soroc shuddered but turned away and presented her left hand to the droid.
Knowing from previous procedures that the electro-injection would not be allowed to delay the game, Han let his gaze slide past Gev to the other Ohali Soroc, who seemed to be some sort of half-wit replica that the Qrephs were experimenting with.
“How about you, Ditto?”
Ditto’s bulbous red eyes brightened with irritation. “My name is not Ditto,” she said. “I am Ohali Two.”
“If you say so.” Han glanced at the first Ohali Soroc, who had tipped her head back and was staring at the ceiling as the torture droid used its tools to duplicate the pain of having a fingernail extracted. Then Han rolled his eyes and turned back to Ditto. “You in?”
Ditto flashed a smile that would have been a sneer on a human. On a Duros, it just looked out of place. “What do you think, Captain?”
“Of course you are,” he said. “Why do I even ask?”
Ditto was one of those players who didn’t seem to understand that sabacc was about more than taking risks. She played too many hands and lost most of them, then trumpeted even minor wins as if she’d won the Core Worlds Open.
Han let his gaze slide past Craitheus Qreph, who had already folded, to the next player—a heavy-jawed, dark-haired Mandalorian named Barduun.
Dressed in one of the padded bodysuits normally worn under beskar’gam armor, Barduun certainly looked ugly enough to be Mandalorian. But he wasn’t—at least not any longer. There was something off about him, a fiendish malevolence that seemed entirely too twisted to be human.
That, and he was a Force-user.
At the moment, Barduun was using the Force to hold his chip-cards up where he could see them. He continued to study the cards for a moment, probably for no reason except to make the other players wait. Then, finally, he lowered the cards to the table and caught Han’s eye.
“Jhonus Raam raises,” Barduun said, calling himself by the brand name stenciled across the chest of his bodysuit. “Jhonus Raam raises to a … burned eye.”
Han had to force himself not to look away or draw his throbbing hands back toward his lap, and even then the sweat began to roll down his brow more freely. Barduun liked to intimidate and frighten his fellow players by raising the stakes to some new kind of torture that no one had experienced.
Unfortunately, the strategy was proving successful. It had been Barduun who had forced Han to suffer the pain of a crushed thumb on a clever reverse bluff. Then, twice afterward, Han had folded a great score, only to discover that Barduun’s bet had been nothing but bluster. But with an absolute zero in his hand, Han had no choice. When the bet came to him, he would need to fold again.
Marvid Qreph, seated between Han and Barduun, said, “I raise.”
Han’s jaw dropped. Marvid had not been playing quite as timidly as his brother, but after losing two pain-inflicting bets to Barduun, he had been even less eager than Han to challenge the … well, whatever Barduun was. If Marvid was raising a bet of a burned eye, he had to have at least a pure sabacc—maybe even an idiot’s array.
Marvid turned to Han. “I raise with this question: who blasted Mama?”
Barduun scowled. “A question is not a raise.” He turned to Gev, who, as the dealer, was supposed to be the ultimate judge of rules questions. “It is not even a bet. We are playing for pain, not answers.”
The challenge made Marvid’s eyes narrow to angry ovals. “There are many kinds of pain, Barduun.” As he spoke, he kept his eyes fixed on Han. “Some answers cause a great deal of pain.”
Gev nodded. “I’ll accept that,” she said. “The bet stands.”
“Fine by me,” Han said, thinking maybe the time had come to bluff. He had finally figured out that the Qrephs were the offspring of a Columi information broker he had once consulted on Ord Mantell. Apparently, he had been her last customer before someone put a blaster bolt through her head. Naturally, the Qrephs had grown up blaming Han. “But are you sure you want to make that bet, Marvid? Maybe you ought to ask Craitheus first. I already told you, I didn’t blast your mother.”
“That’s not what I asked,” Marvid said. His face had gone tight with resentment, which Han took to mean that his strategy of building animosity between the brothers was still working. “I asked who did. Is there some reason you are reluctant to tell me what you know?”
“Yeah,” Han said, deciding to offer a little bait. “I can’t be sure.”
“Come now, Captain Solo. Our rules require only a good-faith effort.” Marvid glanced across the table toward their dealer. “Isn’t that correct, Commander Gev?”
Gev nodded. “Those are the rules,” she said. “As long as an answer doesn’t trigger the lie-detection routine, best guesses count.”
Han paused to think. Marvid probably had Barduun beat, but these kinds of stakes were going to scare him—and that meant it wouldn’t take much to make the Columi fold. Han shot a conspiratorial smirk across the table toward Craitheus, then looked back to Marvid.
“In that case,” Han said. “I re-raise.”
A flicker of hesitation came to Marvid’s face, and Han knew Marvid had nothing better than a pure sabacc, perhaps even a negative sabacc. Either score beat Han’s absolute zero, but Han wasn’t playing his hand anymore. Now he was playing Marvid—and he was pretty sure he was winning. Han peeked at his chip-cards again, then locked the value of his hand at zero by pushing all three cards into the stasis field.
“I want to ask Jedi Soroc—the real one—a question.” Han turned to glance out the viewport, which opened onto a dusty black plain so perfectly flat and unblemished by impact craters that it had to have been created by an advanced species of sentients. “I want to know if this place is sitting on the Mortis Monolith.”
Craitheus’s powerbody hissed and tilted forward. “Do we look like the Ones to you, Captain Solo?”
“Not really,” Han said, looking away to think.
The Qrephs had clearly had plenty of time to interrogate Ohali about her mission as a Quest Knight, so it came as no surprise to hear Craitheus refer to the Ones. What Han did find surprising was that the Qrephs didn’t seem to care that they might have built Base Prime on the Mortis Monolith. Han was no expert on Force nexuses, but he knew enough to realize that locating a lab on top of such a place of power would be like erecting a house on top of a live volcano to take advantage of the free heat.
Which was not to say that the Qrephs hadn’t done exactly that, of course. They were just arrogant enough to think they could exploit something like the Mortis Monolith and manage dangers they could not even perceive. Or maybe Han was misreading the situation entirely. Maybe Craitheus wasn’t concerned because he already knew this wasn’t Mortis.
There was only one way to find out.
Han turned back to Marvid. “But that’s my raise. If you want to know who blasted Mama, you have to let me ask Ohali if this is Mortis.”
Marvid’s only response was to turn his gaze to the next player in the betting rotation: Ditto. She used the Force to raise her chip-cards so she could peek at their values, then let her gaze drift to her trembling hands. She closed one eye, as though trying to imagine what she would be able to see if the other became disabled by pain, then checked her cards again. Han could tell that she had, at best, a mediocre hand. But Ditto didn’t fold easy—not until the last chip-card had been dealt, when there was no longer any chance of being saved by a last-minute shift.
Finally, Ditto looked up. “I … I call the bet.”
“Of course you do,” Marvid sneered. He directed his attention to Barduun. “I believe the bet is to you.”
A veil of dusky anger passed over Barduun’s face—the same tell Han had seen half a dozen times before—and Han knew Barduun’s hand was not a good one. But that didn’t mean he would fold easily. Han put a confident smirk on his face, then looked away as though he were trying to hide his expression.
He had no idea what Barduun actually was. So far, the fellow seemed to care less about winning sabacc hands than creating fear in the hearts of other players, as if maybe he was some kind of dark-side fiend who used fear to feed his Force powers. Han could see why the Qrephs might want to create a few Ohali Sorocs—what baron of industry wouldn’t want an army of Force-using lackeys—but he couldn’t see why the two Columi had turned a perfectly good Mandalorian into something like Barduun. Maybe he was a lab accident or something.
After a moment, Barduun hissed in frustration … then said, “Jhonus Raam raises.”
Good. The stakes would force Marvid to fold. Han glanced over and caught Ohali Soroc watching the two Nargon guards at the door. Clearly, she was thinking the same thing he was—it was about time to make a move.
Barduun remained silent, letting the fear build as his fellow players contemplated what he intended to bet.
The fear was still building when the lounge door slid open and a gravelly Mandalorian voice spoke behind Han.
“Sorry to interrupt, but Lady Raine wants a word with the chiefs.”
Marvid cocked his head, half-turning toward the door. “Savara is here already? Excellent.”
Craitheus—who could see the door from his seat on the opposite side of the table—nodded to the guard. “Send her in.”
“She said to tell you it needs to be in private,” the guard said. “And she said it’s urgent.”
Marvid let out a melodramatic sigh, then used a servogrip to gather his chip-cards. “It appears you will have to continue without me.” He tossed the cards to Gev and turned to Han. “As much fun as it would be to see you suffer, Captain Solo, I must withdraw.”
His powerbody started to pivot away from the table—until Han clamped a hand on to one of its vanalloy pincer arms.
“Not so fast,” Han said. “You owe us a session with the torture droid.”
Marvid shot a glance toward his brother, who was just floating around the far end of the table toward the door.
“What are you looking at Craitheus for?” Han demanded. “He can’t get you out of this.”
Marvid turned back to Han, his temples throbbing. “I am sure you think yourself quite clever, Captain Solo.” He tipped his powerbody forward. “You have manipulated me into a position where I must either suffer an unimaginable torment or admit I never intended to honor the bet. Would that be a fair assessment?”
“Look, pal, all I want is what you owe the pot,” Han said, growing uneasy. “No one likes a shirker.”
“Likes, Captain Solo?” A thin smile came to Marvid’s puckered mouth. “What do you think this has been? A social event?”
“I think it’s a sabacc game,” Han said. “And when you play sabacc, you make good on your markers.”
Craitheus surprised Han by whirling his powerbody around and stopping next to his brother. “Why?”
Han scowled. “Why what?”
“Why should we honor our marker?” Craitheus asked. “So you will tell us who blasted our mother?”
“The thought had crossed my mind, yeah.” Han didn’t like how the Qrephs seemed to be in sync all of a sudden—as if maybe they had been playing him all along. “I thought you wanted to know. Marvid kept asking about it, anyway.”
“Only to make certain you understand the reason you are here,” Marvid said.
“Sorry,” Han said. “I’m still a little unclear on that.”
Craitheus glared at him. “Retribution, Captain Solo,” he said, “for the poverty we endured after our mother’s cerebrums were destroyed and she could no longer earn a living.”
“In that case, you have some work to do,” Han said. “I already told you I wasn’t the one who blasted your mother.”
“And you expect us to accept that?” Marvid asked. “The word of a smuggler and a rebel, when there is twelve-point-two percent chance that you’re lying?”
Han frowned in confusion. “Twelve percent makes the odds better than seven to one that I’m telling the truth.”
“So it does,” Craitheus said. “But we always prefer to minimize our chance of error—and now we have reduced it to zero.”
“Zero? How can you …” The answer to Han’s question came to him before he had finished asking it. “Wait—you’ve already killed the other possibilities?”
Craitheus tipped his powerbody back and looked at the ceiling. “Is that so difficult to believe, Captain Solo?” he asked. “Yes, we have destroyed the other suspects: Hondo Bador, Cabot Lom, Nevid d’Hon, Berille Ada—anyone Mama might have angered by helping you.”
“We even destroyed the bartender,” Marvid added. “He had been with Mama for twenty standard years, but she had just refused a salary request, so he did have a reason to be resentful.”
Han could only shake his head in disbelief. “You two are insane,” he said. “Killing, what, five innocent beings just to be sure you got the right one?”
“Fifteen innocent beings, actually,” Marvid said. “There were quite a few minor suspects.”
“And did I say we killed them?” Craitheus asked. “I hope we haven’t led you to believe we are that merciful, Captain Solo. We destroyed them. We took their treasure, their friends, their family—”
“Stop there.” Han was growing angrier by the moment. “You two must have a death wish if you think you’re going to make threats against my friends and my family.”
“Those are not threats, Captain Solo.” Again, a tight smile came to Marvid’s withered mouth. “After you survived the assassination attempt at Sarnus, we decided to try a more … careful approach.”
“Assassination attempt?” Han echoed, reeling from the implications. “You dropped that asteroid on Sarnus … to get at me?”
A lipless sneer came to Marvid’s mouth. “Does that make you feel guilty, Captain Solo?”
“What it makes me is mad,” Han said, coming out of his chair. “You kill almost thirty thousand people for a twelve percent shot at aarrrrggh!”
Han’s outburst came as a blast of electricity tore through his head. When it finally subsided, he dropped back into his chair, quivering and half paralyzed.
Craitheus moved his powerbody so close that the air grew stale with the smell of actuator oil and Columi sweat. “A good plan works on many levels, Captain Solo,” he said. “Your arrival merely added a new dimension to our plan to handle Calrissian—one that persuaded us to act sooner rather than later.”
Han glared at the Columi. “You’re … d-d-done,” he said, speaking through teeth that were still half clenched. “You know th-that, right?”
“Because Luke Skywalker is coming?” Marvid’s tone was mocking. “I doubt that very much. He’s already dead, as is your wife. Savara Raine ambushed them both at the Ormni.”
“And we used you to bait the trap,” Craitheus added.
“Sure you did.” Han’s retort was more hope than conviction, since his greatest fear all along had been that Leia and Luke would get themselves killed trying to rescue him. “That’s why you ran out here to hole up.”
“You are quite mistaken,” Marvid said. “Mind mapping requires the proper equipment. That is why we have been here so long.”
Han snorted. “Give me a break. You’re hiding from Luke and Leia, and your problems are only getting worse.” He cast a look toward the still-open door, where two Nargons continued to stand guard. “By now half the Jedi Order is on its way here—with a fleet of Hapan Battle Dragons to back them up. If you had any sense, you’d surrender to me. Maybe I can convince them to lock you away someplace nice for the rest of your lives.”
Marvid’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “A skeptic, I see,” he said. “Well, you shall have proof of your wife’s death soon enough.”
Han waved a dismissive hand. “It’s easy to make promises you don’t mean to keep.” He turned away. “They’re kind of like bets that way.”
Marvid fell silent to consider his reply, and Han knew he had struck a nerve. He fixed his attention on Barduun, intending to ask how his fellow players felt about shirkers, but was cut short when Marvid finally replied.
“You can be quite persuasive when you wish to be, Captain Solo.” Marvid turned to the torture droid. “Our guest is right, I do owe the pot the pain of a burned eye. If he fails to win the hand, inflict it on him.”
“What?” Han demanded, starting to rise again. “You can’t bet someone else’s paiagggrrh!”
Again, Han’s objection ended in a debilitating shock as one of the Qrephs sent a jolt of electricity through his head. He dropped back into his chair, shaking and weak.
“Apparently, I can,” Marvid said, leading his brother toward the door. “Enjoy your game.”
Han heard the door hiss shut behind him, then looked over to find Barduun watching him with a hungry grin.
“A nose,” Barduun said. “Jhonus Raam raises to a broken nose.”
Han rolled his eyes. “Fine.” When Barduun reacted to his call with an involuntary nose twitch, he quickly added, “And I raise you to … death.”
“Death?” Barduun asked. “You cannot bet death.”
“But I can bet any kind of pain I want to,” Han said. “And that’s what I’m betting—what it feels like to drown to death.” He turned to the torture droid. “You can do that, right?”
“Of course.” The droid floated a little higher and hovered over the edge of the sabacc table. “But there is a seventy-six percent probability the subject will fall into a temporary coma. He will certainly become unconscious.”
A dusky veil passed over Barduun’s face again, and Han knew his opponent wouldn’t call. Whatever Barduun was, he was feeding on other people’s fear—and comatose players didn’t fear anything. He held Han’s gaze for a moment, then shot him a sneer of grudging respect and turned to the only other player still in the hand: Ditto.
“It seems Captain Solo is going all-in,” he said. “Do you call?”
Ditto’s eyes grew even rounder than normal, and she turned to the dealer. “He can really do that?”
“Sure I can,” Han said, keeping his gaze fixed on Barduun. “I just did.”
“Actually, you can’t,” Gev said. “That was a string bet you made.”
“String bet? No way!” Despite Han’s objection, Gev was right. After seeing Barduun’s reaction to his call—when he said the word fine—Han had quickly added a raise. That was a string bet, it was cheating, and, under the circumstances, he didn’t care. “You’re just sore because I gave you a bent beak.”
Gev’s eyes narrowed. “My nose has nothing to do with it. I’m enforcing the—”
“Then what’s the deal?” Han asked, cutting her off. With the Qrephs out of the room, the time had come for the inmates to take over the asylum. “What do the Qrephs have on you, anyway?”
“They pay,” Gev said. “They pay very well.”
“Yeah … right,” Han snorted. He pointed at the torture droid. “Not even a Mandalorian would do that for money. If those two bigheads didn’t have something on you, you wouldn’t be here. What is it?”
“Nothing.”
Gev made a point of holding Han’s gaze across the table, which was how he saw her eyes light when he mentioned the Qrephs. They didn’t frighten her. There was something about them that she actually liked—and Han knew of only one thing that could be.
“Come on, you don’t believe they can really clean the nanokillers out of Mandalore’s atmosphere, do you?” Han asked. Gev’s expression clouded with anger, and he knew he was on the right track. “Not even Columi are that smart.”
Barduun’s gaze snapped toward Gev so fast his neck popped. “That is why you took this contract?”
The fact that Barduun did not ask for details suggested that he knew exactly what Han was talking about. During the Second Civil War, a group of Imperial Moffs had released a genetically targeted nanokiller on Mandalore. It was designed to kill Gev and her famous grandfather, Boba Fett, if they ever again breathed Mandalorian air. The pair had been trying for years to find a way to disable the nanokiller so they could go home, and now it appeared that Gev had turned to the Qreph brothers.
“I asked, is that why you brought us here?” Barduun demanded. “So you and the Mandalore can return home?”
Gev finally turned to meet Barduun’s gaze. “What, the money isn’t good enough?”
“For that?” Han scoffed, gesturing at Barduun. “Even I know Mandalorians well enough to realize your crew didn’t sign on to be lab rats for a couple of crossed circuits like the Qrephs.”
Barduun’s expression flashed from deranged to hurt, prompting Gev to turn back to Han.
“That’s enough, Solo,” Gev said. Her finger hovered over a control button on the table. “Leave my people out of this.”
“Sure, if you say so—but you need to ask yourself how hard the Qrephs are really trying to deliver.” He glanced over at Barduun and gave him a conspiratorial wink. “After all, we just saw how they feel about honoring their bets.”
“I said”—Gev’s finger stabbed down on the button, and the probe needles in Han’s head unleashed a torrent of white, debilitating pain—“enough!”
Eighteen
After several minor surgeries, a skin graft, bacta wraps, and a three-day healing trance, Luke was beginning to feel almost fit. His wounds were closed, his burns had healed into red blotches, and his ankle felt ready for action.
Leia looked much better, too. It would be some time before her hair returned to its normal length. But her burns had faded to inconspicuous scars that would vanish entirely after a few more bacta treatments. And when she turned her body, it was with a natural grace that suggested the gashes on her back no longer troubled her.
In short, Luke and Leia were ready to take the fight to the enemy—just as soon as Omad Kaeg actually found the enemy. Assisted by R2-D2 and C-3PO, Omad was on the Falcon’s flight deck, flying blind from one long-lost repeater beacon to another. Luke felt fairly sure that the young tug captain was completely adrift navigating in the Bubble. Still, he admired the way Omad answered any inquiry about their location with a broad smile and cheery Almost there!
It kind of reminded him of Han.
Everyone else was gathered in the crew lounge, developing a plan to rescue Han and neutralize the enemy. Given the group’s many disadvantages, Luke was fairly certain that neutralize would end up meaning kill. But they were trying to keep their options open. Jedi were supposed to be the good guys, after all.
“Five Bessies isn’t much of a squadron, but it’s more than we have,” Lando was saying. “There’s no question—we have to hit the hangars with a couple of concussion missiles on the way in.”
To emphasize his point, he tapped the square marked HANGAR on the schematic that Dena Yus had drawn of the Qrephs’ secret base.
Tahiri thought for a moment, then put her finger on the long rectangle that abutted the hangar.
“I don’t know,” she said. “That hangar is pretty close to the barracks annex. If that’s where they’re keeping Han—”
“It won’t be,” Yus interrupted softly. She was seated in front of the engineering station on the other side of the lounge, slumped in her chair and looking even worse than when they had brought her aboard the Falcon. “Captain Solo will be across the courtyard from the hangar, in the laboratory wing.”
“The laboratory wing?” Leia demanded, looking up from the schematic. Her expression grew stormy. “Why there?”
“Because the Qrephs don’t take prisoners, and they’re too arrogant to believe they need hostages.” Yus did not flinch as she said this. “If they still have Captain Solo, it’s because they are using him for an experiment.”
“What kind of experiment?” Leia asked.
Yus shook her head. “If I knew, I would … tell you.” It seemed to take all of her energy just to say that much—which was strange after so many days of medical care. Her blaster burns showed no sign of infection, but she was growing weaker and more jaundiced, almost by the hour. “Trust me.”
Leia glared at her for a moment, then looked back to the schematic. “So, on the first pass, we dump a couple of concussion missiles on the hangar and drop two YVHs on the residential annex.”
“Battle droids?” Ben asked. He was kneeling on the deck adjacent to the table, tinkering with some cables and circuit boards. He looked up at Lando. “You brought YVHs?”
“Of course I brought YVHs,” Lando said, frowning. “This is Han we’re talking about.”
Ben winced. “Sorry, I guess I meant … what are they doing in the Rift?”
“They were for a decoy program that Lando hoped to launch against the pirates,” Yus said.
“Yeah,” Lando said. He shot her a glare. “I guess now we understand why the program never made it past the pilot stage.”
Yus dropped her gaze. “I am sorry.”
A moment of awkward silence followed as the apology went unaccepted.
Then Tahiri said, “Anyway, about these YVHs. How many and what series?”
“Only six,” Lando replied. “But they’re YVH-Eight, S-series.”
Tahiri whistled. “Space assault models.” She smiled and turned to Lando. “I could kiss you.”
Lando’s expression brightened. “Well, under the circumstances, I don’t think Tendra would—”
Tahiri laughed. “Later.”
“Back to the plan,” Leia said, clearly irritated by the diversion. “On the first pass, we drop two YVHs on the residential annex, then take the other four and do a hot-drop into the laboratory wing ourselves.”
“What targets do I program into the YVHs?” Lando asked.
“Anything with green scales or beskar’gam armor,” Luke said. “But not the Qrephs or their Sith friends. Those, we need to handle ourselves.”
“I can do that,” Lando said. “But do we really need a hot-drop? That courtyard looks big enough for a landing, and we’ll have the Falcon’s laser cannons to cover—”
“Sorry, Lando,” Leia said. “We need you and Omad flying top cover.”
“Top cover?” Lando sounded insulted. “Just because I don’t have the Force—”
“And aren’t trained in Jedi assault tactics,” Ben interrupted.
“Okay, that, too,” Lando said. “But let’s assume Dena is right about the Qrephs letting only a few Mandalorians know about this place. You’re still going to be outnumbered four-to-one by Mandos—and at least twenty-to-one by Nargons.”
“Which is why we need you to be sure our getaway ship stays in one piece,” Leia said. She rose on her toes and kissed him on the cheek. “Lando, I love you for wanting to come, but … my husband, my plan.”
Lando fell silent, then finally dropped his chin and nodded. “Okay, but you’d better come back.” He cast a sidelong glance at Ben, then added, “All of you.”
Luke clamped a hand on Lando’s shoulder and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “We’ll do our best, I promise.” He turned to Ben. “What do you have for us? Anything yet?”
“Sure—take a look at this.”
As Ben spoke, the holograph of a black angular shape—two pyramids stuck base-to-base—appeared in front of R2-D2’s projector.
Ben looked across the lounge to Yus. “Does that thing look like what you’ve been calling Base Prime?”
“Yes, but Base Prime actually sits on its surface,” Yus said, looking surprised. “The Qrephs refer to the thing itself as the artifact.”
“The artifact?” Luke asked. “What did they mean by that?”
Yus shrugged. “They didn’t discuss it with me,” she said. “Sometimes I heard the Mandalorians call it ‘the station,’ but to the Qrephs it was always just ‘the artifact.’ I’m not sure that any of them actually knows what it is.”
“Let’s hope not,” Lando said.
Yus’s brow rose. “Why not?” she asked. “Do you know what—”
“Why don’t you let us ask the questions?” Leia interrupted.
Yus studied Leia in silence for a moment, then said, “I thought I might have won a little trust when I helped you and Master Skywalker escape the Ormni.”
“We’ll talk trust when I have Han back,” Leia said. “Until then you’re still the lying sleemo who helped the Qrephs murder thirty thousand beings. Clear?”
Yus’s expression grew even sadder. “I understand why you blame me. But you must also realize by now that I have every reason to help you rescue Captain Solo—that I must help you.”
“Why would that be?” Leia asked. “And don’t expect me to believe you’ve suddenly grown a conscience.”
Yus looked confused. “You really haven’t figured it out?”
“Figured out what?” Luke asked.
“That I am one of the Qrephs’ creations—a biot,” Yus replied. “My only hope of survival is to help you find Base Prime.”
Leia’s eyes narrowed. “How convenient.”
Luke motioned for Leia to be patient, then asked, “And a biot is what, exactly?”
Yus dropped her eyes. “You’ve already had several fights with the first generation,” she said. “The Nargons were designed as soldiers. But they lack the judgment to work on their own, so the Qrephs had to hire Mandalorians to oversee them.”
Lando scowled and looked past Luke toward Leia. “Are you buying this?” he asked. “She looks as much like a Nargon as I do.”
“Not on the outside,” Yus said. “But on the inside I’m basically the same thing as they are: a sentient being, grown on a vanalloy skeleton, with fiber-optic filaments for nerves—and a cybernetic memory chip embedded in my brain.”
“You’re some sort of cyborg?” Ben asked, incredulous.
“You can’t expect us to believe that, either,” Luke said. “Your Force presence would feel … well, more different than it does.”
“Because I’m not a cyborg,” Yus said. “A cyborg is an organic being enhanced by technology. A biot is a living being grown around an inorganic core.”
Everyone fell quiet, no doubt trying to imagine—as Luke was—the unconscionable applications of such technology.
Misinterpreting their silence, Yus said, “I’ll prove it to you.” She motioned to the captured 2-1B droid, then extended her arm. “Show them.”
The droid quickly injected her forearm with an analgesic, then produced a scalpel and began to cut. When red blood spilled from the wound, Leia let her hand drop toward the lightsaber hanging on her belt.
“Nargon blood is blue,” she said. “That looks just like mine.”
“Because I am supposed to look human,” Yus replied. “I am supposed to blush. I am supposed to bleed and feel pain. I am supposed to pass.”
The droid used its suction attachment to draw the blood out of the wound, then peeled back a small flap of skin. Yus shakily raised her arm, and Luke saw the silver gleam of vanalloy.
“Is this proof enough?” Yus asked, directing the question at Leia—and looking even more pale than she had a few moments earlier. “Or do I need to show you my fiber-optic nerves?”
“I’ll take your word for the nerves,” Leia said. “But I still have my doubts about your change of allegiance.”
Yus sighed. “You’re right. I haven’t changed allegiance. I could never raise a hand directly against the Qrephs—the chip in my brain would explode.” She turned to Luke. “But I do want to live. That is the reason I’ve done … well, just about everything.”
“And helping us find Base Prime helps you stay alive?” Luke asked. “How, exactly?”
“I can’t live without a regular injection—an enzyme cocktail the Qrephs create at Base Prime. But they don’t consider me useful any longer, so they’ve stopped supplying me.”
Yus paused. Her eyes began to burn with real hatred—at least it felt that way in her Force aura—then she glanced toward the 2-1B droid.
“They didn’t even think I was worth killing. They left me in the infirmary to die slowly and alone.” She pointed an accusing finger at the droid. “While he monitored my decline and recorded the whole process.”
Luke cocked a brow at the 2-1B. “Is that true?” he asked. “You didn’t try to help her?”
“Her biochemistry is unique,” the droid said, sounding almost defensive. “It’s impossible to synthesize a replacement without access to the proper formula.”
“And it’s impossible to reverse-engineer the enzymes,” Yus said. “That’s how the Qrephs controlled me. It’s how they control all their biots. We obey or they stop providing the enzymes.”
“All their biots?” Leia echoed. “I’m not sure I want to ask this—but how many like you are there?”
“I’m guessing dozens,” Luke said. He turned to Yus. “Isn’t that how the Qrephs have been taking over so many conglomerates? By infiltrating biots like yourself into their management?”
Yus looked away. “It was how they were trying to take Lando’s operation.” She cast an apologetic look in Lando’s direction—and was rewarded with an icy glare. “But I wouldn’t know about any other acquisitions.”
“You must have some idea.” Leia crossed the deck to Yus and braced both hands on the arms of her chair. “You’ve already said you were part of a generation of biots. How many generations are there? And how many in a generation? A hundred? A thousand?”
Instead of shrinking away, Yus met Leia’s gaze evenly. “Does this mean we have a deal?”
“With you?” Lando scoffed. He turned to Luke. “Be careful, old friend. Dena may be desperate for those so-called enzymes, but that doesn’t mean helping us is her best shot at getting them. For all we know, she might be hoping to trade us for a lifetime supply.”
“Clearly you don’t understand the Qrephs,” Yus said. “They may promise a lifetime supply, but they’ll deliver only as long as it suits them. That’s why I need you—to help me enter Base Prime and find the formula for my enzymes.”
“Then we’ll make the same deal with you,” Luke said. “We’ll do what we can for you—as long as you’re useful to us.”
“I suppose that’s fair.” Yus turned back to Leia. “To answer your questions, I don’t think there could be more than thirty biots in my generation and a few hundred in the Nargons’ generation. The lab isn’t large, and maturation takes two years—at least it did for me.”
“Two years? That’s impossible,” Luke said, starting to grow angry with her. “The Qrephs have been in the Rift less than a year.”
Yus’s expression grew more confident. “You need my help even more than I realized, Master Skywalker,” she said. “You’re not accounting for the time dilation. A year in the Rift is closer to five years at Base Prime.”
“Time dilation?” Luke echoed. “Are you saying the lab is …”
He stopped, trying to understand exactly what Yus was suggesting. Every starship pilot knew that as gravity and velocity increased, time slowed relative to an outside observer. But Yus seemed to be describing the opposite effect—that time moved faster in the lab.
“Are you saying the Qrephs have found a way to accelerate time?” Tahiri asked, finishing the question for Luke.
“It’s not a way so much as a place,” Yus replied. “That’s why they built Base Prime where they did. Time seems to run faster on the artifact than it does in the rest of the Rift.”
“Which sort of makes sense, given what’s happening in the Bubble,” Ben said. “If space is expanding around the artifact, it’s not too surprising that time might be dilated on it.”
“Or that the Qrephs would find a way to exploit the fact,” Lando said, sounding almost envious. “If I could expand my production time without affecting my delivery date—that’s a heck of an advantage, even for a legitimate business.”
“But what does that have to do with Han?” Leia asked. “Why would they need him for any of this?”
Yus thought for a moment, then finally shook her head. “I have no idea,” she said. “I couldn’t begin to guess.”
Luke studied her, searching her Force aura for the bitter taste of a lie. All he found was the same cloying despair that he had been sensing all along.
“But you’re sure that’s where they took Han?” Leia asked, pointing at the holograph. “To Base Prime?”
“It’s where I assume they took Captain Solo,” Yus corrected. “But it only makes sense. Base Prime is the ideal place to hide from the Jedi—from anyone. Only a handful of beings know how to reach it—and I’m not one of them.”
Luke knelt closer to the holograph, his heart starting to pound in excitement as he studied its dark surface. He and the others had already discussed the possibility that Ohali Soroc had actually found the Mortis Monolith—as unbelievable as that seemed—and Yus’s descriptions of its time-dilation properties only made that more likely. But he didn’t want to get his hopes up. Finding a legendary place like Mortis after only a year of searching seemed almost too easy, and there was still the question of why Ohali’s astromech had referred to it as a space station instead of a monolith.
He turned to Yus. “Who built that thing?” he asked, trying to make the question sound sincere. “Was it the Qrephs?”
Yus shook her head. “I doubt it,” she said. “I don’t think they understand it very well themselves—at least, they didn’t when I was there half a year ago. They were still trying to create a gate so they could go inside.”
“They were trying to go inside?” Luke asked, more worried than ever. Whatever the Qrephs had found—Mortis or not—it was clearly a place of great power, and the thought of them experimenting with it like some kind of corporate research project chilled him to the bone. “How close were they to succeeding?”
“Close, I think,” she said. “But Savara Raine was trying to talk them out of it. I once heard her tell Marvid that only a fool toys with power he can’t even perceive.”
At the mention of Savara’s name, Luke glanced over to check on his son. He had already broken the news about Vestara’s new role as the Qrephs’ assassin, and now Ben’s eyes had gone distant and cold.
After a moment, Ben finally said, “Vestara is playing them. That’s just what she does.” He paused, then added, “But right now her goals aren’t as important to us as whether she’s there alone.”
“Alone?” Yus looked confused. “Of course she is not alone. There are the Mandalorians—”
“We’re not talking about Mandalorians,” Tahiri interrupted. “Did there seem to be other people like Savara Raine around? Someone who could use the Force?”
Yus thought about it, then shook her head. “I’m not sure exactly what you are asking,” she said. “But the answer is no. There is no one like Savara Raine.”
Nineteen
Marvid followed Craitheus down a hundred meters of durasteel corridor, all the while fighting the urge to activate an arm cannon and start blasting. Naturally, Marvid had known all along that Han Solo was playing on his emotions—trying to turn him against his own brother. But the human was good. Solo had a way of picking at psychic scabs—even a Columi’s psychic scabs—and understanding the man’s strategy had done little to stop it from working.
Of course, Marvid recognized that the strategy had worked only because he already had suspicions about his brother’s loyalty. Calrissian’s offer to strike a separate deal had been a crude ploy, which made the delay in bringing it to Marvid’s attention even more disturbing. Clearly, Craitheus had wanted time to analyze the offer, and that could only reflect the degree to which he had been tempted.
To Marvid’s surprise, the messenger led them completely out of the laboratory wing and into the barracks annex. Craitheus transmitted a complaint about Savara expecting them to come to her. Marvid ignored him. Craitheus felt threatened by the girl’s strategy of trying to insert herself between them, and at the moment Marvid wanted his brother to feel threatened. Besides, Savara was a valuable asset to him, one that balanced his brother’s control of the Mandalorians, and he was glad to have her safely back at Base Prime.
Finally the Mandalorian opened the airtight hatch of a security-team briefing room and stepped aside. Inside, Savara stood at the front of the room, still dressed in a crimson flight suit as she addressed half a dozen Mandalorian officers. They were all studying the wall-sized vidscreen, which showed a detailed schematic of Base Prime’s layout. The heavy-weapons emplacements were highlighted in bright yellow.
As the Qrephs whirred into the room, Savara glanced in their direction, then turned back to the Mandalorians. “That’s all for now. I’m sure you’ll be receiving orders shortly.”
The Mandalorians looked warily at the Qrephs, then nodded brusquely and departed. Marvid started toward the aisle that ran up the center of the room between the metal benches. Craitheus sped up a smaller aisle along the wall and beat him to the front of the room.
“You are growing presumptuous, Savara,” Craitheus said. “It is we who issue the orders, not you.”
Savara’s eyes grew cold and narrow, and she seemed to be debating the wisdom of killing him on the spot. Deciding he wasn’t ready to disabuse her of the idea that she might actually be capable of playing the brothers off each other, Marvid raced the rest of the way and stopped at her side.
“Pay Craitheus no attention,” Marvid said. “Captain Solo has put us both in a foul temper.”
By way of explanation, he looked toward the end of his powerbody’s armrest. Savara’s eyes quickly followed. But when her gaze fell on his still-inflamed fingertips, her expression betrayed neither the sympathy nor respect he had expected—merely puzzlement.
“What happened?” she asked. “You stick your fingers in a power socket?”
Marvid had his powerbody spread its pincer arms. “Hardly. Barduun wanted to play pain stakes,” he said. “And Captain Solo agreed. What can I say? I thought it would be fun to see Solo suffer.”
Savara’s brows arched. “You let Barduun play sabacc?” she asked. “With you?”
“Why wouldn’t we?” Craitheus demanded. “He’s our employee.”
“He’s your mistake,” Savara retorted. “You should never have sent him through the gate with me. He nearly got us both killed.”
“And yet you returned him to us alive,” Marvid said.
“Before he went barvy,” Savara pointed out. “Besides, you needed to see him. You should know what will happen if you go in there yourselves.”
“Your concern is noted,” Craitheus said. “And so is your fear that, once we have acquired the Force for ourselves, you will no longer be needed.”
Savara merely rolled her eyes and turned to Marvid, but she was clearly seeking support where none would be found. Marvid and Craitheus had discussed the gate many times, and they were in complete agreement. Whatever had happened to Barduun inside the artifact, it had bestowed on him the ability to use the Force. And, now that they realized it was possible, the Qrephs were determined to have the Force for themselves. The emperor Palpatine had been a mental gnat compared to them, but he had also been a Force-user—and that had been enough for him to subjugate the galaxy.
So the brothers were determined to go through the gate—when they were ready. First they needed to determine the cause of Barduun’s insanity and to learn more about what had happened inside the artifact. Unfortunately, given Barduun’s mad ramblings and Savara’s absolute refusal to discuss the subject, neither task was proving easy. And because only a Force-user could open the gate, they would need to take along a Force-user they could confidently control—and even Marvid realized that Savara did not qualify in that regard. Still, the Qrephs would be going through the gate … just as soon as they had identified all the risks and minimized the unknowns.
When Marvid’s only reply to her appeal was a pointed silence, Savara’s expression turned petulant. “Fine. Let me know when you’re ready, and I’ll dump you through the gate myself.” She let her gaze drop to Marvid’s inflamed fingertips, then added, “Maybe you’ll have better luck in there than you did in your sabacc game.”
“The game was a calculated risk,” Marvid said. He knew that Savara’s insolence was deliberate, a tactic designed to irritate Craitheus and make Marvid treat her as an equal, but he couldn’t help feeling defensive. She just had that effect on him. “Solo’s stress levels weren’t rising high enough to accurately map his mind.”
“That’s because he’s a better sabacc player than you are,” Savara said. “I’m surprised he doesn’t own Base Prime by now.”
“And I’m surprised we continue to tolerate your insolence,” Craitheus retorted. “Now, if you’re done wasting our time, where are the bodies?”
“We’d like to show them to Captain Solo before he dies,” Marvid added. “Especially Princess Leia’s. That will generate some interesting stress peaks.”
“There aren’t any bodies,” Savara said. “Or body parts. The crash on the Ormni didn’t produce any.”
Craitheus expressed his frustration by loudly extending his powerbody into a more upright configuration. Marvid merely settled onto the floor, remaining in his nonthreatening, semi-seated shape.
“Pity, but you aren’t to blame,” Marvid said. “We knew there was a chance their corpses would be incinerated in such a fiery crash.”
“You’re missing the point,” Savara said. “There were never any corpses. Luke Skywalker is alive. So is Leia Solo.”
“Impossible,” Craitheus hissed. “We saw them crash.”
“We kept a record of it,” Marvid added. “We studied it on the trip from the Ormni. There was no possibility of survival.”
“The temperatures reached three thousand degrees,” Craitheus said. “No one could have escaped that.”
“Jedi could,” Savara said. “And they did.”
“My dear, you must try to mitigate your awe of the Jedi.” Marvid paused, then added, “The explosion when they struck the Ormni—”
“Was a concussion missile penetrating the hull,” Savara interrupted. “And the inferno that followed was their fusion core blowing—after they abandoned ship. I am not in awe of the Jedi. I know what they can do.”
Marvid began to feel nauseous.
Craitheus scoffed. “I assume you found evidence that led you to such an implausible conclusion?”
“Of course,” Savara said.
“And what is that evidence?” Craitheus asked, clearly still more annoyed than alarmed. “Would it be too much to hope for something more tangible than your opinions and feelings?”
“Not at all,” Savara replied. “How about the trail of bodies they left during their escape? Is that tangible enough for you?”
“Escape?” Marvid had to have his powerbody inject him with a dose of stomach calmer. “You’re certain?”
“If Skywalker and his sister were still aboard the Ormni,” Savara asked, “would I be here?”
“Well, you do make a point at every opportunity of telling us how dangerous Skywalker is,” Craitheus said, “so coming here would appear to be the smart move.”
“The smart move would be to leave and let you handle them on your own,” Savara countered. “But that would mean abandoning Base Prime.”
“You led them here?” Craitheus demanded.
“Of course not,” Savara said. “But they captured Dena Yus. And even if she doesn’t know how to find Base Prime, she knows it exists. That’s all the Jedi will need.”
Marvid glanced at his brother. I TOLD YOU THE MANDALORIANS WERE A MISTAKE. THEY DID NOTHING BUT ATTRACT JEDI ATTENTION.
Craitheus looked away. WE HAD TO PROTECT OUR INVESTMENT. CALRISSIAN WASN’T GIVING UP.
“Did you hear what I said?” Savara demanded. “They have Dena Yus. They’re going to find Base Prime—any time now.”
“Then shouldn’t you be stopping them?” Craitheus asked.
“That’s Luke Skywalker out there,” Savara said. “I wouldn’t have a chance. Not alone.”
“But you think we could win here?” Marvid asked, growing hopeful. “Together?”
Savara shook her head. “I can win here,” she said. “You don’t understand how Jedi fight, and you have no concept of the power of the Force.”
“So, of course, you want command of our security force,” Craitheus surmised. “Otherwise we are on our own.”
A half smirk came to Savara’s face. “Well, you still have Mirta Gev, if you’d rather trust your lives to a buckethead.”
“You may wish to reconsider that statement.” Marvid was pleased to see the flash of surprise that his ire brought to her face. He might be fond of the girl, but she was still an employee, and it was always wise to remind one’s underlings of their place. “You know how we feel about ultimatums.”
“It’s a strategy, not an ultimatum,” Savara said, only slightly chastened. “And it’s a fact. Gev can’t win this fight. If you leave her in command, Han Solo is as good as free—and you two are as good as dead.”
“And yet you are the one who let them escape from the Ormni in the first place,” Craitheus pointed out. To Marvid, he transmitted, YOU KNOW WHAT SHE WANTS.
OF COURSE, Marvid replied. BASE PRIME, GALACTIC SYNDICATED, THE GATE—EVERYTHING WE HAVE. THAT IS WHAT MAKES HER SPECIAL.
IT MAKES HER A THREAT, Craitheus objected. I CALCULATE A 52 PERCENT CHANCE THAT SHE LET THE JEDI ESCAPE AND DELIBERATELY LED THEM HERE TO FORCE OUR HAND.
WHICH MAKES HER A MORE CUNNING COMMANDER THAN MIRTA GEV, Marvid countered. To Savara, he said, “The Mandalorians will never take orders from you. You would need to work through Gev.”
“Gev is a soldier,” Savara said. “She understands the chain of command—as long as Craitheus makes it clear who’s running things.”
Do YOU THINK I HAVE A BLEEDING CEREBRUM? Craitheus transmitted. I SEE WHAT YOU ARE PLANNING. I SEE HOW YOU DOTE ON THE GIRL.
I HAVE NEVER PUT SAVARA AHEAD OF OUR PARTNERSHIP, Marvid shot back. YOU, ON THE OTHER HAND, WERE TEMPTED BY CALRISSIAN’S PLOY.
THERE IS A DIFFERENCE BETWEEN ANALYZING AND ACCEPTING, Craitheus replied. YOU WOULD HAVE DONE THE SAME.
“Do we have a deal or not?” Savara demanded. “I need time to organize our defenses here—or to slip away, if you two are determined to get yourselves killed.”
Marvid continued to glare at his brother. WE NEED HER TO HANDLE THE JEDI.
Craitheus let his chin drop in acknowledgment. BUT WE CANNOT GIVE HER COMMAND OF THE NARGONS. SHE IS AMBITIOUS, AND IF SHE COMMANDS THE NARGONS—
SHE WILL TAKE EVERYTHING, Marvid finished. SHE IS DANGEROUS THAT WAY.
THEN WE UNDERSTAND EACH OTHER, Craitheus said.
Marvid spun his powerbody toward the exit. “Very well, Lady Raine.” He used a manipulator arm to motion Savara after him. “Come along. We’ll give Mirta Gev the unhappy news together.”
Instead of following, Savara turned toward Craitheus. “And you’re in agreement?” she asked. “I am in command of Base Prime’s defense?”
“Oh, complete agreement.” Craitheus gave her a sly smile. “What other choice have you left us?”
Twenty
The way Han saw the game now, the problem was Ditto’s eye. She was afraid the pain of having it burned—even if it was only a simulated burn—would leave it blind. So, after Gev refused to allow Han’s string bet, Ditto had called Barduun’s bet of a broken nose and hoped the next chip-card would save her.
It hadn’t, and now she was sitting on a twelve-card hand, facing a very painful session with the torture droid. If Ditto’s score wasn’t a bomb-out already, it soon would be. Meanwhile, Barduun was sitting next to her, drinking in all that fear she was pouring into the Force.
“The bet’s to you, Solo,” Gev reminded him. Her finger was poised over the zapper button, ready to give him another brain jolt if he tried to cheat again. “We checking it around?”
“Not this time.”
As Han spoke, he was watching Barduun, looking for the dusky tell that would suggest the fiend was worried. It wasn’t there.
So Barduun had a pretty decent score, and Han had absolute zero. The smart play would be to bet small and keep the hand going, hoping Barduun would make a mistake or suffer a bad card shift.
But the Qrephs were out of the game, which meant they were thinking about something other than Han Solo. And that had to change. Han needed to do something to set them off, to keep their minds on him instead of on the Jedi coming for them.
Han turned toward Gev. “Now I bet death, and I call the—” He stopped when Gev’s finger started to descend toward the button, then smiled and said, “Oh … that’s right. I can’t do that yet.”
“Cute, Solo,” Gev said. “I should scramble your brains for trying to call the hand out of sequence.”
Han shrugged. “As long as the death bet stands.” He paused, trying to think of a way to scare Ditto into folding, then finally decided he had no choice but to cheat by announcing his intention to end the hand. “I can always call the hand after—”
Gev’s finger came down, and the probe needles in his head unleashed a blast of crackling pain. He slumped in his chair, shuddering and half paralyzed, until Ohali Soroc’s red Duros eyes grew even larger and rounder than usual.
“Stop!” Ohali said. “It is no fault of Captain Solo’s if you have fallen for the Qrephs’ false promises.”
Good, Han thought. Ohali understood his plan.
Gev glared at Ohali, then released the button. “This has nothing to do with the Qrephs,” she said. “Solo was cheating again.”
“You punish Captain Solo for speaking out of turn,” Ohali said. “Yet you work for the Qrephs when you know they will renege on their promises.”
“They’ve paid me so far,” Gev said.
“Sure, while th-th-they … still need you,” Han said, beginning to recover from the jolt. If he could make Gev really angry, she might forget about Ohali long enough for the Duros to disable the brain-zapper button. “But you’re a karking fool if you actually believe they can get rid of that nanokiller.”
But Gev wouldn’t take the bait. She shook her head, then turned to Ditto. “The bet is to you.”
“I have to withdraw.” Ditto gathered her chip-cards and sent them spinning into the discard pile, her shoulders slumping as she contemplated her losses. “When Captain Solo calls the hand, I’ll bomb out.”
Han quickly turned to Barduun. “What about you?” He racked his brain trying to recall the Mandalorian word for coward. If he couldn’t get Gev to bite, maybe Barduun would take a swing at him. “You have the guts to call—or are you just another of Gev’s hut’uuns?”
Seemingly unfazed, Barduun studied Han for a moment, then shook his head. “Jhonus Raam folds.”
“I knew you’d fold!” Han let out a whoop, then flipped his chip-cards over, revealing his score of absolute zero. “Look at that, fool!”
Usually, there was no faster way for a gambler to get punched than to gloat over a big bluff. But Barduun wasn’t falling for it. He shot Han a knowing sneer.
“They would not have let you risk a coma, anyway,” Barduun replied, using the Force to return his own chip-cards to Gev. “The chiefs are not finished mapping your mind.”
By then the torture droid was standing behind Ditto, waiting for her to turn around so he could collect her bets. Ditto was pretending not to notice, staring straight ahead and clearly frightened. Deciding the key to making Barduun mad would be to deny his appetite for fear, Han waved the droid away.
“It’s okay,” he said. “She doesn’t have to pay. I don’t want her pain.”
Ditto looked up, her blue brow raised in hope. “You are forgiving my debt?”
“Sure thing.” Han glanced at Barduun and was pleased to see an angry glower directed his way. “Pain isn’t really my thing. Besides, no one wants to keep playing.”
“I do,” Barduun said.
Han shrugged. “Suit yourself, but I’m done.” He looked across the table at Gev. “Barduun doesn’t have to pay, either. I just want—”
“No.”
To Han’s surprise, the objection came not from Barduun but from the doorway behind him. Two pairs of heavy feet pounded across the floor, then a huge green arm stretched over his shoulder to point at Ditto.
“The game continues,” said a gravelly Nargon voice. “Those are the orders we have.”
Han twisted around and found both Nargons standing two meters behind him. Their blaster rifles were still holstered at their knees, but he knew better than to attack. Leia had been hard-pressed to bring down just one of the things, and she had been using a lightsaber. All Han had going for him was that nobody expected him to be crazy enough to try something.
But crazy was better than giving up. He glanced across the table and nodded to Ohali—and saw Mirta Gev reaching for the brain-zapper button again.
“Don’t even think …” Gev let the threat trail off when her hand suddenly reversed directions and rose beyond reach of the button. “What the brix?”
For an instant, Han thought Ohali had used the Force to keep him from being zapped. But she looked just as confused as Han did, and it was Barduun’s hand that he saw gesturing in Gev’s direction.
Gev seemed to figure it out at the same time Han did. “Barduun, what the hell are you doing?”
Barduun glanced in Han’s direction. Go.
Whether the voice had sounded in his ears or only in his head, Han could not tell—and he didn’t care. He slid out of his chair and down onto the floor, a hundred sharp stings stabbing his head as the probe needles tore free. In the next moment, he was sitting on his rump, surrounded by ankles and knees, with ribbons of bright color dancing through his vision and sweet birdsong chiming in his ears.
That couldn’t be good.
Gev’s muffled voice sounded through the tabletop. “Don’t just stand there, you finheads!” Her hands appeared beneath the table, reaching down toward her ankle. “Stop them!”
Of course. Gev’s dealer outfit didn’t include a sidearm, and when it came to weapons, Mandalorians never went “naked.” Forcing himself to spin around, Han leaned back and reached over his head, hooking his hands behind Gev’s ankles. She cried out in alarm and kicked at him, but Han was already pulling, dragging her out of her chair. As she tried to twist away, her head struck the table with a satisfying thump. Then her hands withdrew, grabbing at the arms of her chair.
A pair of loud crashes shook the room as someone—either Ohali or Barduun—Force-hurled the Nargons back toward the door. Han turned his head and spotted four scaly legs—all he could see of the guards from beneath the table—bouncing off the far wall. Their green hands quickly dropped into view, reaching for the blaster rifles in their holsters.
Han clutched Gev’s ankles as tightly as he could with one hand, then rolled to his belly and used his free hand to push up her pant leg.
She kicked him in the head, and he smelled Leia’s perfume.
Han held tight and shook the effect off. The next time he had a bunch of probe needles stuck in his brain, he would try to find a better way to get them out. His hand reached Gev’s calf and felt two heavy neolene straps, then it found a small sheath hanging on her shin.
Gev kicked him again, even harder, and the birdsong in Han’s head became a cacophony of cockpit damage alarms. He slipped a slender hilt out of the sheath and found himself armed with a vibroknife. He activated the blade and immediately sank it into the leg that had been assaulting him.
Gev screamed and began to kick at Han with her other foot. He blocked with his free arm, then saw her hand shooting down toward her knee, clutching at her pant leg as she tried to reach her second weapon.
Han slashed the vibroknife up, down, then up again and felt a neolene strap come apart. Gev landed a knife-hand strike that snapped Han’s head to the side and had him tasting salt. But a palm-sized holster was already dropping out of her shredded pant leg into a warm cascade of blood. Han snatched the weapon and retreated from her flailing feet, then unsnapped the keeper strap and withdrew a powerful little MandalTech W202 holdout blaster.
By then the perfume smell was beginning to seem more like sweat, and the chiming in his ears had given way to the screech and sizzle of blaster fire. Han released the W202’s safety catch, then raised his hand—only to find himself looking at the bottom of Gev’s chair as she toppled backward to spare herself a bolt through her stomach.
There was a reason Mandalorians made good mercenaries: quick reflexes and even quicker thinking. Han fired into the bottom of the chair anyway—and nearly lost an ear when one of the underpowered bolts ricocheted back.
Even with a slashed-up leg, Gev would be back in the fight soon. From what Han could see, the Nargons were directing most of their fire toward Barduun’s end of the table. Han rolled the other way and began to crawl.
He had gone about two arm lengths when a thunderous crack shook the room. Everything strobed blue, and the floor shuddered beneath his hands and knees. For an instant he thought his brain had blown its main breaker—then he realized that the blaster rifles had stopped screeching.
He glanced toward the door and found both Nargons pinned against the wall. Their heavy tails were slamming the floor in mad convulsions, and their legs were dancing beneath crooked lines of Force lightning.
“Get their blasters!” Barduun boomed.
Han scrambled from beneath the table. Barduun stood at the other end, both arms extended as he continued to blast the Nargons with Force lightning.
Han blinked, hard—but he felt pretty sure he wasn’t hallucinating. A Mandalorian, spraying Force lightning.
“Their blasters!” Barduun repeated.
“Uh, sure thing, pal.” Han eyed the long green fingers still wrapped around the stocks of the blaster rifles, then tucked Gev’s holdout blaster into his waistband and started forward with the vibroknife. “Got it covered.”
Ohali Soroc pulled him back with the Force. “Allow me.”
He turned to find the Duros raising a hand toward the nearest Nargon. She tore the Nargon’s weapon free and floated it over to Han. He tucked the vibroknife into his waistband alongside the holdout blaster and took the rifle, then turned to keep an eye on the back of the room.
Ditto still sat in her chair, a look of shock on her face and a smoking crater in her forehead. Gev was nowhere to be seen, but a blood smear on the floor led toward the wet bar on the adjacent wall.
“Forget Gev,” Barduun said, still blasting the Nargons with Force lightning—and starting to sound tired. As soon as Ohali had the second blaster rifle in hand, Barduun began to back toward an iris hatch in the room’s rear corner. “This way.”
Han pointed his blaster rifle toward the main door, next to the two Nargons. “Isn’t that the way out?”
“Did Jhonus Raam offer you a choice?” Barduun reached the rear hatch and looked toward the control panel, then used the Force to enter an access code. “Come along or die. That is your choice.”
Barduun lowered his hands, and the Force lightning sizzled out. The two Nargons immediately began to stumble forward—slow and shaky, but not so shaky that Han felt like trying to dodge past them. Hoping a heavy blaster rifle would do something against the reptiloids, he opened fire.
The bolts bounced off, but they were more effective than his pistol had been at the Red Ronto. At least these weapons singed the scales.
The Nargons’ tails began to swish back and forth, and their gait grew steadier.
“Uh, maybe we’d better go with the big guy after all,” Han said.
“Agreed.” Ohali was already backing toward the hatch. “For now.”
Han joined her, and they each raised a rifle to target a Nargon. By the time they had backed through the hatchway into the corridor beyond, both reptiloids had huge scorch circles on their torsos. And both reptiloids were continuing to advance.
Han dropped his aim to the knees and was relieved to see two bolts penetrate. The Nargon kept coming, but at least there were a couple of spurts of blue blood.
Barduun reached for the control panel on their side of the hatch, and both Nargons hurled themselves forward. Han switched to firing at the head and managed to shave the skull crest off his target. Ohali put a bolt through the eye of hers, and Han saw the reptiloid go limp—just before the iris hatch closed around its outstretched arm.
The hatch gave a mechanical wheeze and continued to contract around the Nargon’s muscular forearm. The scales shattered with a series of loud pops, then the hatch leaves sliced through its flesh clear down to the vanalloy.
“Blast!” Barduun cursed. He pointed at the control panel. “Kill it. Maybe that will give us enough time.”
Han blew the panel cover off with a couple of blaster bolts. “Enough time for what, exactly?”
When Barduun did not answer immediately, Han passed his rifle to Ohali and began to sort through control-panel wires, using his vibroknife to strip insulation and reroute circuits.
“Enough time for what?” he demanded again.
“To free the princess,” Barduun called back. By the sound of his voice, he was already ten meters down the corridor behind them. “Jhonus Raam is her only hope!”
Han turned to Ohali. “Princess?”
Ohali shrugged. “Who knows?”
Han finished jamming the hatch, then retrieved his blaster rifle and turned to survey the corridor. On one side, a floor-to-ceiling transparisteel wall overlooked an empty courtyard. On the opposite side stood five large air locks and not much else. Barduun was at the third air lock, holding the hatch open and looking impatient.
“I don’t like this,” Han said quietly. “Any idea where we are?”
Ohali pointed to the air locks. “Those open into the fabrication labs, where the Qrephs create the Nargons and the … copies, I suppose.”
“Like Ditto?”
Ohali hesitated, then said, “Yes … among others.”
Han turned and looked out across the courtyard. On the far side sat a large arch-roofed hangar. It couldn’t be more than a hundred meters distant, but Han had stood on the surface of enough airless moons to recognize a hard vacuum when he saw one.
There was no easy way across the courtyard. If they wanted to reach the hangar, they would have to fight back through the room they had just left, then work their way through the barracks annex.
Still looking out across the courtyard, Han asked Ohali, “I don’t suppose there’s an underground tunnel or something that can get us from here to over there.”
“Afraid not,” Ohali said. “As far as I can tell, this monolith doesn’t seem to have an underground anything.”
Han’s gaze snapped back toward the Duros. “Monolith?” he repeated. “Then this is—”
“Mortis?” Ohali shook her head. “It may be a Celestial monolith, but it’s not Mortis—at least, I hope it isn’t.”
Han frowned. “Why’s that?”
Ohali made a point of not looking in Barduun’s direction. “Because whatever Barduun has become,” she said, “I’m pretty sure it was the monolith that did it to him.”
A sinister laugh echoed down the corridor from the third air lock, and Han looked over to see Barduun sneering at them in contempt.
“There is no escape now, Captain Solo,” Barduun said. He extended a hand, and Han suddenly found himself being dragged down the corridor. “We are in this to the end, the three of us.”
Twenty-one
Like all of the repeater beacons the Millennium Falcon had located in the Bubble, the one ahead was an immense, bulging cylinder pocked by conical transceiver dishes. The Falcon’s approach had triggered its automatic hazard strobe, and now, every two seconds, a brilliant silver flash lit vast blue banks of plasma rolling in on it from either side. Luke thought the resulting navigation lane was probably a kilometer wide and a million kilometers high.
But this time the Falcon wasn’t the only vessel in the abyss. When the hazard strobe went dark, a tiny blue halo appeared to each side of the beacon and grew larger before Luke’s eyes. The tactical display was so filled with plasma static that it did not show the two craft at all, but Luke had flown in enough space battles to recognize oncoming starfighters when he saw them—a pair of Mandalorian Bes’uliiks, most likely. This deep in the Bubble, there was not much else they could be.
“There,” Omad said, pointing through the forward viewport. Still seated behind the pilot’s yoke, he had called everyone to the flight deck just a few moments earlier. “You see them? They launched from the beacon’s service deck, right after the strobe activated.”
“We see them,” Leia said, slipping into the copilot’s chair. “Are you sure those are the only two?”
“Of course,” Omad replied. “The beacon’s service deck is too small to hold more than two Bessies.”
“There could be more on patrol,” Tahiri suggested. The first to reach the flight deck, she was wedged against the tug captain’s left shoulder. “And how do you know they’re Bessies?”
Omad looked up at her and flashed a dazzling smile. “Trust me,” he said. “There are no more on patrol, and those two are Bes’uliiks.”
Tahiri arched her brow. “Because …”
“Because what good would it be to fly a patrol route through this stuff?” Omad asked. “The plasma is so thick you can’t locate your own cannon tips. And who else would be hanging around out here? Only the Qrephs and their Mandos, guarding the final approach to Base Prime.”
“The final approach?” Leia asked hopefully. “Are you sure?”
Omad nodded. “I’m sure.” He flashed another grin. “But if you need another day to plan, we could always turn—”
“Don’t even think about turning back,” Leia interrupted. She hooked her thumb toward the access corridor. “Tahiri, you and Ben get back there and take the laser cannons. Lando, get those YVHs ready. Omad, you prep the dropsuits.”
“Me?” Omad asked. “I don’t know anything about Jedi equipment. Besides, I’m the pilot.”
Lando spoke from the back of the flight deck. “Sorry, friend—you’re a great pilot, but you’re no Jedi.” He stepped aside so Ben and Tahiri could run for the cannon turrets. “Come on—I’ll show you how to prep dropsuits. They work like those vac shells your prospecting crews use to blast samples.”
As Omad relinquished the yoke, Luke motioned Leia toward the pilot’s seat. She stayed put.
“You take pilot,” Leia said, strapping herself in. “I’ll handle the missiles.”
“Leia,” Luke said patiently. “I know you’re worried about Han, but you can’t—”
“Quit worrying about me,” Leia protested. “I’m not going Dark Leia on you. It’s just that our missile-loader has been sticking lately, and—”
“Gotcha.” Luke slipped into the pilot’s seat, then strapped himself in and took the helm. “It’s better to have someone who knows the kinks handling the loader.”
By then the approaching haloes had swelled to the size of Luke’s thumbnail, which meant the Falcon was well within their attack range. He glanced down at the tactical display, but it continued to show only static. He was guessing that, with Rift plasma all around, the Mandalorian displays looked just as useless.
“Artoo, let me know the instant they have a target-lock on us,” Luke said. “Leia, try to hail them. It probably won’t do any good, but—”
“I know, I know. We can’t launch an unprovoked attack,” Leia finished, reaching for the comm set. Her voice dropped to a wispy mutter. “Even if they are Mandalorians.”
She stopped short of hailing the vessel when R2-D2 let out an alert whistle. Lock alarms began to scream throughout the ship, then a series of deep whumps rolled through the Falcon as Ben and Tahiri test-fired their weapons in response.
An instant later, two tiny red dots appeared in front of the lead Bes’uliik and rapidly began to grow larger—a pair of rocket engines, propelling missiles toward the Falcon.
“Okay, now we’ve been provoked,” Luke said. “Take them out.”
The launch doors clunked open, and a slender white cylinder drifted out past the viewport. It quickly ignited, then shot forward on a pillar of orange flame. Neither Bes’uliik took evasive action—probably because their own astromechs were reporting that the Falcon had not even attempted to achieve a target-lock on them. The Mandalorian pilots were no doubt chuckling into their comm mics, assuming that the Falcon’s gunner had simply panicked and launched a wild shot without remembering to get a target-lock.
Never assume.
Luke glanced over at Leia. She had closed her eyes and was raising her hands, reaching out in the Force to locate their foes. The Falcon’s missile began to drift toward the rear Bes’uliik—the one that hadn’t launched its own missiles yet—and still the pilot maintained his course.
By then the two Mandalorian missiles had become flickering circles of fire the size of Luke’s fists. Too close.
Luke toggled the intercom. “Anytime back there.”
“Just waiting for the order, Dad.”
Eight streaks of color lanced out from the Falcon’s laser cannons, and the enemy missiles vanished in boiling balls of flame.
That made the Mandalorian pilots reevaluate. The lead Bes’uliik rolled to port and disappeared into the plasma. His wingman launched all four of his missiles, then opened fire with his laser cannon and went into an evasive gyre—which did nothing at all to prevent Leia from guiding her own missile into him.
Usually, when one of the Falcon’s concussion missiles struck a starfighter, the only thing left of the target was a ball of flame and shrapnel. But Bes’uliik hulls were made of beskar, an iron so tough that even lightsabers could not cut it. Instead of obliterating the craft, the detonation merely punched a hole through both walls of its fuselage. The Bes’uliik continued to spiral up the lane, more or less on its original course. But now its cannons had gone silent, and it was bleeding smoke and flame into the starless void.
The Falcon’s laser cannons chugged steadily as Ben and Tahiri opened fire again. The first two missiles erupted into flame almost instantly. But the second set kept coming, approaching so fast that the Falcon’s turrets couldn’t swing around fast enough to track the targets.
Tahiri’s voice came over the intercom. “A little help up there!”
Luke immediately turned toward the oncoming missiles and rolled the Falcon up on edge. The fiery circles of efflux expanded to a meter across—then finally diverged, one silver cylinder streaking beneath the Falcon’s belly and the other passing across her back.
Luke clenched his jaw and waited for the whump–jolt of a proximity detonation. He heard only Ben and Tahiri gasping over the intercom, then the pounding squeal of their laser cannons discharging.
“Got mine,” Tahiri said.
“Show-off.” The rising screech of a prolonged burst followed, then Ben announced, “Got it. We’re clear.”
Luke rolled the Falcon back down and steered toward the repeater beacon.
“No,” Leia said. She began to power down the sensor and communications equipment. “We’re going after that Bessie.”
“Leia, you know we can’t,” Luke said. “That pilot bugged out.”
“A Mandalorian? Bugging out that easy?” Leia shook her head and took the navigation computer off-line. “Think about it, Luke. With all this plasma, there’s only one sure way to deliver a message.”
“In person,” Luke said, feeling a little foolish. “Those Bes’uliiks weren’t guards—they were lookouts.”
Leia nodded. “If we can catch the one that just left, we can follow him straight back to Base Prime—”
“And hit the Qrephs before they know we’re coming.”
Luke swung the Falcon into the plasma bank, doing his best to follow the same vector as the fleeing Bes’uliik. He found himself flying blind, with nothing ahead but a swirling blue glow, so vast and deep that he lost all sense of distance and direction.
“Whoa, Dad!” Ben called. “Where’d the lake come from?”
“Jokes … later,” Luke said, taking a breath to calm himself. “Busy now.”
He began to open himself more fully to the Force, extending his awareness ahead, reaching out to search … He found the Bes’uliik crew—a pair of tense, focused presences—just ahead and a little to port. He swung the Falcon into line behind them, shoved the throttles forward, and then it really did feel like he was flying through a lake.
The viewport became a solid wall of blue, and an eerie silence fell over the flight deck. All sensation of movement ceased, and Luke realized that even R2-D2 had gone quiet. He glanced back to find the droid’s processor light frozen in mid-blink, his logic display caught midway between one readout and another. Luke shifted his gaze to Leia and found her eyes fixed on him, unmoving as glass yet still alert and alive, frozen in blue amber.
A heartbeat later, the Mandalorian presences were there, so close that Luke felt as if he were on top of them. The bright-hot disks of twin ion engines appeared in front of the Falcon and swelled larger, then Luke sensed another presence ahead—a dark, ancient presence that seemed to be reaching into him even as he reached for it.
A cold ache came to his chest. His breath grew short, and he felt his body’s warmth oozing from his old wound.
“Luke!”
Leia grabbed his shoulder. She shook him, hard, and he saw that they had caught the Bes’uliik—that the Falcon was about to fly straight up its thrust nozzles.
“Luke, are you trying to get us—”
“Open fire!” Luke ordered. “Take them out now!”
Two torrents of cannon bolts converged on the Bes’uliik, so quickly that it seemed Ben and Tahiri had opened fire before Luke gave the order. No matter. The starfighter exploded from the inside out, its hatches and access panels tumbling away on boiling pillars of flame, its canopy flashing orange before it disintegrated into a spray of molten beads. Luke slammed the yoke forward, diving beneath the fireball into the blue miasma beyond.
Once he felt certain they had cleared the explosion, Luke pulled the throttles back and exhaled in relief—then felt a cold wave of agony spreading through his chest.
“Luke, have you gone spacesick?” Leia demanded. “Without that Bessie, we can’t find Base Prime!”
“Finding Base Prime isn’t going to be a problem,” Luke said. He took another breath, this time more gingerly, then reached under his robe and massaged the scar tissue over his old wound. “I’m pretty sure it just found us.”
Twenty-two
Han had not gone three steps before he heard loud banging behind him. When he stopped to look, the dead Nargon’s crushed arm was still protruding from the hatch he had just short-circuited, but now it was waving back and forth. For a moment, he feared the thing had somehow reanimated. Then the big green appendage began to jerk up and down, and he realized someone was on the other side, trying to use the arm to pry open the hatch.
“Captain Solo,” Barduun called impatiently.
Han felt himself being Force-dragged down the corridor, and he turned to see Barduun’s hand raised in his direction.
“Hurry,” Barduun continued. “We have little time.”
“Hey, take it easy, will you?” Han started to walk on his own again. “I was just checking my work.”
Barduun and Ohali had already entered the number-three air lock. Han stepped in after them. Barduun used the Force to seal the outer hatch, then he activated the cycle. Instead of the distant thrum of an air compressor, Han heard the clunk of tiny doors overhead, and when he craned his neck back, he saw a dozen spray nozzles descending from the ceiling.
Barduun gripped Han’s neck and tipped his head forward. “Eyes closed,” he commanded. “You must be ready to shoot straight, and we are about to be sanitized. The sterilizing agent will blur your vision.”
“Shooting straight is always good,” Han said. The nozzles began to hiss, and he closed his eyes as the air grew acrid. “So, what am I shooting?”
“Anything that gets in the way,” Barduun replied. “You will find many targets.”
“And what is our way?” Ohali asked. “Because, unless you know a secret route to the hangar, we can’t escape through here.”
Barduun responded with a booming, sinister laugh. “Escape? It is not escape that Han Solo desires. It is revenge—and Jhonus Raam will give it to him.”
“Revenge?” Han had a feeling he knew what Barduun was hinting at, and he didn’t like it. “Revenge for what, exactly?”
Barduun chuckled. “You know. The Qrephs told you.”
“Look, if you’re saying Leia is dead, forget it. Jedi don’t die that easy.” It was the same thing Han had been telling himself since the Qrephs bragged about ambushing her and Luke on the Ormni—and it was beginning to sound old, even to him. “In case you haven’t noticed, the Qrephs are liars.”
“Jhonus Raam felt no deception in their words.” Barduun’s voice shifted toward Ohali. “Perhaps Jedi Soroc felt something different?”
Ohali hesitated before answering—and a black hole opened in Han’s gut.
“No.” Eyes clamped shut, he spun back toward the corridor—not sure why, exactly, just knowing that he needed to go back and kill something. “They really got Luke and Leia?”
The nozzles stopped hissing. A whir sounded overhead, and the purple glow of a disinfection lamp shone through his closed eyelids. Ohali laid her hand on Han’s shoulder. He could feel her touch growing warm and soft as she called on the Force, trying to soothe him.
“What Barduun and I felt only suggests what the Qrephs believed,” she said. “They could easily have been mistaken.”
Han knew better than that. A Columi lie? Sure. But make a mistake? Not real likely.
He shook his head. “Columi don’t make that kind of mistake.”
The purple glow faded, and Han opened his eyes. Ohali was standing between him and Barduun, her blaster rifle held at port arms across her chest. The emitter nozzle might not have been aimed at Barduun’s head, but it was pointed in that direction.
“Everybody makes mistakes, Captain Solo,” Ohali said. “You must believe that. If you give up on Leia now, the Qrephs have already won.”
As much as Han wanted to believe the Duros, he wasn’t sure he could do it anymore. The Qrephs had outplayed him too many times. They had shaved his head and stuck probes in his brain, and they had shocked him until he had a permanent headache and a tremor in his left hand.
But that was nothing compared to this, to taking Leia.
“If you think I’m giving up,” Han said, “you’re dead wrong.” Now he wanted blood—purple Columi blood. “I’m not giving up. In fact, I’m just getting started.”
“Captain Solo!” Ohali hit Han in the gut with the butt of her blaster rifle. “Han! You must see what Barduun is doing.”
“Yeah, I see.” Han glanced over at Barduun, who was watching the exchange with a confident smirk. “He’s using me to settle his score with the Qrephs. So what?”
“He’s using you to feed his dark-side power,” she said. “Don’t you see that? He needs your rage.”
Han scowled. “Fine,” he said. “I hope he puts it to good use. As long as the Qrephs pay, I’m good with that.”
The inner hatch hissed open, revealing the lab beyond. Roughly twelve meters square, the room was divided into half a dozen aisles, each lined with a row of tall, upright vats resembling bacta tanks. The sides of the vats were opaque, but the front panels were curved and transparent.
“The Nargons will be after us again soon,” Barduun said. “And, this time, more will come.”
Motioning his companions to follow, Barduun left the air lock and started toward the left wall of the lab. Ohali blocked Han’s way. He rolled his eyes and gently pushed her aside, then stepped past her.
“Captain Solo, please don’t do this,” she said to his back. “You may be happy to die here … but I am not.”
Her plea hit home. Han realized he was doing it again—running off half-cocked, not thinking about the consequences to himself or anyone else. If he wanted to beat the Qrephs, he had to stay sharp; he needed to think.
Finally Han nodded. “Whatever happens, don’t let me get in your way.” He glanced back at her. “If you see a chance to run, you take it.”
“Without you? Captain—”
Han raised a hand to stop her. “Look, one of us has to take a shot at stopping these guys now, before things really get out of hand. That’s me.” He pointed at himself. “And one of us needs to get back to the Jedi Council to report.” He pointed at her. “That’s you.”
Ohali studied him for a moment, then dipped her chin. “As you wish, Captain Solo,” she said. “But I would feel better if you—”
“Then we have a plan,” Han said, cutting her off. “Now all I have to do is figure a way to make it work.”
He turned to survey the lab, looking for ways he could use it to draw the Columi into a trap—and survive long enough to take them out.
Lit in bright-blue tones, the facility had a cold, sterile feel. Han counted five aisles lined with eight vats each—forty in all. Like bacta tanks, each stood vertically and had a clearplas front. Instead of bacta, however, the tank was filled with a green viscous liquid that was so cloudy and thick that the occupant could barely be seen.
Barduun’s gravelly voice rumbled out from a distant corner. “Over here, Captain Solo. This you will want to see.”
“Give me a few minutes,” Han called back. It was impossible to see what Barduun was doing, and given the fiend’s sadistic nature, Han wasn’t sure he wanted to know. “I’m going to disable this air lock.”
“I will give you two minutes,” Barduun replied. “No more.”
Han heard a whir in an aisle to his right, and he and Ohali stepped over to look. A pair of bipedal, slender-faced laboratory droids was moving from vat to vat, monitoring the readouts and vital signs. More droids were crawling overhead—big spidery things that ticked through a gleaming maze of feeder pipes and filter lines.
And both kinds of droids were taking too much interest in Han and Ohali. Several of the spidery droids had scurried over to peer down from the edge of a boxy air duct, while one of the slender laboratory droids had stepped away from his duties and was coming up the aisle to meet them.
“Great,” Han muttered quietly. The last thing they needed was an audience. “Any idea what the setup is in here?”
“Unfortunately, yes,” Ohali said softly. Ignoring the droid coming toward them, she pulled Han into the next aisle over. “I was brought here several times, when the Qrephs were just beginning to experiment with Force-sensitive biots.”
Han raised his brow. “You mean like Ditto?”
“Precisely. As you have seen, they have some way to go before perfecting the technique. Force sensitivity seems to interfere with the mental development of biots.” She led him about halfway down the aisle and pointed to a vat. “But they keep trying.”
Peering inside, Han could just make out a blurry blue form matching Ohali’s size and build. She leaned her blaster rifle against the vat, then touched a control pad on the front panel. The interior lit up, revealing a half-formed Duros. Its flesh appeared to be growing—or maybe coalescing—over a naked vanalloy skeleton.
The thing’s eyes popped open, and it began to paddle its arms, using its still fleshless hands to bring itself closer to the clearplas panel. The facial features were incomplete, and there was a long bulge forming along one cheekbone. Even so, Han knew that when the thing was finished, it would look more or less like Ohali.
“Still having a few problems, I see,” Han whispered. He pointed at the bulge along her cheek. “Will that go away?”
The answer came from a cheery synthetic voice in the aisle behind them. “It’s quite unlikely.”
Han turned to see a slender-faced lab droid coming toward them. It was probably the one they had ignored earlier, but it was hard to be sure. They all looked identical.
“They rarely do,” the droid continued. Its gaze shifted toward the vat in front of them. “In all likelihood, it will fail its next quality-control inspection.”
“What happens then?” Han asked, hoping to hold the droid’s attention until he could locate its primary circuit breaker. “Do you just recycle her?”
The droid tipped its head forward in a sort of nod. “Exactly. We are a highly efficient facility.” It stopped three paces away, then said, “Please state your authorization code and your reason for visiting. Do you have instructions for me?”
“Sure, I’ve got instructions,” Han said. He brought his blaster rifle up, pointing the emitter nozzle at the droid’s head. “They’re right here.”
The droid drew its slender head back and retreated two steps. “You are not authorized to carry a weapon. Please put that away before I contact—”
Han pulled the trigger, sending a bolt straight through the droid’s vocabulator and out the back of its head. It stumbled a couple more steps, then clanged to the floor in a sputtering heap. A storm of ticking and rattling broke out overhead as dozens of spidery droids retreated deeper into the maze of pipes and vents.
“Was that necessary?” Ohali asked. “I’m sure the Qrephs already know where we are.”
“Let’s hope so.” Han began to fire into the feeder pipes and control panels, trying to cause as much destruction as possible. “Now we just need to get their circuits burning.”
Ohali reluctantly retrieved her blaster rifle. “Because?”
“Because angry beings make mistakes,” Han said. “And for my plan to work, the Qrephs have to start making mistakes.”
Ohali wrinkled her blue brow. “Care to fill me in?”
“Captain Solo!” Barduun’s voice interrupted. “It does not sound like you are disabling an air lock.”
Han ignored him and quickly outlined his plan to Ohali.
“Ah.” The Duros picked up her own weapon and began to fire into the overhead maze of pipes and ducts. “Now I understand.”
Two seconds later, they were standing in a rancid-smelling shower of green unfiltered vat goo, with control pads and power cables sparking on both sides of the aisle. Han heard something slosh behind him and spun to find two skinny droids fleeing toward the far end of the aisle. He put a bolt through each of their torsos. Ohali fired three bolts toward the ceiling, and three spidery droids splashed onto the flooded floor beside them.
Good. The droids were the key. For Han’s plan to work, they had to eliminate them.
“Captain Solo?” Barduun called again. “Exactly what are you doing?”
Knowing it would not be long before the Nargons and Mandalorians began to arrive, Han ignored Barduun—and motioned for Ohali to follow. They quickly moved into the next aisle, where they repeated what they had just done, then moved on to the next, where they eliminated two more laboratory droids. Han worked his way up the aisle, destroying control pads, while Ohali continued to fire into the maze overhead.
Every once in a while, one of the biots would awaken and come to the clearplas panel to watch. The biots weren’t sentient beings—not yet. But they weren’t droids, either. They were sad monsters whom the Qrephs had created to serve them and die in misery, and as Han passed by, he found himself wondering whether he was doing the biots any favors by leaving them to their fates. Most had deformities that would doom them anyway. The others would never be given a chance to leave Base Prime alive—not if Han had his way.
He and Ohali were about halfway up the next aisle when a familiar face pressed itself to the clearplas. With brown hair, brown eyes, and a remarkably handsome chin, it was the same face Han had seen in the mirror every morning—about thirty years ago.
Han stopped and stepped closer to the vat. The biot furrowed its brow and pressed its fingertip against the clearplas, pointing at Han’s chest. Then it turned to study its reflection in the opaque wall that separated its vat from the adjacent one. It looked back to Han, then pressed the finger to its own chest.
Han couldn’t decide whether he should blast the thing or set it free.
“It’s very unsettling, I know,” Ohali said. Following Han’s plan, she picked up a short length of filter line from the debris in the aisle. “The first time I saw one of my Dittos, I wasn’t sure whether to protect her or destroy her.”
Before Han could say that destroying them was an act of kindness, Barduun’s voice boomed out from the next aisle.
“Han Solo, it is time! Come to me now.”
Han caught Ohali’s eye. “We’d better do this fast.” He checked the aisle and, when he saw no droids, nodded toward the vat. “Ready?”
Ohali blew into the filter line to make sure it was clear, then nodded.
“If you are determined.” She used the Force to hide her blaster rifle atop an overhead duct, then turned toward the vat containing Han’s replica. She reached up. “Can you give me a boost?”
“Sure.” Han set his blaster aside, then pulled Gev’s vibroknife from his waistband. “But take this, in case Freaky Boy gives you any trouble in there.”
Han passed the weapon to Ohali, then cupped his hands to give her a boost. She used the Force to lift the lid on the tank, then scrambled up into the vat. A moment later, Han saw the tip of the filter line poking up above the green liquid. Then Ohali appeared in the front panel, just long enough to give him a thumbs-up.
The biot just looked confused.
A muffled crump rolled through the room, and Han realized he had finally run out of time. He retrieved his blaster rifle and started toward the front of the lab, desperately trying to figure out how he could get past the Nargons to take a shot at the Qrephs.
“Not that way, Han Solo!” Barduun’s voice came from behind him, at the end of the aisle. “If you want revenge, you must come with Jhonus Raam.”
Han felt himself start backward before he turned around. He considered opening fire on Barduun but decided it would be unwise to start blasting his allies before he’d killed the Qrephs—no matter how much those allies scared him.
“Jhonus Raam does not see Jedi Soroc,” Barduun said. “Where is Jedi Soroc?”
“Um, she didn’t care for the company,” Han said, taking his time turning around. He wasn’t sure how closely Barduun’s use of the Force mirrored that of a Jedi, but he knew that a Jedi’s ability to sense lies was one part “feeling”—and one part reading a liar’s face. He kept his eyes averted and chose his words carefully. “Maybe she took off.”
“Took off where?”
Han shrugged. “What am I, her handler? Look, I’m here to get the Qrephs. If you’re not interested …”
Han let his sentence go unfinished as he completed his turn—and saw Barduun’s new companion. “Where in the karking void did she come from?”
Barduun sneered. “Is that not obvious?”
She was a young Leia—a stunning biot replica complete with long brown hair and big brown eyes. Her belted smock reminded Han of the white gown Leia had been wearing the first time he saw her, and the biot’s head was even cocked at the same haughty angle. But where Leia’s eyes were intelligent and appraising, the biot’s were vacant. And where Leia exuded confidence and determination, the biot looked nervous and bewildered.
Even so, the sight of her made Han’s heart ache.
“Uh … thanks for thinking of me, pal,” Han said, unable to take his eyes off the biot. “But you’re crazy if you think a few kilos of vanalloy and vat-grown flesh could ever replace my wife.”
The biot slipped behind Barduun, then peered out from behind his huge biceps.
“This Leia is not for you,” Barduun said. “She is Jhonus Raam’s princess.”
Han studied the empty-eyed biot for a moment, trying not to imagine what Barduun had in mind. “Well, you’d better put her back,” he said. “She’s not done yet.”
Barduun’s face grew dusky. “She is not,” he agreed. “But that will soon change. Jhonus Raam knows a secret.”
He raised both hands in Han’s direction.
“All right, all right—I’m coming,” Han said, starting forward again. “No need to get huf—”
Instead of feeling the usual Force tug, Han was surprised to see tiny blue sparks at the end of Barduun’s fingers. He dived, but it wasn’t quite fast enough. A hot sheet of Force lightning crackled past above his back, just centimeters from his head. The air grew acrid with the smell of the dark side, and Han went flash-blind.
He landed in spilled vat fluid, then spun onto his back so he could bring his blaster out of the sour-smelling goo and open fire. He couldn’t see, but that didn’t stop him. He sprayed bolts down the aisle in Barduun’s direction.
Barduun roared in pain, and the crackle of lightning suddenly stopped. Han did not—he kept moving, sliding along the wet floor under his own momentum.
When he heard heavy steps behind him and the screeching of Nargon blasters, he realized his mistake. He swung his own rifle back toward the front of the lab and opened fire. His vision returned—just in time to see a dozen of his bolts ricocheting off the chests of three charging Nargons.
Then Han felt himself being grabbed in the Force again. Barduun pulled him down the aisle backward and dragged him behind the last vat in the row. Han’s little misunderstanding about the Force lightning had left a smoking blaster hole in Barduun’s thigh, but Barduun was standing on the leg anyway. He swung Han around behind him.
“Jhonus Raam is on your side.” Barduun used the Force to stand Han on his feet, between himself and the wide-eyed Leia doll. “Try to remember.”
“Sorry for the, uh, confusion,” Han said. “I thought you were sore because I didn’t like your girlfriend.”
Han stepped past the biot—who gasped in fear as he passed—and peered up the adjacent aisle. He didn’t see much, just a wall of green scales spraying blue bolts in his direction.
Han pulled back, then cringed as the Nargons’ bolts ricocheted off the rear wall and came flying in for a second try.
Barduun was already spinning past, outstretched palms turned toward the three finheads. “Go!” he ordered, putting the Force behind his voice. Blaster bolts began to bounce off his palms. “Take Jhonus Raam’s princess.”
Han cradled his blaster rifle under his arm, then grabbed the biot’s wrist with his free hand.
“Where am I taking her?” Not wanting to sound too awed by Barduun’s Force powers, Han did his best to sound casual. “The hatch on the—”
“Back wall,” Barduun finished. “Jhonus Raam has entered the access code.”
Barduun lowered one hand, then waved it up the aisle. Half a dozen biot vats ripped free of their mountings and went sailing into the charging Nargons.
“Go,” Barduun repeated. “Jhonus Raam will catch up.”
Han raced off, more or less dragging the Leia biot behind him. Another blast of Force lightning shook the room. When Han looked back, Barduun was deflecting blaster bolts with one palm and spraying waves of Force lightning with the other.
Clearly, Jhonus Raam was no stranger to the Force.
A dozen steps later, Han and the “princess” reached two hatches in the back corner of the lab. True to Barduun’s word, one of the status lights read UNSECURED. Han released the biot’s wrist long enough to hit OPEN, then was surprised to reach back and not find her waiting. Han turned to see her backing away.
He caught her by the wrist. “Are you trying to get killed? Come here.”
The hatch rasped open an instant later, and Han pulled her through, entering a tunnel-like corridor with an arched ceiling. It curved away in both directions, as though part of a circular hallway. A quick glance revealed no other hatches, but the curvature of the passage was so sharp that he could see only five meters in either direction.
The hatch rasped closed again.
The status light changed to SECURED.
A synthetic voice cackled from an overhead speaker. “You have entered a most-restricted area.”
A hidden panel above the hatch controls slid open, revealing a biometric sensor pad.
“Present your access authorization now.”
Han stared at the pad, trying to think of a way to fool the security system—and unable to do more than curse Barduun for forgetting to give them the override code.
A series of clunks sounded from the apex of the arched ceiling, and Han looked up to see pivot-mounted blaster cannons dropping out of a series of hidden doors.
“Present access authorization now.”
And that was when Barduun’s princess asked, “You don’t have access authorization, do you?”
Han looked over. “You can talk?”
She cocked her head first in one direction, then in the other. “Of course I can talk,” she finally said. “Jhonus Raam taught me.”
“Jhonus Raam.” Han pinched his eyes shut. “It figures.”
He gave up trying to think of a way to fool the sensor pad and simply stabbed the OPEN button on the control panel.
Nothing.
A soft hum came from the ceiling as the blaster cannons began to power up.
“I know you, don’t I?” The princess biot blinked her brown eyes. “Are you … my father?”
“Your father?” Han blurted. “Great. Just what I want in my head at a time like this.”
“A time like what?” the biot asked.
A chorus of soft whirs filled the corridor as the blaster cannons began to track their movement.
“Intruder eradication commences in fifteen seconds,” the voice warned. “Present access authorization immediately.”
Han glanced up, then said, “A time like that.” He pointed at the blaster cannons. “We’re about to die.”
“We’re not going to die,” the biot said. “Jhonus Raam would not let us.”
“Yeah?” Han waved his hand around the corridor—drawing a soft whir from the blaster cannons as they tracked his movement. “Then where is he?”
The biot’s eyes shifted away from Han, but only briefly. “Some rescue. You’re not much in the courage department, are you?”
Han let his jaw drop, dumbfounded. “Okay, Creepy Leia—keep it down so I can concentrate.”
He turned back to the hatch. He thought about blasting the sensor pad or the controls but decided that was just what the Qrephs would expect from an intruder: panic. And panic was always the fastest way to get killed—especially when dealing with Columi.
“I do know you, Han Solo,” the biot continued. “Are you sure you are not my father—”
“You’re a biot,” Han replied. “You don’t have a father.”
“Of course I do. My genes come from somewhere.” The biot stepped closer. “And you know me. I feel it.”
“Look, sister, I don’t care what you feel …” Han paused, realizing what the biot had just said. “When you say you can feel it, do you mean … Please tell me you mean feel it in the Force.”
The biot smiled. “Jhonus Raam says I am strong in the Force. He has been teaching me.”
“Good.” Han dropped his blaster rifle on the floor, then turned her toward the hatch and pointed at the OPEN button on the control panel. “Can you reach out to the other side of the hatch and push that button?”
“Of course I can,” she said.
The voice said, “Eradication begins in … ten seconds.”
Han had to stop himself from shaking the biot. “Then do it!”
She closed her eyes.
Eight seconds, seven seconds …
The hatch opened to the sound of blaster fire. Before they could step through it, Barduun backed across the threshold, deflecting blaster bolts with one hand and hurtling Force lightning with the other. He was laughing so hard his shoulders shook.
When he spoke, it was in the biot’s feminine voice. “Captain Solo, are you my father?” The hatch rasped closed. His laughter boomed through the corridor, then he spoke again in the biot’s voice. “You’re not much in the courage department, are you?”
“That was you?” Han looked back to Creepy Leia, whose face had returned to the same vacant expression as before. “How? Why?”
“The Force, Captain Solo.” Barduun lowered his arms, then turned away from the now-sealed hatch. “Always the Force.”
Of course, the Force. The fight in the lab must have been exhausting, even for Barduun. To stay strong, he had needed to feed on Han’s fear.
What kind of dark-side fiend was he?
The synthetic voice said, “Eradication begins in … five seconds.”
Barduun took his Leia biot by the arm and stepped across the corridor to the opposite wall—no, through the opposite wall. A holograph.
Four seconds, three seconds …
“Come along, Captain Solo,” Barduun called. “And don’t touch that sensor pad. Touch nothing. With these Columi, everything is a trick.”
Han snatched his blaster rifle and leapt across the corridor, passing through the holographic wall just as the count inside his head reached one.
“Access granted,” the voice said.
Han found himself on a ring-shaped balcony, looking down on a three-meter circle of smooth black stone—Base Prime’s natural surface, he guessed. There was a gap in the balcony railing, large enough for a person—or a powerbody—to use. And that was about it. Aside from the security he’d just faced—the blaster cannons and the one-way holographic wall—the little round chamber seemed entirely unremarkable.
Still holding the hand of his “princess,” Barduun stepped into the gap in the railing, then turned back to Han and extended a hand.
“Come along, Captain Solo,” he said. “You cannot enter without the Force.”
“In a second,” Han said. He had no intention of stepping into the black circle of stone. “I have a few questions.”
Barduun rolled his eyes. “The only important question is this: do you want vengeance?”
“That depends on the cost.” Han nodded toward the circle. “What happens if I go in there with you?”
“You will receive what you desire,” Barduun replied. “The power to destroy the Qrephs.”
“Power like yours?”
That was the last thing Han wanted, and he was pretty sure Leia—the real Leia—would have told him the same thing, had she been able to. There was no natural way Barduun could have developed Force sensitivity at his age. And even if that impossibility had happened, there was no way Barduun had learned to handle dark-side powers the way he did—not in a few short weeks. Something else was going on here—something that scared Han more than death.
“Will I learn to use Force lightning?” Han asked. “To turn blaster bolts with my palms?”
“All that and more.” Barduun extended his hand again, and Han felt himself being drawn toward the dark circle. “Now, come along, Captain.”
Han pointed the blaster rifle at Barduun’s chest. “You go ahead. I’ll wait for the Qrephs here.” He glanced through the one-way holographic wall toward the hatches on the far side of the security ring. “All things considered, this looks like a pretty good place to hole up.”
Barduun continued to draw him across the balcony. “Without the power to destroy the Nargons, this is only a place to die,” he said. “You must come with me. It is the only way to win.”
“Why do you care whether I die or win?” Han demanded. “What do you get out of the deal?”
“You are not the only one the Qrephs have wronged,” Barduun said. “I only want what—”
Han squeezed the trigger and held it down—only to see Barduun’s hand shift positions at the last instant and send the bolts screaming back toward him.
Han had been expecting that. He was already diving through the holographic wall, into the outer security ring, rolling over his shoulder and spraying fire blindly toward Barduun. He heard the biot cry out and thump to the floor.
The synthetic voice spoke from above. “Present your authorization code now.”
Han found himself flying through the holographic wall again, his chest aching as an infuriated Barduun held him in the Force. He glimpsed biot Leia on the floor with a smoking hole in her head and her eyes open wide. Then he was hanging upside down in Barduun’s crushing Force grasp, his blaster rifle clattering to the floor.
Barduun wrapped an arm around Han’s legs, then turned back toward the stone circle. Three steps to go.
Han reached into his waistband, drawing the holdout blaster he had taken from Mirta Gev. He pressed the nozzle into Barduun’s thigh wound.
Barduun took a step.
Han squeezed the holdout blaster’s trigger, firing an energy bolt into the same hole. Barduun’s knee buckled and he almost fell, lurching another step toward the circle. Han twisted around, pushing the holdout blaster up between his body and Barduun’s.
Barduun staggered another step forward. Han pulled the trigger again and felt himself falling—onto dark, hard stone.
Barduun was stumbling backward, away from Han, onto the balcony. His chin tipped up, revealing the smoky hole where Han’s bolt had entered.
Han fired again, burning a small hole through Barduun’s breast.
Barduun stumbled back one more step, then tumbled through the holographic wall into the security ring.
The synthetic voice said, “Present your authorization code now.”
Han crawled across the stone, then clambered onto the balcony. Barduun wasn’t moving, but Han didn’t feel like taking chances. He braced his arm on the floor, taking aim through the one-way holograph at the biometric sensor pad on the far side of the security ring.
He opened fire and hit it on the third try.
“Authorization revoked,” the voice announced.
A dozen doors clunked open, and a dozen blaster cannons descended from the ceiling. They turned their emitter nozzles toward Barduun’s prone figure, and he vanished into a storm of smoke and light.
Twenty-three
Vestara was rushing past the barracks when three thundering booms shook all of Base Prime. She feared for an instant that Solo had improvised a mega-explosive from something in the biot lab, but she didn’t see how. There hadn’t been time, and the latest reports had him at the gate. Then the sound of secondary detonations began to roll up the corridor behind her, and she realized that at least two of the initial blasts had come from the other direction—from the main hangar.
A determined presence began to search the Force, reaching out from somewhere above Base Prime. An instant later, another explosion came, this time closer and sharper. Another boom followed from somewhere far away, and then a string of blasts seemed to erupt simultaneously in nearly every corner of the sprawling facility.
Marvid and Craitheus floated up the corridor beside Vestara. Even in the broad corridor, it was a tight fit, and she found herself rubbing shoulders with their vanalloy powerbodies.
“It appears the Jedi arrived sooner than expected,” Craitheus snarled. “Considering Solo’s escape, I find the timing highly suspicious. Perhaps you lured us away from the sabacc game so you could put us in harm’s way.”
“Right—and risk my own neck?” Vestara countered. “I wouldn’t start hunting for traitors yet. This is just what Jedi do—arrive at the worst possible moment.”
“That’s an understatement,” Marvid complained. “I’ve received the damage report from the hangar. Our fighter squadron was hit before any of them could scramble.”
Vestara stifled a groan. The miasma surrounding Base Prime was impenetrable to sensors, so it was ineffective and dangerous to fly a regular patrol. But with the Jedi coming, the moment she’d returned to the base she told the squadron commander to launch his Bes’uliiks anyway. Of course, he had insisted on following the chain of command, and that took time—time they didn’t have, as it turned out.
Hoping there might be some way to salvage a few starfighters, Vestara asked, “What’s the status in the hangar?” She knew Marvid and Craitheus were monitoring communications through their powerbodies.
“The crews were running for their craft when the second missile took down the shields,” Marvid said. He spread his pincer arms. “When the third missile breached the hangar, they were carried away in the decompression wave.”
“What about the shields in the rest of the base?” Vestara asked, hoping that all the booms and bangs she was hearing were not shields going down. “Still holding?”
“Not for long,” Craitheus replied. “They’re already down in several places. The Jedi must be hitting us with a dozen craft.”
Vestara shook her head. “Not likely,” she said. “They haven’t had time to bring extra Jedi into the Rift—and Leia Solo wouldn’t twiddle her thumbs waiting for backup. It’s the Falcon out there and maybe one or two escorts. That’s all they need.”
Craitheus looked doubtful, but he glanced away without arguing the point. “Let’s just get back to the lounge,” he said. “You may relieve Gev as we discussed.”
The walls began to reverberate to the crump of discharging turbolasers—gunners defending Base Prime. That did not mean they actually had targets in sight. In a battle like this, the Mandalorians would be doing everything possible just to slow the enemy down.
Vestara rounded a corner and spotted thirty Nargons lining the corridor ahead. Some were watching the ceiling, and many were twitching their tails, but all were holding their blaster rifles across their chests.
Vestara slowed and turned to Marvid. “What’s this?”
“Our personal security detail,” he answered quickly. “With Han Solo on the loose, one can’t be too careful.”
“That’s a lot of bodyguards,” Vestara said. “You sure it’s only Solo you’re worried about?”
“Obviously not,” Craitheus snapped. “As you’ve noted, the Jedi are here. Now, if you’re done wasting time, I suggest we keep moving.”
They reached the Nargons, and two of the bodyguards fell in behind Vestara, while the rest followed the Qrephs. Keeping one eye over her shoulder, Vestara led everyone to the makeshift sabacc lounge.
As she stepped inside, she glanced out the viewport. A steady stream of turbolaser bolts was stabbing up from Base Prime, flashing against the blue miasma. The barrage was unlikely to stop Skywalker or his sister, but it would heighten the general fear level, which would make it easier for Vestara to seize control.
And judging by what she saw in the lounge, she needed to take control. The walls of the lounge were dotted with burn scars, and the floor was painted with blood. Two biots—one a Nargon, the other a Soroc replica—lay dead on the far side of the sabacc table. The air reeked of detonite and charred flesh, and the security hatch at the back of the room had been blown, creating a small jagged hole.
Mirta Gev was sitting atop the table, snapping orders into a handheld comlink. She was still dressed in her bloodied sabacc dealer’s uniform, with her pant leg slit open and her leg extended in front of her. A 2-1B surgical droid was working on a hideous gash that stretched from her ankle past her knee.
With the Qrephs and the Nargons crowding into the room behind her, Vestara strode confidently to the table. When Gev ignored her, she used the Force to deactivate the comlink.
Gev continued to bark orders for another moment, then seemed to realize what had happened. She turned to Vestara and scowled.
“Go away, little girl.” Gev clicked the comlink active again. “I’m assessing the situation.”
“Here is the situation.” Vestara used the Force to yank the comlink from Gev’s hand. “You take orders from me now. If you do it well, you might even survive.”
Gev’s brow shot up. “Take orders from you?” She shook her head. “Never going to happen.”
“It will happen,” Craitheus said, floating up next to Vestara. “Under the terms of your contract, we may delegate command as we see fit.”
“And this is your mess,” Marvid added. “First, you led the Jedi to the Ormni, then you let Solo escape. It’s as if the Jedi were paying you.”
Vestara saw the resentment flare in Gev’s eyes and began to worry the Mandalorian might be ready to take her troops home and tell everyone else to go suck void. And that could not be allowed—not in the middle of a Jedi assault.
Vestara turned to Marvid and shook her head in counterfeit exasperation. “That’s not entirely fair,” she said. “The Jedi didn’t follow a tracking beacon to Base Prime.” She glanced at Gev. Judging by the Mandalorian’s look of surprise—and perhaps even gratitude—the ploy was working. “At least, not a beacon that Mirta missed.”
“If you’re suggesting the Aurel Moon led the Jedi here, that’s impossible,” Craitheus said. “Even if our maintenance droids had missed a tracking beacon, it would be impossible to follow it through the Bubble. The plasma here is too thick.”
Vestara shook her head. “Your love of technology blinds you. The Jedi have other means of tracking their prey.” She passed Gev’s comlink back to her. “But, Mirta, Marvid and Craitheus are right about one thing—your contract lets them put me in charge. Will you honor the terms?”
Gev shrugged, refusing to commit, then turned to Craitheus. “If I do this, I want to see the nanokiller lab.”
“I’m afraid that’s not safe for you,” Craitheus replied, lying so smoothly that Vestara barely sensed the cloying deception in his Force aura. “If even one molecule of the sample has escaped into our lab—”
“So she’ll send Thorsteg later,” Vestara said. She saw no need to mention the dishonesty she had sensed—not yet. If she was going to set a trap for Luke Skywalker and his sister, she needed to get her forces deployed. “And Gev’s contract says nothing about fighting Jedi. Everyone on her team gets a million-credit bonus. If we succeed, Gev’s personal fee is doubled.”
The crumping of the turbolasers grew more urgent, and the plasma beyond the viewport grew orange with short-range burst attacks.
“Agreed,” Craitheus said quickly.
Mirta Gev narrowed her eyes but nodded.
An instant later, the tiny, fork-nosed silhouette of the Millennium Falcon appeared in the miasma, weaving and dodging past boiling blossoms of fire.
“Commander Gev,” Vestara said. “Have your people disperse their Nargon squads throughout the base. Hold there until the Jedi penetrate the facility.”
Gev acknowledged the order with a curt nod, then activated her comlink.
Craitheus was less agreeable. “You’re not much of a tactician, Lady Raine.” Like everyone else in the room, he was watching the Falcon as it careened through the forest of turbolaser fire. “You’re anticipating a bombing run, but they’re coming to rescue Solo. They won’t risk his life with such an indiscriminate assault.”
A carpet bombing was the last thing Vestara expected—and it took an act of will to ignore the insult. She was not ready to eliminate both Columi, but it would make her happy to see Craitheus die in battle, provided the Nargons didn’t hold her responsible. By design, the reptiloids were fiercely loyal to the Qrephs. If she hoped to ever claim the brothers’ empire for herself, she could not risk the Nargons’ vengeance.
Outside the viewport, two dark specks dropped from the Falcon’s belly and began to descend. As they adjusted their trajectory, they steered toward the barracks area.
“Dropsuits,” Vestara announced. She turned back to Mirta Gev. “Once the Jedi have penetrated the base, have all forces converge on the laboratory wing.”
“You’re drawing the enemy into a trap.” Gev’s tone was approving. “Where?”
“The gate,” Vestara said, pleased that Gev was responding to her directly. “The security ring should confuse them just long enough to give us an advantage, and there are three entrances, so we can hit them from multiple sides.”
Gev nodded. “Good.”
As Gev relayed the order in Mando’a, Vestara turned to see four more specks descending from the Falcon. Her stomach went hollow. That made six dropsuits—six Jedi.
It didn’t make sense.
“Using the gate is an excellent idea,” Marvid said. “We know Han Solo is hiding in that area, so you could have a useful hostage. But how will you lure the Jedi into your trap?”
“Not me, Marvid.” Vestara turned back to the viewport, where the Falcon was still approaching. The dropsuits now resembled six bulky, big-shouldered silhouettes. “You will.”
“You intend to use us as bait?” Craitheus demanded. “You must be mad!”
“Mad or desperate.” As Vestara spoke, she watched one of the jumpers vanish into a turbolaser blossom—then come out on the other side, tumbling and glowing but still in one piece. “Either way, it’s you the Jedi are here to hunt. If you don’t want to draw them into the gate, name your spot. That’s where we’ll set the trap.”
Marvid hesitated. “The gate is fine.”
Beyond the viewport, the six silhouettes sprouted gouts of white flame and spiraled toward the base in wild helices. Their arms began to swing back and forth, flashing and flaring as they sprayed miniature missiles at Base Prime’s turbolaser emplacements.
Miniature missiles?
Vestara extended her Force awareness toward the nearest silhouette. She felt neither fear nor excitement; only cold, empty danger.
“Correction,” she said. “Those aren’t dropsuits. They’re battle droids.”
A string of small explosions rocked the base as the miniature missiles struck their targets. The payloads weren’t large, but the missiles were well aimed. They took out the turbolasers’ emitter tips and forced feedback explosions, and the defensive fire quickly dwindled to almost nothing. The Falcon wheeled into a powered descent, and four new silhouettes dropped from its belly.
The newcomers appeared less bulky than the battle droids, and they weren’t spraying anything. Vestara extended her Force awareness in their direction—and sensed four angry Jedi, bristling at her touch.
And one of them felt all too familiar …
Ben Skywalker.
Vestara began to reexamine her priorities. Her chance of winning this fight had just plummeted. Defeating Luke Skywalker and Leia Solo would be challenging enough, even with two hundred Nargons and twenty Mandos at her disposal. Ben Skywalker was a different problem. He knew how Vestara thought and what she felt—because he knew Vestara better than anyone did.
And, unlike his father, Ben would be hunting her, his former lover, with far more intensity than he felt for the Qrephs. Vestara knew Ben would not stop until either she or he was dead—or she was beyond his reach. The smart thing now would be to cut her losses and run.
But Vestara had nowhere to run. Her time with the Jedi had made Vestara Khai a pariah among her own people. She did not dare return to the Lost Tribe until she had enough power to rule them, and she could never win that power by doing the smart thing.
Vestara motioned the Qrephs toward the blown hatch at the back of the lounge. “You two, go.”
The Qrephs wasted no time, rushing to the exit so quickly they toppled the 2-1B, who was just finishing up Gev’s dressing. The Mandalorian pushed off the table to test her leg.
And four sharp bangs rang through the ceiling. A breach alarm sounded over the intercom, and automatic hatches started to slam shut throughout the base.
The shriek-and-thud of several different firefights began to echo through the corridors. The Nargon bodyguards hesitated, then turned toward the Columi. Vestara stepped in front of the mob and extended an arm.
“Those of you to this side, hold here to protect the Qrephs,” she said, indicating ten Nargons. “The rest of you, go with Marvid and Craitheus.”
To her relief, the Nargons obeyed—as quickly as they could, anyway. Her orders called for twenty huge reptiloids to squeeze through a small blown-out hatch, one by one, and that took time.
Too much time.
A loud thump sounded outside the lounge, beyond the main entrance, and a Mandalorian officer went tumbling past the doorway with a smoking hole in his chest. Vestara used the Force to hit the control pad and secure the door, then snapped the lightsaber off her belt and spun toward the blown hatch.
The last ten bodyguards were still awaiting their turn to squeeze through. Vestara and Gev used the delay to place the rear guard. Gev ordered two Nargons to take cover behind the wet bar, and Vestara used the Force to create a shield for three others by tipping the heavy table on edge.
All the while, the muffled din beyond the entry grew progressively louder. The shrieking of blaster rifles rose in pitch, and the battle droids’ cannons became a pounding thump-thump-thump, as steady as a heartbeat.
Finally, the last of the Qrephs’ bodyguards escaped through the rear hatch, allowing Gev and Vestara to follow. Vestara sent Gev out first, then reminded the rear guard that they were fighting to protect the Qrephs—their creators. “No one gets past this room!” she commanded, knowing full well that she was asking the impossible.
By the time Vestara had stepped through the hatch, Gev was already limping down the corridor after the Qrephs. It was difficult to see the two Columi ahead of the green mob, but the whole mass appeared to be stopped in front of the third air lock—the one that led through the biot lab to the gate.
“Marvid?” Vestara called. “What’s the problem? Just open it!”
“We are trying,” his voice replied. “But the attack has activated breach protocol.”
An emergency-response system, breach protocol prevented the labs from being accessed if a pressure imbalance was detected anywhere in Base Prime. Vestara pointed to the large sliding door at the far end of the corridor.
“We’ll go through your residence!” she called. “We have to move!”
A deafening blast shook the lounge behind her. Vestara stepped back to the hatch and peered into the room. Through the smoke and chaos, she could barely make out the red eyes of a YVH battle droid glowing out of a jagged hole in the opposite wall. It tipped its dark head forward and stepped through. The droid’s heavy armor was immediately pocked by blaster fire, but its cannon arm continued to blaze, blasting the table apart and dropping one Nargon after another.
“Charge him!” Vestara yelled to the survivors, using the Force to augment her voice. “Rip his circuits—”
The droid’s arm swung in her direction, and she barely managed to withdraw before a cannon bolt sizzled past her head. Deciding there was no time for a counterattack, she turned and started up the corridor, where Gev, the Qrephs, and the Nargon bodyguards were still gathered around the third air lock.
And no one seemed to be entering the lab.
She hurried toward the mob. To her left, the white glow of propulsion jets lit the transparisteel wall opposite the labs. She glanced out and saw two battle droids dropping into the courtyard. Four smaller figures were angling down behind them, drifting over the still-glowing ruins of the hangar to join the droids. All four wore the armored dropsuits of the Jedi Order—and all four were pointing heavy assault weapons in her direction.
Too fast.
The Jedi were coming too fast—before Vestara had a chance to set her trap. Using the Force to shove Nargons aside, she pushed through the mob toward Gev and the Qrephs.
As she moved, she reached out for Ship, calling to him in the Force.
Be ready. Be close.
Lady Khai, am I not always ready? came Ship’s reply. Am I not always close?
When Vestara reached the third air lock, she found Craitheus resting his powerbody on the floor, with his interface arm plugged into a droid socket. Meanwhile, Marvid was hovering beside him, studying strings of code on the control panel’s display.
And just twenty meters away, at the far end of the corridor, was the sliding door that provided access to the Qrephs’ private wing. The door’s status light glowed red for secured, but, unlike the entry to the lab, it had not been sealed by breach protocol. By comparison, it would be child’s play to open.
“We’re out of time!” Vestara used the Force to pull Craitheus away from the air lock and spin him toward the sliding door. “We’ll go through your residence!”
“We will not,” Craitheus answered. His voice was a bit muted, because Vestara kept him facing the door and would not let his powerbody turn around. “We gave you command of the Mandalorians, Lady Raine—not us.”
Vestera ignored the objection and, using the Force to shove Craitheus ahead of her, started toward the residential wing. As she moved, she kept an eye on the courtyard. The Jedi and their battle droids were hovering just above the monolith’s surface, preparing a breach assault. Half their team seemed focused on the ruins of the hangar and the adjoining barracks. The other half—two Jedi and a YVH—were steadily advancing on the transparisteel wall. Judging by their silhouettes and the relative size of their Jedi dropsuits, the advancing pair was a male and a female. They carried a black two-meter rectangle stretched between them, and the YVH followed, partially obscured by the barrier.
The rectangle, Vestara knew, was a breach blanket. Void jumpers and Jedi used them to breach hijacked ships without causing explosive decompression. The invaders would need about ten seconds to reach the wall and attach the device. A couple of seconds after that, the corridor would be filled with Jedi and battle droids.
Twelve seconds. Vestara grimaced. Twelve seconds wasn’t even enough time to reach Ship.
The soft whir of a powerbody drew Vestara’s attention, and she turned to find Marvid blocking her path.
“Savara, stop.” He pointed at the lightsaber hanging from her belt. “The lab walls are not thick. Perhaps you could use that trophy of yours to cut—”
“Are you spacesick?” Vestara gestured toward the viewport. “Can’t you see what’s coming for us?”
“Of course we can,” Craitheus said, breaking free of her Force grasp and spinning back toward her. “We can also see that we outnumber them three-to-one. Show some courage, Lady Raine. Perhaps it’s time to make your stand against the Jedi.”
Vestara frowned. When Columi talked about courage—especially someone else’s—they were definitely up to something. She snapped the lightsaber off her belt and started toward the residence.
“I am going through that door,” she said.
Even before she had finished speaking, a string of cannon thuds sounded behind her. The Nargons returned fire, and when Vestara glanced back, the corridor was filled with screaming bolts and flying body parts—all of them green and smoking. Beyond the debris, a figure was emerging from the lounge—the YVH battle droid. His glowing eyes were two red dots, staring straight down the passage toward Vestara.
A heartbeat later, a dazzling light filled the corridor as the breach blanket detonated. A tall rectangle of transparisteel flew across the passage and smashed into the opposite wall. Vestara’s ears started to ring, and Nargons flew through the air like storm debris. Some were missing appendages or had smoking wounds. Others were simply tumbling, looking confused and still spraying blaster fire in every direction.
Vestara spun toward the sliding door and saw Gev diving through behind the Columi. Vestara Force-launched herself toward the opening—and felt a cold shiver race down her spine. Igniting her lightsaber in midair, she twisted around and instantly found herself batting energy bolts aside. The male Jedi was steadily advancing, firing his blaster with one hand and Force-hurling Nargons aside with the other.
She cleared the threshold and landed on her back, two meters inside the Qrephs’ residence. The Jedi’s faceplate was rising into his helmet, and she glimpsed his red hair, his blue eyes—and a handsome jaw clenched in determination.
Ben Skywalker.
His gaze met hers, then he stopped and cupped his blaster with both hands. When Vestara saw the emitter tip drop, she knew he was aiming at her feet—and her lightsaber was in no position to defend them. She started to roll away, but it wouldn’t be fast enough. The door was closing too slowly, her position was too vulnerable …
She spotted Craitheus hovering to one side of the door. As the first bolt screamed, she grabbed him in the Force and pulled. She heard the screech of two more bolts, then the sliding door thumped shut.
The screaming did not stop.
Craitheus’s powerbody dropped to the floor so hard that the larmalstone cracked. The screaming continued, as shrill as a leaking pressure line.
Maybe it was a leaking pressure line.
Vestara rolled to her feet and found Marvid hovering about three meters away, his Columi face an enigmatic mask, his huge dark eyes tracking her every move. But his weapons arms were pointed at the door instead of at her, and there was no anger or hatred in his Force aura, only shock and grudging admiration.
She glanced back at Craitheus. His little mouth was still agape, but the odd screaming had grown fainter. Now it was only a high-pitched whine.
A tremendous boom shook the durasteel door. A red-glowing bulge appeared on its surface where a cannon bolt had struck the other side.
Vestara started toward Marvid. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I just reacted by instinct.”
“You did what was necessary,” Marvid replied. He pointed toward his brother’s powerbody. “Bring him.”
He turned and started down a chromalloy hall, heading in the general direction of the gate. A second cannon bolt struck the door, and this time a small split appeared. Vestara used the Force to lift Craitheus off the floor, then glanced over at Gev, who was now armed with a blaster rifle she had claimed from a dead Nargon somewhere along the way.
“You heard the bighead,” Gev said. She motioned Vestara down the hall. “You did what you had to.”
Marvid led them through a series of three doors—securing each one behind them—then finally stopped in a white workshop filled with tools and spare parts for Columi powerbodies. He pointed to a clamping pedestal on the far side of the room, between a doorway and a row of tall shelves.
“Put him there.”
Vestara lowered the powerbody onto the pedestal. Craitheus continued to whine, and she leaned in for a closer look. He had taken three hits: one in his powerbody, just above his shoulder, and the other two in his own body—one in his torso, and the other in his cranium. His eyes were closed, and the wounds were too charred for Vestara to make any guesses about the damage. But it looked bad.
“Craitheus?” she said. “Can you hear me?”
If the Columi understood her, his face showed no hint of it.
A tremendous bang sounded from the foyer, and Vestara felt the floor jump beneath her feet.
“We don’t have much time,” Gev said. She was standing beside the entry to the workshop, watching the screen of an internal security monitor. “I don’t think they’re even bothering to cut through the doors. They’re just blowing them.”
“Don’t worry, this won’t take long,” said a female voice—a very familiar female voice, which sounded a lot like Vestara herself.
Vestara spun around to find a human woman—well, mostly human—standing in the corner. Roughly Vestara’s own height, she had a familiar build and an all-too-familiar face with big brown eyes.
Really big brown eyes, beneath a cranium that was twice the size of a normal human’s.
“Marvid?” Vestara asked, too stunned to tear her gaze away from her … well, her replica. “What the hell?”
“Isn’t she remarkable?” Marvid replied, drifting behind Vestara. “I added a few of Mama’s genes to improve her intellect, but otherwise she’s based on you.”
The biot looked at Vestara. “You’re pretty,” she said, “but you’re redun—”
“You made a biot of me?” Vestara interrupted.
Marvid’s tone grew soothing. “Naturally,” he said, still behind her. “You should be flattered. It shows what I think of you.”
Then he opened fire.
The first bolt hit Vestara in the right ankle. The second destroyed her left knee. She couldn’t tell exactly where the third bolt went; by then, she felt nothing but the pain below her thighs.
She found herself on the floor, with no memory of falling. She was simply on the larmalstone, watching her lightsaber fly into the biot’s outstretched hand. She screamed at Marvid, “You blasted me?”
“And you used my brother for a shield.” Marvid pointed a control arm toward Craitheus. Activated by remote, the powerbody rose off its pedestal and floated toward him. “I’m willing to call that even.”
“Even?” Vestara replied. “Craitheus was going to sell you out!”
“He considered it, but only briefly,” Marvid corrected. “You, on the other hand … Well, you and I both know it was only a matter of time before you tired of me, or I of you. It’s better to end things now.”
Another boom sounded from the direction of the foyer, this time a little closer. Vestara called out for Ship, urging him to hurry, then watched Marvid lead her biot and his brother’s powerbody toward a doorway on the far side of the room. She could not believe how he had betrayed her—or that he had taken her completely by surprise. Under the circumstances, she had no chance of stopping the Jedi.
Unfortunately, escape was almost as unlikely. Ship couldn’t evacuate her from the middle of the Qrephs’ residence. She had to get to an exterior wall, to find a suitable extraction point—and she could no longer accomplish that on her own.
“Marvid, wait!” Vestara called. “I forgive you for making the biot. I can live with that.”
Marvid raised a pincer arm and waved without turning around. “Goodbye, Savara.”
Gev remained standing at the door, watching the security display above the control pad.
“I’d blast him for you,” she said. “But I still have that nanokiller problem to fix.”
“You know better, Gev.” Vestara’s pain had grown so bad that she was starting to worry about hallucinations. She wasn’t positive that Gev was actually still there—maybe she only needed Gev to be there. “The Qrephs were leading you on.”
Gev’s eyes grew hard. “Says you.”
“Look, I understand,” Vestara said. “Desperation plays tricks on your mind. But I’ve personally explored just about every corner and turn of this base—and I’ll bet you have, too. If the Qrephs were working on a cure for your nanokiller, that lab would have to be here, in their private wing. Have you seen anything like that? Anywhere?”
Gev sighed, then shook her head.
“That’s what I thought,” Vestara said.
The Mandalorian glanced at the security display. “I’d wish you luck with the Jedi,” she said, “but we both know it won’t do you any good.” She turned to limp after Marvid, no doubt determined to see him die first—and as painfully as possible.
Vestara caught hold of Gev with the Force. “Wait,” she said. “Wouldn’t you rather live to fight again? Tell your people to bug out, and let’s leave Marvid to the Jedi.”
Gev turned her head and cocked a brow. “You can get us out of here?”
Vestara closed her eyes, then reached out for Ship … and felt him waiting about thirty meters away, somewhere beyond the walls of the Qrephs’ residence.
“I can.” Vestara pointed in Ship’s direction. “As long as you can carry me.”
Twenty-four
Marvid rounded the corner to find a spidery cleaning droid moving down the corridor ahead of him, also fleeing the battle in the main part of the residence. Its reservoir orb was dribbling blue solvent, and he found himself fighting a sudden urge to blast the droid for damaging the floor.
Of course, that would only have spilled even more solvent onto the delicate larmalstone, and Marvid was surprised to realize how much the stress of the Jedi attack had affected his judgment. Twice already he had caught himself pursuing such faulty lines of thought, and once he had actually considered simply abandoning his poor wounded brother.
Fortunately, Columi did not suffer such mental lapses for long. Marvid had narrowed his options to two. He could go to the residence hangar and attempt to escape in the blastboat that he and Craitheus kept for just these sorts of emergencies. Or he could use his biot, Savara Two, and flee through the gate.
The considerations for each option were numerous, but the ultimate decision hung on a few likelihoods. If he fled in the blastboat, Craitheus would certainly die, Base Prime would be lost, Marvid would be hunted by Jedi for the rest of his life, and Han Solo would live.
If Marvid fled through the gate—well, he didn’t really know what would happen. But the Jedi would be forced to follow him into the same dark-side nexus that had driven Barduun mad—and under those circumstances, Marvid’s superior intellect would prove decisive. With luck, he might even be able to eliminate the entire strike team and keep Base Prime secure. Besides, with Solo still trapped inside the gate chamber, Marvid would have a chance to kill him on the way through. That made the choice easy.
As Marvid and his two companions began to overtake the droid, it quickly moved to the wall and drew its tangle of arms in tight. Marvid was still leading his brother’s powerbody by remote control, and the droid glanced briefly in Craitheus’s direction before looking back to Marvid.
“Are we evacuating?” it asked. “Should I proceed to the hangar?”
“No need for that,” Marvid said. He moved to the opposite wall and led Craitheus past the droid. “It’s just a little Jedi problem. I’m on my way to take care of it now.”
“You are? I am relieved to—”
The droid’s reply ended in the snap-hiss of an igniting lightsaber. A head clunked to the floor, then more pieces began to drop as the lightsaber groaned and growled.
Marvid stopped to look back and found Savara Two hopping around the droid, hacking it apart with wild, frenzied attacks.
“Two!” he barked. “What are you doing?”
Two brought the blade down in a fierce strike, slicing the reservoir orb apart and unleashing a flood of cleaning solvent. “I’m practicing,” she said, “for the Jedi.”
“Then stop it,” Marvid said, trying to hide his dismay. In most ways, Two was a great disappointment to him. But at least the biot succeeded where it really counted—she had the Force. He started down the corridor again. “Anyway, you’re not ready to fight Jedi yet.”
“I feel ready,” Two said. She Force-sprang to his side, then began to whirl the lightsaber in a pretty red circle. “I’m ready to die for you, Marvid.”
“I would rather you didn’t,” Marvid said. His gaze was already fixed on a chromalloy vestibule ahead, where a pair of gleaming hatches hung on opposite walls. “You’re more use to me alive.”
“But I would fight them for you, Marvid.” Two reached over and stroked Marvid’s cranium. “I’d do anything for you.”
Marvid kept his eye on the glowing lightsaber, still ignited in her other hand. Like all of the third-generation biots based on Force-users, Two had impaired mental function. Craitheus believed that their technological core interacted with the Force to corrupt the development of their minds. Marvid suspected the monolith itself was causing the problem—an opinion Savara Raine had shared with him—but he was unsure how to counter it.
When Marvid did not reply to the biot’s profession of loyalty, she grew desperate and stepped in front of his powerbody. “Did you hear me, Marvid?” she asked. “I love you that much—enough to die for you.”
Marvid stopped, keeping a wary eye on the whirling blade in her hand. “I know,” he said. “I made you that way.”
Two gave him her sweetest smile. “I’m glad you did.” She whipped her lightsaber through the air in a mock attack. “But you should have let me kill that bonebag Savara. She didn’t deserve you.”
A sharp bang-clang echoed around the corner behind them, and Marvid knew the Jedi were catching up. He chose his next words carefully.
“Savara Raine is more useful to us alive. The Jedi will need to blame someone when Luke Skywalker dies—and I’d rather it not be me.” He used a pincer arm to motion Two toward the vestibule ahead. “Now, let’s hurry. The Jedi mustn’t catch us here.”
“You go,” Two said. “I can hold them off.”
“Not yet.” Marvid nudged her forward. “I need you with me.”
Two smiled. “You do?”
“Yes, so I can pass through the gate,” Marvid said. “I don’t have the Force, remember?”
“I remember.”
Two Force-leapt all the way to the hatch, then turned to face him. She began to whirl her lightsaber again, looking confused.
“But won’t the gate make us mad?” she asked. “The others went mad.”
Marvid struggled to remain patient. “The others weren’t Columi.”
Savara Too looked uncertain. “But I’m only part Columi,” she said. “A very small part.”
“That’s true,” Marvid said, catching up to her. “But you did say you would do anything for me.”
* * *
The battle was building to a new ferocity. Han could feel that in the growing rumble beneath his feet, hear it in the rising screech of wall-muted blaster fights. Every once in a while he thought he could hear yelling voices, sometimes even catch the muffled sizzle of a striking lightsaber. It was still too early to know whom he was hearing, but he was starting to hope that Ohali had been right—that Leia and her brother had survived the ambush and had finally come.
Unfortunately, there wasn’t much Han could do to find out. He was completely safe as long as he stayed on the durasteel balcony. But the instant he stepped through the holographic wall that surrounded it, the cannon doors retracted and a synthetic voice started to ask for nonexistent authorization codes. Even so, there were three hatches on the outer rim of the security ring, and he had risked his life many times by trying everything he could think of to open them all.
That was the trouble with Columi traps. The longer you were stuck in one, the more insidious they grew.
Half afraid that the battle sounds he was hearing were just a new twist on the Qrephs’ torture games, Han grabbed his blaster rifle and went to stand across from the noisiest hatch. Through the one-way holograph, the hatch had a blue tint that made it look like a holograph itself. Near the control pad, there was a carbon star where he had fired a dozen bolts at it earlier.
Knowing that the pinging of a blaster bolt would carry through the battle din far better than his voice, Han fired a bolt into the door.
“Hey, Leia!” he yelled. “Is that you out there?”
He fired into the door again … and the holographic wall dissolved.
A synthetic voice spoke from the ceiling. “Access denied.”
“What?” Han yelled. It didn’t make any sense. He had fired at the doors dozens of times, and nothing like that had happened. “Wait, hold on …”
Out in the security ring, doors clunked open. Blaster cannons began to descend from the arched ceiling and pivot toward the balcony.
Han turned and hurled himself over the railing. He came down hard on his blaster rifle and felt his breath leave. The cannons roared, and ricochets boiled across the stone circle toward him. He saw darkness ahead and scrambled to shelter beneath the balcony, then lay there in the shadows, aching and gasping and cursing the entire Columi species.
How long the barrage lasted, Han could not guess. It felt like an eternity, but he was still struggling to fill his aching lungs when the rain of cannon bolts finally stopped. A strange stillness fell over the chamber, and for a second he lay beneath the balcony, listening to his ears ring.
Then the battle din grew abruptly sharper as a hatch door opened, and Han grew aware of an unwelcome emptiness in his hands. He looked out from under the balcony and found his blaster rifle lying in plain view out on the stone circle—exactly where he had left it in his scramble to escape the automatic cannons.
The bottom half of the handgrip had been blown apart. Otherwise, the weapon still looked functional.
The hatch closed again, and a familiar whir sounded from the security ring. From his position, Han couldn’t see who had arrived—but he knew that sound.
Powerbodies.
Staying on all fours so he could not be spotted from the security ring, Han scrambled out and started for his blaster rifle. He just hoped it still worked, because now that he had his shot at the Qrephs, he was going to take it.
As he moved, a female voice spoke near the hatch. “There’s a body.”
Han was astonished to recognize the voice. It sounded like Vestara Khai—a lot like Vestara Khai—except it was not quite so cold and confident.
“Keep looking,” Marvid replied. “That’s Barduun.”
Han glanced up to see if he could identify the woman, but the far edge of the balcony continued to block his view of the security ring.
“There’s another body,” the voice said. “This one’s a she, and she’s a biot.”
Creepy Leia.
Han reached the blaster rifle. He snatched it on the go and scrambled the rest of the way across the circle.
“I don’t care about those bodies,” said Marvid. “We need to find Solo. The security cannons should have torn him apart when I dropped the holograph.”
Fuming, Han ducked back under the balcony. Marvid had known he was trapped in here. He and Craitheus had probably been toying with him the entire time, watching on some hidden surveillance cam and laughing at Han’s efforts to escape.
The whirring stopped at the edge of the balcony. “He’s not out here,” Marvid said. “Take a look inside the stasis circle.”
“The stasis circle?”
Marvid sighed. “The circle of black stone.”
“Oh, that stasis circle.”
“And search under the balcony,” Marvid added. “If Solo survived, he will be there.”
Okay, so maybe Han was only one step ahead. But he still had a shot—and he was going to take it.
“And remember not to step into the stasis circle yet,” Marvid continued, “not until I’m waiting and I give the order.”
“I won’t, Marvid.” A pair of small feet stepped on the balcony and began to cross toward the railing. “I’m not going anywhere without you.”
The battle din outside the hatch was continuing to build as the fighting drew closer. Marvid would have to make his move soon—whatever that move was. Han began to belly-crawl, trying to move into position to attack from behind as the Columi entered the stasis circle.
“Oh, wait.”
The small feet turned and began to trail behind Han—then abruptly grew silent.
“I found him!”
The snap-hiss of an igniting lightsaber sounded from the same spot as the voice. Han cursed under his breath. He might not know who she was, but he had a pretty good idea what she was.
A biot—and, like Ditto, she could use the Force.
Han rolled away, just in time to avoid being split down the center as the droning lightsaber slashed through the balcony. He started to bring his blaster tip up—then thought about the ricochets and rolled again. The blade came again, this time so hard that the tip struck the stone beneath the balcony and bounced back up.
Han spun his legs around ninety degrees, gambling that any biot inexperienced enough to put that much power behind a lightsaber attack would not be thinking much about strike patterns.
As expected, the third attack came down perpendicular to the first two. Now she had cut three sides of a square. Hoping for the fourth, he rolled back the other way—and that was when the Solo luck finally returned.
A tremendous bang shook the chamber, followed instantly by the clang of a blown hatch hitting something metal—like a powerbody, maybe. Han rolled back the way he had come, but the biot’s mind was no longer on him.
“Marvid!” she screamed. “Marvid, I’ll save—”
Her cry was drowned out by two short bursts of cannon fire. A dozen meters to the right, a three-meter section of railing dropped onto the stasis circle, both ends still glowing. An instant later, a pair of powerbodies shot through the gap and dropped to the dark stone.
Han was already blasting. The first three bolts ricocheted off the armored chassis of the lead powerbody, which promptly spun around. Strapped into it was the half-dead form of Craitheus Qreph, a blaster burn through his huge cranium, another through his tiny torso. But the Columi’s condition didn’t stop his powerbody from leveling a launching tube in Han’s direction.
Continuing to fire, Han rolled, paused … saw the orange streak of a mini-rocket flash past, then rolled again and felt the heat of a small detonation behind him.
Han fired again, rolled again—and narrowly escaped being killed when the biot’s lightsaber came slashing through the balcony. The second powerbody spun around, pointing its launching arm in his direction, and Marvid’s amplified voice boomed across the stasis circle.
“Forget Solo!” he ordered. “Come to me now.”
Han faked a roll, then cringed away when Marvid fell for the feint and sent a mini-rocket streaking past. Han aimed for the launcher arm—only to have a bigheaded, giant-eyed version of Vestara Khai drop down to block his shot. She thumbed off her lightsaber and made a sweeping gesture with her hands.
Han felt a Force nudge—not much, but enough to deflect his aim. A string of bolts shot across the stasis circle and vanished beneath the balcony. He rolled again just to be safe, then brought his blaster rifle back toward his targets, who were suddenly nothing but shadows, shimmering above a chromalloy shaft so deep it might have plunged all the way to the Galactic Core.
Han managed to squeeze off three quick bolts, but he had no idea whether he hit anyone. All he caught was a glimpse of Marvid’s silhouette, raising a pincer arm in a rude farewell. A curtain of silver radiance rose to engulf the three figures, then an amplified voice said, “You lose, Solo. I win.”
The radiance slowly sparkled into nothingness, and when it was gone, so were the Qrephs and their biot.
Marvid’s parting words only made Han’s jets burn that much hotter. The Columi might have gotten away for the moment, but this wasn’t over yet—not even close. Amid the screeching blaster bolts and booming blaster cannons out in the corridor, he could hear the oscillating drone of whirling lightsabers.
And voices. Familiar voices.
Still holding his blaster rifle, Han crawled from beneath the balcony.
“Han?”
That voice was familiar and female, and it made Han’s heart jump.
“Han, are you in here?” Leia called. He could tell she was using the Force to search for him, because her steps were starting to ring across the balcony, moving toward the edge where he had been hiding. “Han, are you—”
“Down here!” Han called.
He rose and turned to find Leia racing across the balcony. With half her hair missing, a combat vac suit splattered in blue Nargon blood, and a comlink headset worn over a face still red with healing burns, she looked about the way Han felt—and she was still the prettiest woman Han had ever seen.
Behind her, a single YVH stood out in the security ring, one red eye studying the arched ceiling. Luke was still out in the corridor, just beyond the blown hatch, one hand using his lightsaber to bat blaster bolts aside, the other gesturing to someone Han could not see.
A synthetic voice said, “Access denied.”
Leia cocked her head, turning to look toward the sound, and Han’s heart leapt into his throat.
“Leia, down here!” Han yelled, reaching toward her. “Now!”
Leia was already vaulting over the rail. Han caught her by the hand—and felt the stone go instantly soft. He looked down and saw the stasis circle turning translucent beneath their feet.
“Better comm Luke, if you can.” As Han spoke, a deep, vine-draped pit opened beneath their feet. “Tell him we’re going after the Qrephs.”
The mound of dead Nargons began to shudder again. Ben watched in amazement as two more of the huge reptiloids appeared, crawling out of a body pile so huge it clogged the corridor. The Nargons were met by a hail of YVH cannon bolts, and they quickly fell as motionless as their fellows.
Their Mandalorian officers had bugged out about five minutes earlier, and the Nargon security force had instantly become more of a nuisance than a danger. And there lay the true peril, Ben knew. Faced with such a mindless foe, it would be easy to grow complacent.
Or to simply run out of power cells.
Ben sensed a presence behind him, then glanced back to find his father approaching.
“I’m going after Han and Leia,” Luke said. Instead of attempting to shout above the battle noise, he used the throat mic to transmit his voice over the strike team’s comm net. “I think they went inside the monolith.”
“They what?” asked Tahiri. She was kneeling behind one of their surviving battle droids, placing some charges that would slow down a Nargon charge—if the reptiloids ever figured a way to get past the pile of bodies. “Was that part of the plan?”
“It was unexpected,” Luke admitted. “But they’re following the Qrephs, and the Qrephs killed thirty thousand people at Sarnus alone. We can’t let that pair escape inside the monolith.”
“Yeah, that could be bad.” Ben shot a glance toward the hatch through which the Qrephs had fled. They had just lost a battle droid taking out the automatic security system, and he wasn’t eager to add his father to the casualty list. “Be careful in there.”
“I think the YVH cleared the way for me,” Luke said. “I’m more concerned about the situation here.”
“We’ll be okay, Dad,” Ben said. “We have this under control.”
“I know you do,” Luke said. “But stay in touch with the Falcon in case you need to evacuate—”
“And keep an eye on our other approaches,” Ben interrupted. “And pay attention to our danger sense, because this still smells like a trap. I said we have it, Dad.”
An expression that was equal parts pride and love came to Luke’s face, and that was when Ben realized there was something his father was not telling him.
“Now you’re scaring me,” Ben said. “What’s wrong?”
Luke smiled. “Nothing’s wrong.” He clapped a hand on Ben’s shoulder, then turned toward the hatch. “And that’s a very good feeling right now.”
Twenty-five
Luke hung suspended in a whirling column of starflies that died—suddenly and all at once—then sank, dimming, into the darkness below. For an eternity, he floated motionless in the silent gloom, alone with his thoughts and the icy ache of his old wound. He found himself wondering whether he would ever see Ben again, wondering many things: how he would find Han and Leia, what the pain in his wound foretold, whether the Qrephs had stumbled across Mortis after all.
The dark side swirled all around him—a hot, nettling breeze that burned his eyes and made him feel queasy. Something rustled nearby, unseen, and the air grew solid beneath his feet. Ebony shapes began to coalesce into tall stone pillars, which broadened at their bases and tops into the floor and ceiling of a vast, dank-smelling catacomb.
In the distance Luke saw a pair of tiny golden haloes, located side by side and gradually shrinking and growing dim. He started after them, then ignited his lightsaber to see by and sent a thousand shadows whispering away. As he moved, the shadows began to glide across the floors and slide off pillars and hiss in behind him, always creeping in closer. Occasionally he paused to listen for words, but each time he stopped, the hissing faded to silence. Once, he turned to look and thought he glimpsed a dozen pale eyes watching him from beneath a line of dusky brows. But the shadows rustled back into the darkness so quickly he could not be certain whether they were real or imagined.
After a few dozen steps, a golden radiance began to light the surrounding area. He looked down and discovered that his entire body had begun to glow—except where Abeloth had reached into his chest. There, Luke had a dark hole the size of his fist.
He continued toward the distant haloes, hoping they might be Han and Leia. The two radiances appeared to be moving away, so Luke walked faster. The last of the shadows fell from the pillars, and the pillars turned white, then developed a papery bark and became tree trunks. When Luke looked up, he discovered an immense green forest canopy where moments before there had been cavern ceiling.
After a few seconds, or hours—who could say?—the still-distant haloes grew larger and brighter as he began to gain on them. A mob of dark, amorphous masses appeared, trailing the two lights—and closing in fast. Luke deactivated his lightsaber and hung it from his equipment harness, then cupped his hands around his mouth to call out … and heard another lightsaber snap to life, directly behind him.
“A Mandalorian Force-user?” Leia asked. “That’s … rare.”
She was walking next to Han, passing through an open colonnade of vast proportions, with white pillars that rose a hundred meters into a sky of swirling blue haze. Vines were spiraling up the pillars literally before their eyes, flocks of brightly colored birds were swooping about their heads, and she was holding Han’s glowing, translucent hand and feeling happier than she had in a long time. They might be trying to hunt down a pair of super-genius mass murderers who wanted them dead, but at least they were doing it together. As long as they had that, they had everything.
Han shook his head. “You’re missing the point,” he said. “Barduun was some sort of accident. He wasn’t born Force-sensitive, and he wasn’t one of their biot experiments. He was a normal guy who couldn’t use the Force at all—until after the Qrephs sent him in here. It’s like something got into him.”
“Are you suggesting he was possessed?” Leia asked. She knew of other cases where a dark-side spirit had taken control of another being, but none that had involved a space–time-warping gate whose function she could barely fathom. “That’s a possibility, I suppose. But I don’t think we should leap to any conclusions.”
“Who’s leaping?” Han asked. He waved his arm back toward the catacombs, which they had left some time ago. “You saw those shadows. Didn’t it seem like they were trying to get a little too friendly?”
“Maybe,” Leia said. “Okay, let’s assume you’re right and they were dark-side spirits.” She turned to look back over her shoulder. “Are you saying the Qrephs came in here because they actually want to be possessed?”
The entrance to the catacombs was no longer visible behind them. Instead, the vine-wrapped pillars in the distance had given way to white tree trunks and, above that area of the colonnade, the sky had changed into a rich green canopy. A distant figure—her brother, Luke she thought—stood amid the trees, pivoting away.
Gliding through the forest, approaching the figure from three different sides, were a trio of dark, amorphous masses—banks of shadow that seemed to slip through the woods like an inky black fog.
“The Qrephs are pretty arrogant,” Han continued, apparently unaware of what was happening behind them. “Maybe they think they can outsmart a few dark-side spirits.”
Finally Han turned to look back, too, and just then a crimson lightsaber ignited within the middle shadow.
Luke pivoted and sprang, launching himself into a series of cartwheels that sent him rolling through the forest like a wheel. His attacker emerged from the shadows, wild-eyed and fierce. She was a grotesque caricature of Vestara Khai, with huge brown eyes and a big oval head like a Columi’s. She came kicking and chopping, all anger and no skill.
Still cartwheeling, Luke flicked his palm up. The Force rushed into him with wild, burning fierceness, then he unleashed a blast of energy so powerful it blew the flesh off her vanalloy skeleton—that was a surprise—and she tumbled away in pieces, her crimson blade tracing spirals through the darkness.
Luke’s shoulder glanced off a tree. He hit the ground, off balance and disoriented, a little unnerved by the raw power he had just unleashed. The Force had swept into him with pure unshaped potential, and he had killed with it—more out of surprise than necessity.
Too easy … too tempting.
He heard the whir of a powerbody to his left and sensed danger to his right. He snapped the lightsaber off his harness and rolled over his shoulder, and the forest exploded into cannon fire from both directions. He whirled, trusting his hands to the Force, and began to send bolts pinging into the shadows that he now saw drifting in from his flanks. Once, he heard the crump of a bursting blaster-gas reservoir. Twice, he heard the thud-hiss of energy striking flesh. But every time he tried to dance out of harm’s way, the attacks intensified and forced him back into the crossfire.
It was not good to be a luminous being fighting shadows.
Then metal projectiles began to plink off stone, and Luke realized his attackers—the Qrephs, presumably, hiding inside their shadow clouds—had been attempting to wear him down with their first assault, hoping to catch him by surprise when they switched to a new tactic.
And their strategy had worked.
Luke hurled a blast of Force energy into the shadow cloud on his right, heard a powerbody drone and wood crackle. But the attacks continued from the left, and a string of sharp impacts climbed up his back—metal slugs flattening themselves against his vac-suit armor. The last one punched through and buried itself deep beneath his shoulder blade.
Luke’s sword arm fell limp, and his guard went down. He sprang into an arcing Force dive. Two more slugs caught him in the neck and sent him spinning, and he crashed into a smooth white tree trunk.
He landed in a heap at the foot of the tree, a curtain of pain and darkness already falling in around him.
Han spotted Luke lying at the base of an immense tree trunk, his face distorted by pain. While Han’s body was still glowing brightly, Luke’s had faded to a pale sheen, and a river of blood was pouring from two holes in his neck.
Han rushed to Luke’s side. “Hey there, buddy,” he said, kneeling. “Don’t you wor—”
He stopped short when he saw the eyes. They were peering out at him from the wounds in Luke’s neck—big yellow eyes with slit pupils, trying in vain to blink away the blood.
Han set his blaster rifle aside, then opened the thigh pocket on Luke’s vac suit and pulled out the medkit.
“You’re going to be just fine,” he continued. Better not to mention the yellow eyes. “Trust me.”
Luke finally seemed to register Han’s presence and managed a weak smile, then his gaze drifted left and the smile faded.
“Luke, stay with me, pal.” Han fumbled the kit open and searched for the big bacta bandage. “This is nothing. Remember Hoth? Hey, this is nothing, you hear me, Luke?” He found the bandage and ripped open the sterile wrapper. “Luke?”
Leia, who had been advancing on Han’s flank, arrived behind him. “Han, trouble!”
Han slapped the bandage over Luke’s neck wound, then traded the medkit for his blaster rifle and turned. Leia was now two steps to his left, looking over his head. She was holding her droning lightsaber in one hand and whipping the other hand forward in a pushing gesture, and Han heard something heavy go crashing through the forest behind him.
But there was something behind her, too—a bank of shadow slipping through the trees and heading toward them. Han heard the hum of a blaster cannon powering up.
“Go!” Han said. “I’ve got the one behind you.”
“Okay!” Leia called, racing past. “Be careful!”
As if that was going to happen.
Hoping to draw fire away from Luke, Han was already springing off at an angle. He sent two blaster bolts screaming into the darkness, then dived into a somersault just before a stream of cannon fire answered his attack. He rolled into the shadow bank, came up, and found himself facing the blocky silhouette of an approaching powerbody.
Han fired again. The powerbody pivoted and began to advance sidelong. Still firing, Han charged, listening to his bolts ping off the powerbody’s armor. The gaping mouth of a launch tube swung toward him.
Han feigned a dive to his right. The launch tube swung in that direction and sent a mini-rocket streaking into the ground. Han dodged and rolled over his shoulder, then came up to find the powerbody swinging back so it could bring all its weapons to bear.
Again, Han opened fire. This time he was close enough to see that Luke—or someone—had already reduced the powerbody to a pitted, charred, vapor-leaking wreck. Meanwhile, its pilot—Craitheus Qreph—looked even worse. In fact, Han had never seen blaster wounds so bizarre. A blue tumor was pulsing out of the hole in the Columi’s head, and thick, fleshy lips surrounded the gaping holes in his abdomen. One of his arms had been blasted off entirely, and he seemed to be growing a tail to replace it.
But the powerbody’s cannon arm was still working. As it swung in Han’s direction, he continued to fire and sank two more bolts into Craitheus’s huge cranium.
The Columi returned fire—after he was hit, with the smoke still rising from two fresh holes in his head.
Impossible.
Han’s leg went numb and flew out from beneath him. Then his entire gut erupted in fiery pain, and he felt himself being spun away.
Automatic fire. It had to be, because Craitheus had to be dead.
Han kept firing anyway, twisting around as he fell, putting bolt after bolt into the powerbody and the bighead’s brain. He wasn’t taking any chances—not when Leia would be the Columi’s next target.
The muted boom of an exploding actuating motor rolled through the forest. Han hit the ground, awash with pain—as if a womp rat were clawing out his guts—and the acrid fumes of burning chemicals filled his nostrils.
An eyeblink later, Craitheus’s powerbody crashed into a tree and exploded a second time. Mini-rockets began to shoot through the forest, tearing boughs from the trees and setting off a chain of distant detonations.
Now Craitheus was dead.
Han turned toward the sound of the second explosion and saw a powerbody lying wrecked and burning at the base of a splintered tree.
He had to be.
Leia advanced, spinning and leaping. Her body bent and pivoted as she sidestepped shrieking mini-rockets and ducked hissing fléchettes, and her lightsaber wove a basket of color as she batted cannon bolts back toward her shadow-cloaked attacker. She was one with the Force, her luminous golden body an eddy whirling in its wild current, her entire being a maelstrom of cold resolve and focused rage, of a single all-consuming purpose: to kill.
Marvid had managed to right his powerbody after her latest blast of Force energy, and he was backing away from her in a crooked flight that left half his cannon bolts flying wild. An internal power cell just above his shoulder had exploded, leaving a jagged hole in the armored cover plate and coating half of Marvid’s head and body in corrosive chemicals. The resulting burns looked truly awful, with large diamond-shaped blisters that were healing into copper-colored lizard scales before Leia’s eyes.
She was gaining on him fast, and they both knew it was only a matter of heartbeats before she closed the distance. She danced past a string of fléchettes, batted a cannon bolt aside, and Force-leapt across the last five meters. Then she was on him, her lightsaber angling down toward his head.
A pair of tremendous booms shook the trees behind her, and Leia felt a terrible ripping in the Force as Han dropped. A cold wave of stunned disbelief boiled through her, and she must have hesitated, because suddenly Marvid was extending a new arm, pressing its rounded end against her abdomen. Deep inside the Qreph’s powerbody, a low hum began to build.
“You lose, Jedi,” Marvid said. “I—”
Leia was already pivoting, sliding along the mysterious arm and bringing her lightsaber down on Marvid’s collarbone. The blade crackled, filling the air with blood and smoke and sparks as it sliced down through vanalloy and flesh.
The low hum became a thrum. The front half of Leia’s vac suit simply melted away, and the skin on her abdomen began to blister and char. She turned to dive away, and her insides exploded into a volcano of boiling pain.
Han lay on the forest floor, groaning in agony, for hours, days, maybe even a week. He had a char hole in his gut the size of a Wookiee’s fist, and his leg was one big fiery ache from the knee up. From the knee down, he felt only a cold throbbing numbness that would have scared him to death—had he not been pretty sure he was already dead.
Because nobody could take this much pain for this long and live through it.
But it couldn’t have been that long. Han could still hear Marvid wailing as Leia’s lightsaber growled and sparked its way through the Columi’s powerbody, and he had been listening to exactly the same sounds from the moment he hit the forest floor.
Maybe this was what happened when someone died. Maybe a dead guy’s mind simply went into a closed loop, and he spent eternity remembering his last moment in life.
No fair.
That wasn’t how Han wanted to spend eternity. He wanted to spend it holding Leia’s hand and recalling the good times—their wedding in Cantham House on Coruscant, their honeymoon watching the Corphelion Comets, the births of their children, all those years of living and fighting and loving together … everything. That was how he wanted to spend eternity—not lying around on some forest floor, groaning his guts out.
The eternal moment ended with a low, reverberating thrum.
Leia screamed and thudded to the ground someplace behind him, then her lightsaber fell silent—and so did she.
Han forced himself to stop groaning and to listen, and he heard an anguished moan in a voice so soft and distorted he could recognize it only as female—and there was only one female it could be. He wanted to call out Leia’s name, to hear her tell him that it was somebody else moaning and she was fine, but his mouth refused to obey. Every time he opened it to call her name, all that came out was the sound of his own pain.
The radiance began to fade from Han’s body, and the shadows started to whisper toward him, coming in closer, eating away at the small ring of light that still surrounded him.
We can help.
The words were so low and wispy that Han could not be sure whether he was really hearing them or just imagining them in the rustle of the shadows around him.
We can save you.
Yeah? Han tried to speak the word aloud … and discovered that it was work enough just to think it. What’s it going to cost me?
The shadows said nothing, but they remained nearby, whispering through the trees, turning the trunks from pale to dark wherever they passed. Han recalled the shadow he had glimpsed during the sabacc game with Barduun and wondered if this was where it had come from, if the Mandalorian had been through the gate before him and been foolish enough to accept what the shadows offered.
Han closed his eyes and listened. He could still hear the woman moaning.
Leia.
He dragged the heel of his uninjured leg across the forest floor and felt himself turn. A good sign. Dead men couldn’t turn themselves—at least not outside the monolith.
But in here, who knew? Han was starting to think that time and space were something that existed only inside sentient minds. And if that was true, maybe it was true of life and death, too. Maybe time and space, life and death, were just the lenses through which sentient minds perceived existence.
Leia continued to moan. Han used his leg to turn himself farther … and then his eyes were open and he was looking at Leia, a luminous being curled into a fetal position, rocking back and forth and moaning in agony. A few meters beyond her lay Marvid, a smoking heap of powerbody and flesh, motionless and cloaked in shadow. And Han could see Luke, too, still slumped at the base of the tree where he had fallen, but holding his head up and glowing with a deep golden light.
Han’s gaze went back to Leia. He wanted to end her anguish even more than his own—would suffer his anguish for eternity, as long as hers finally ended.
We can help her.
The shadows came whispering in again, this time so close that they had completely eaten the ring of light that surrounded him, so close that they seemed to be drawing the radiance out of his own body.
We can save her.
Han didn’t ask what it would cost, because he didn’t want to know. He would give almost anything to save Leia—his sight, his hearing, his sanity, his life, his spirit—whatever it was that made him Han Solo.
But Han had lived around Force-users since the day he’d met Luke on Tatooine, and that was long enough to understand the temptations of the dark side. If he asked for Leia’s life, he wouldn’t be saving her—he would be condemning them all. That was how the dark side worked. It seduced and promised, and sometimes it even delivered. But the cost? The cost was always too much. The dark side took everything a person was—and a big piece of who his loved ones were, too. Han and Leia had learned that when Jacen fell to the dark side. The entire Solo family had paid the price—especially Jacen’s twin sister, Jaina, who had been forced to hunt him down and put an end to his reign of terror.
Go away.
Han felt as though he had nearly spoken the words, and the rustling shadows did retreat—but only an arm’s length. The shadows were patient. They knew that eternity was a long time to listen to the suffering of a loved one, so they would wait. Han’s mind would change … eventually.
In no time at all.
“Go … away.” This time, Han did manage to speak aloud, and the shadows whispered away, back into the forest.
In their wake, they left a swirling cloud of smoke and the rising crackle of fire. A yellow curtain of flame had appeared in the narrow space between Leia and Marvid, still only centimeters high but rapidly climbing.
Han pushed himself to a seated position. The effort sent waves of agony coursing through him, and he quickly grew weak and began to tremble.
But he didn’t allow himself to collapse—couldn’t allow himself to collapse until Leia and Luke were safe. He pointed toward the rising wall of flame.
“Hey, Leia! Luke!” His voice was not exactly loud and booming—but it was audible. “Get up! Fire!”
Luke staggered to his feet. Leia just uncurled, far enough to look in Han’s direction. Then she uncurled some more. Her hands went to her mouth, as though she was trying to yell.
When nothing came out, she gave up and simply pointed.
Han looked over his shoulder and saw a meter-high wall of flame behind him, rising in front of Craitheus’s wrecked powerbody. Han tried to stand … and collapsed, exhausted and in pain. He looked back toward Leia and found her shining more brightly than ever and already lurching to her feet. What had become of Marvid, there was no telling. The flames behind Leia had risen to two meters, and they were too bright to see through.
Acrid smoke began to curl down out of the trees, filling Han’s lungs and belly. He coughed and let his head drop, nearly passing out from the pain.
A second passed, or perhaps it was an eternity, then a pair of golden figures emerged from the smoke, so dazzling it hurt Han’s eyes to look at them. He stared anyway. They were Luke and Leia, healed by the Force and looking stronger—and more powerful—than ever.
Leia came to his side. Through the radiance, Han could see that her vac suit had been melted away around her midsection, revealing a large swath of pebbly skin that looked almost like armor. She knelt at his side and slipped her hand beneath his head, and his agony began to fade.
“Han,” she said. “I told you to be careful.”
“Look … who’s talking,” Han answered, struggling to breathe. “I’m not the one … who looks like … she walked into a hot fusion core.”
“Always the smart guy.”
Smiling, Leia leaned down to kiss him, and Han felt his strength begin to return. She always had that effect on him.
Luke cleared his throat. “Sorry to interrupt, but we need to move on.” He used the Force to create a path through the wall of flame, then motioned for them to follow and started forward. “This fight isn’t over—and if we give the Qrephs a chance to regroup, it’s only going to get harder.”
“Regroup? Are you serious?” Han asked, reaching to retrieve his blaster rifle. “Marvid might have made it, but don’t waste time worrying about Craitheus. I put half a dozen blaster bolts through his brain, and then I blew up his powerbody—with him in it.”
“And you were hit by two cannon bolts, while I took a micropulse straight to the belly,” Leia said.
Using the Force to lift Han along with her, Leia rose and started after Luke. “What makes you think the Qrephs are any easier to kill in this place than we are?”
“The Force is strong in here,” Luke added. “Very strong. It heals even non-Force-users, and it heals quickly.”
“Could have fooled me.” Han pointed at the patch of pebbled hide on Leia’s abdomen. “If you call that healed—”
“And it’s raw,” Luke interrupted. He gestured at Han’s wounds. “Which means that in here, the Force doesn’t always heal according to form.”
Han was almost afraid to look. When he did, he saw that the cannon shot to his belly had scorched away most of his thin lab tunic and burned a hole deep into his abdomen. And now the hole was covered by a translucent membrane that did not look much like skin. But at least the bottom half of his leg, visible below the singed-off knee of his trousers, appeared sort of normal. It was the right size and shape, but so hairy it could have belonged to a Wookiee.
“The Force gets confused?” Han asked, still looking at his leg. “Really?”
“Not confused,” Luke clarified. “It’s just … raw and unformed, I think. And it’s unimaginably powerful. In here, we’re literally made of the Force—and that makes us more powerful, too.” His eyes dropped to Han’s abdomen. “And a bit unformed.”
Han studied his wound for a moment, then shrugged. Being “a bit unformed” was better than being dead.
At least, he hoped it was.
They passed through the gap in the flame curtain, which Luke had just opened. As they emerged on the other side, they entered a fire-charred landscape dotted with narrow basalt spires that rose impossibly high. A carpet of golden lichen covered the rocky ground, mounding into knee-high masses that changed before their eyes into thorny yellow bushes that shot up into tall barrel-shaped cacti. And passing between the two most distant cacti, but still close enough that Han could make out their huge round heads wobbling atop their tiny bodies, were the figures of two Columi.
Walking.
Not floating in powerbodies, but walking on their tiny bowed legs, waddling across the desert like a pair of potbellied nerf herders.
Leia lowered Han’s feet to the ground, then slowly began to release her Force grasp. “Can you stand?”
Han tested his balance and, finding that he was strong enough to keep it, took a couple of wobbly steps. “I’ll be fine.” He released his blaster’s trigger safety. “Let’s go.”
He was not happy to feel Luke’s hand on his shoulder, pulling him back. “Sorry, Han. You’re going to be the reserve on this mission.”
“Reserve?” Han shook his head. “I might be a little slow getting in there, but you’re not having this fight without me.”
Leia stepped in front of him. “Han, we have no choice,” she said. “You can’t use the Force.”
Han scowled. “Yeah, well, neither can the Qrephs.”
“They can now,” Luke said. “When the shadows offered help, the Qrephs didn’t refuse.”
“We have to stop them here, before they escape.” Leia touched Han’s cheek, then added, “And there’s only one way to do that inside this monolith—the same way Luke destroyed their Vestara biot. By using the Force.”
“Yeah? Well, I did some pretty serious damage to Craitheus earlier,” Han protested. “That’s got to be worth something.”
“But you didn’t kill him,” Luke said. “Not permanently. The best thing you can do for us now is to follow as fast as you can, then stand in reserve. We may need you to cover our retreat.”
Han’s heart began to sink, but they were right, and he knew it. Craitheus had returned from near-death twice now, and, as far as Han could tell, Han and the Jedi ought to be dead themselves.
He let out a sigh, then nodded. “Yeah, I get it,” he said. “Go on. I’ll catch up and be ready to cover a retreat.”
Leia rose up on her toes and kissed him, long and hard. “Goodbye, Han,” she said. “I love you.”
Before Han could answer, she pulled back and turned away, then ignited her lightsaber and started to run. Luke did the same, and together they raced away across the blossoming desert. Han started after them, gaining strength with every step.
“You, too, Leia,” he whispered. “I love you, too.”
Luke charged across the desert forever, Leia at his side. They had opened themselves to the Force completely, and it was pouring into them from all sides, raw and potent and unformed, neither dark nor light until it entered them and they made it so. It devoured them as it sustained them, filled them with a boiling storm of power their bodies could not long sustain.
The Qrephs were a few hundred meters ahead, a pair of dark specks racing up a flower-carpeted gulch toward a distant circle of radiance. The shimmering shape would have looked like a pond, except that it stood vertical to the ground and was located at the base of a distant basalt spire.
“Luke, that has to be the gate,” Leia said. “We can’t let them reach it.”
“Agreed,” Luke said. Leia had repeated what Han told her about Barduun, so Luke understood that if the Qrephs were allowed to escape, they would become not only Force-users but insane Force-users, imbued with a darkness that he did not yet understand. “We stop them now. Reach.”
As Luke spoke, he was reaching out. He quickly found the Qrephs, a pair of dark, oily presences burning cold in the Force. He began to pull, and then he and Leia were there, in the shadow of the looming spire, spinning and whirling across the flower-carpeted gulch, catching forks of Force lightning on their lightsabers, dancing ever closer to the two Columi.
A dark blast of Force energy caught Leia square in the chest. She staggered and started to fall backward—then put a hand down and pushed off, came up leaping, and went into a Force flip that carried her to within a dozen paces of their quarry.
What happened next, Luke only felt: the invisible hand of the Force clamping down on his throat. His vision narrowed instantly. The blood to his brain had been choked off. Five seconds, he thought. Five seconds until he lost consciousness.
Maybe less.
He reached out in the Force, trying to find the Qreph who was attacking him—trying to find either Qreph—but he was too dizzy already. His hearing started to fade, his vision narrowed to nothing.
Three seconds. Maybe.
Luke launched himself into a Force leap, whirling his blade through a Jedi attack pattern, whipping his feet back and forth in blind snap kicks and targetless heel strikes. His hearing faded to silence, and he felt himself starting to drop … then the ground came up beneath his feet and his knees buckled.
Desperate to locate his attacker, Luke reached out in all directions and pulled, grabbing at every being he could sense. He felt a jolt of surprise from Leia and let her loose. He found the Qrephs just ahead, standing well apart, two beings full of fear and anger and hatred. He pulled harder and felt them slide toward him, their fear blazing into panic and their anger deepening to rage.
The Force grasp slipped free, and the blood came roaring back into Luke’s head. His hearing returned first, and he heard Leia a few meters to his right, her lightsaber growling and hissing as she blocked a fork of Force lightning.
Then the crackle of more lightning sounded nearby, this time coming from high on the bank of the gulch. Luke tried to bring his lightsaber around to catch the attack, but his reflexes were still too shaky. The fork took him dead center, and every muscle in his body clamped down.
Luke ignored the pain and pushed, then felt the Force lightning slide away as his attacker staggered back. He leapt up—or, rather, tried to leap up—and managed to regain his feet.
His vision had cleared, and he could see the Qrephs twenty paces ahead, fighting from opposite sides of the gulch. Craitheus had sprouted half a dozen horny spikes where Han had peppered his head with blaster bolts, and he was halfway up the right bank, hurling dark blasts of Force energy toward a steadily advancing Leia. Marvid was on the opposite side of the wash, half covered in diamond-shaped lizard scales and still struggling to recover from Luke’s Force push.
Neither Columi was standing on his crooked legs so much as levitating above them. Their gray noseless faces had turned dark and spectral, with a sinister glint of yellow shining in the depths of their huge eyes, and when their hands moved, it was with an eerie grace that made their slender little arms look more like tentacles than actual limbs.
Clearly the two Jedi were no longer fighting Marvid and Craitheus Qreph. They were battling something far worse, something Luke did not yet understand—manifestations of pure dark-side hatred, perhaps, or even ancient dark-lord apparitions desperate to return to the world of the living.
And access to that world stood less than fifty meters away, via a circle of shimmering light too bright to see through.
Luke reactivated his blade and began to advance alongside his sister, pivoting and dodging, slipping past Force blasts and deflecting one fork of Force lightning after another.
The Qrephs were retreating as fast as the Jedi were advancing. The gate stood thirty meters away, then twenty-five … and Luke and Leia were not closing the distance.
A booming laugh rolled down the wash. “Jedi fools.” Marvid’s voice had grown deep and baleful. “You cannot win. We have the Force now, too.”
Actually, Luke thought it more likely that the Force had them, but he did not say so. The time for talking was past.
Ten meters.
To his left, Luke noticed a boulder resting atop the rim of the gulch. He sent it tumbling toward Marvid’s head.
The Columi’s hands quickly fluttered up and hurled the boulder back toward him. By then Luke was overflowing with the Force. He felt as if he were burning from the inside out, being incinerated by the raw power flowing into him and through him. He launched himself over the boulder.
“Now, Leia!” Luke turned a hand toward Marvid and poured himself into a fierce blast of Force energy. “We end this now!”
The impact sent Marvid tumbling, head throbbing and chest aching. Skywalker’s attack should have killed him—he knew that. He could feel the fractures in his skull, feel how his eyes were bulging from their sockets. But the laws of biology were not the same inside the monolith. Here, the Force sustained all things, rejuvenated them and made them strong.
Even Columi.
So, instead of dying, Marvid went flying into his brother, and together they tumbled through the desert thorn brush, their thin limbs flailing out of control, their big heads banging into the ground time after time.
Then they stopped. The shadow spirits inside them began to call on the Force, drawing it into their battered bodies, using it to mend their fractured bones and heal their bleeding organs. Then he and his brother rose, standing on their own thin legs.
It made Marvid feel primitive and brutish, alive in a way he had never before experienced. Like an animal—like a vicious, hungry animal that knew only appetite and fear and rage.
Craitheus stepped next to him. “Can you feel it, Marvid?” he asked, turning back toward the basalt spire where the gate was located. “The power?”
“I feel it,” Marvid replied, also turning. Skywalker and his sister were about twenty meters away, Skywalker circling toward their left while the Solo woman moved to block their path to the gate. “The Force is ours. The galaxy is ours.”
“The galaxy is ours,” Craitheus agreed. “After we kill Skywalker.”
The shadows did not like that idea. Marvid was seized by a sudden desire to rush the Solo woman, to blow her out of his path with Force lightning and flee through the portal before Skywalker could stop them. He ignored the urge. The shadows were responding only to their own fear, trying to escape the immediate danger so they could flee into the galaxy and sate their appetites.
But Marvid knew better. He was smarter. For Craitheus and him to achieve real power in the galaxy, Skywalker and his sister had to die—now, inside the monolith.
Marvid started back toward the spire. “We’ll feint an attack at the gate,” he said, “then whirl on Skywalker and take him by surprise.”
“Excellent,” Craitheus said. “We take them one at a time. With Skywalker gone, the Solo woman won’t stand a chance.”
The desire to attack the Solo woman grew more urgent. Rush her now, the shadows urged. Marvid ignored them and stepped to his brother’s side. The primitive instincts of the shadows were no match for the strength of Columi minds.
Han raced after Leia and Luke, keeping up as best he could—which was not at all. He watched their silhouettes spinning up the yellow gulch far ahead of him, bouncing off the tall cacti and the dark basalt spires, growing constantly brighter and larger. He felt strong enough to fight again, but no matter how fast he ran, he could never catch them.
How could he? They had the Force, and he didn’t.
The two Jedi had become golden balls of lightning, dancing back and forth between the rumbling darkness of the two Qreph brothers. The fight became a battle, the battle a war, and the war a conflagration—an endless storm of thunder and blood that raged across the yellow desert for all eternity.
Luke saw the Columi turn toward Leia and the gate, then he extended his free hand, grabbing them both in the invisible grasp of the Force. He jerked them back in his direction and they came flying, launching themselves straight at him—fully in control. He saw them spinning around in midair, their hands rising to attack, and realized he had fallen for a ploy.
Luke released his hold. Too late.
The Columi were already spraying streams of dark-side energy at him, hammering him with a torrent of cold, pummeling power. Luke staggered and almost went down, caught one stream on his lightsaber, and had the weapon torn from his grasp. He began to stumble back, fighting to keep his balance and bring up his own hands.
The Qrephs landed four paces in front of him, their huge eyes growing even larger, their small chins dropping. They had underestimated his strength, Luke guessed. They had expected him to fall quickly, and he had surprised them. Craitheus drew his arms back, readying another attack.
And then Leia was leaping in behind the Columi, one hand holding her lightsaber and the other hitting Craitheus with a wave of energy so fierce it became a yellow torrent of flame. Marvid stumbled away from his brother in shock, giving Luke the half second he needed to turn his palm forward and loose his own blast of golden energy.
Marvid swung his hand over to block, and the two streams of opposing energy met. The Columi’s flesh melted into smoke and his bones dissolved into ashes, and Luke glimpsed a shadow tumbling away on the shock wave. Then a searing agony washed over him as the wave of Force energy took him, too—at once burning his body and healing it, devouring him and renewing him.
Luke hung in that last moment, caught between death and life, for an eternity. He was at the end of his life and at its beginning, drowning in agony and filled with bliss, and he began to see that this was the essential nature of the Force. The Force was life, and life was growth, and nothing grew that did not change.
And change was destruction.
That was why the dark side existed. Life bore death, death nourished life, destruction came before rejuvenation. And pain came before healing. The dark side was as necessary to life as the light side was. Without it, verdant worlds would stagnate, galactic empires would rule forever.
Luke saw all that and more, saw that conflict was as necessary to progress as was harmony, that suffering was as essential to wisdom as was joy. Perhaps there was no pure good, no absolute evil. There was only life, only change and growth, suffering and joy … death and rebirth.
There was only the Force.
Han saw Luke and Leia come together, trapping the Qrephs between them, no more than twenty paces from the shimmering gate. He heard the swishing roar of the Force’s power being loosed, and then he saw only light—a stabbing golden brilliance that made his eyes hurt and his ears ring. It flashed through him in a blast of searing heat that stole his breath and filled his entire body with a fiery ache.
Then the spire dropped, its severed base striking the ground with a deafening bang. The dark column stood swaying for a moment, then finally toppled, crashing down so hard it made the ground jump and thunder boil through the air.
A curtain of dust billowed up to roll across the desert, and Han found himself running through a gray haze, lost and alone and yelling for Leia.
Twenty-six
As the dust settled from the air, the desert became a forest of tree ferns and giant club mosses. Where the spire had fallen, a hole in the haze opened into a blue liquid sky. It appeared watery and still, and Han felt as though he were looking up through the bottom of a lake. He could see a tall mountain rising along one shore, and every once in a while he thought he saw a face ripple past, as huge as a cloud.
Then the haze closed in again, and Han remained alone. He began to rush through the fungi forest, calling for his lost wife and his best friend, searching for the spot where they vanished—where they had no doubt sacrificed themselves to stop yet another evil from entering the galaxy.
And for what?
Luke and Leia had spent their entire lives fighting why? To defend a government that had turned its back on the Jedi Order? To bring peace to a galaxy that valued it too little and would never have it? Han shook his head.
No.
Luke and Leia had devoted their lives to one thing: fighting the power of the dark side. It was that simple. Wherever the dark side rose, whenever the Sith had dared show themselves—there Luke and Leia had rushed, never hesitating, never flinching. It had been their destiny to shepherd the galaxy into a new era of hope, and not once had they shrunk from that calling.
Now that destiny would pass to someone else.
Because Luke and Leia were gone. Han understood that. They had become one with the Force, and Han expected that he would be joining them soon.
He wasn’t sad or frightened, or even sorry. He just wanted to hold Leia’s hand one more time, to look into her brown eyes and see her smile again.
Then it occurred to Han that he might be dead already. Or dead again. Or still dead. In this place, it was hard to know.
He stopped walking and turned in a circle, searching for some sign of Leia or Luke—for some hint that he would not spend eternity without them.
He saw nothing but green fronds and ivory pillars streaked with brown, smelled nothing but the muskiness of the forest, heard nothing but the shadows whispering around him, offering to help, aching to devour him.
Han dropped to his knees. “Ah, Leia,” he said. “I wish I could have gone with you.”
Leia drifted in agony and ecstasy, nowhere and everywhere, an amorphous mass of self-awareness bound together by will and desire. She saw her body below, a whirling ball of golden radiance still tumbling across the desert, so hot that, in its wake, it left a trail of flaming thorn brush.
Her enemies—she could no longer recall their names—had disintegrated into smoke and ash. But her brother’s body stood about twenty meters from her own, still reeling and so bright she could barely look at him.
Leia could not recall his name, either. She knew she should remember, but she could feel herself dissolving into the Force, becoming one with it. And in this strange place, as she vanished, so did her past, and her treasured memories grew impossible to hold.
That frightened her. It shouldn’t have, she knew. Becoming one with the Force was the fate of every Jedi who served it. But she could not help feeling there was something she had left undone—something that should not be forgotten. Someone she could not abandon. Not yet.
But who?
She was finding it difficult to bind her own essence together, to recall even her own identity, let alone someone else’s.
Then a familiar voice spoke her name, and she remembered.
Han.
A sudden silence fell over the forest, and Han saw the shadows flee through the undergrowth. There was a golden radiance ahead, shining through fungi and ferns, changing them before his eyes into the neatly ordered trees of a Coruscanti strolling wood.
“Leia?” Han rose and started forward. “Leia?”
And then he saw her, a golden glowing figure running down the path with outstretched arms, so radiant and bright it hurt his eyes to look upon her. He met her halfway and swept her up into a flying hug. Leia kissed him hard on the lips, and he felt the Force flowing into him, filling him with warmth and life and joy.
They held the kiss for an instant, or perhaps it was a day, then Han set her feet on the ground and stepped back to look at her. She was Leia—but not as he had last seen her. She was the Leia of their youth, brown eyes shining with a fervor not yet tempered by the loss of her two sons and the deaths of more close friends than Han could bear to recall.
After a moment, the joy in Leia’s face changed to concern. “Han, what happened to you?” she asked. “Was it the carbon-freezing?”
“Carbon-freezing? What carbon-freezing?”
“You don’t remember?” Leia asked. “Vader laid a trap on Cloud City. He froze you in carbonite—”
“And you told me you loved me,” Han finished. “How could I forget?”
Leia’s only reply was a look of confusion.
“You remember that, right?” Han was getting worried. “You said it: I love you.”
“Of course I remember,” Leia said. “But that’s the last thing I remember … and now you look so old. I didn’t think carbon-freezing did that to people.”
Han would have laughed if he hadn’t been so frightened. “It’s not the carbon-freezing, sweetheart.”
He didn’t understand what had happened to Leia’s memory—to her—but there wasn’t much about this place that he did understand. He was just going to have to work with it and hope for the best.
“For a while,” Han continued, “I was a wall decoration hanging in Jabba’s palace. Then you rescued me. Do you remember that?”
“Yes.” A gleam of anger came to Leia’s eyes. “Jabba put me in that blasted slave outfit, and I strangled him with my own chain. And you knocked Boba Fett into the sarlacc pit. Is that right?”
Han grinned. “Right.”
“What happened after that?”
“Well, the emperor lured us into an ambush on Endor,” Han said, watching in delight as every word brought a new glimmer of recognition to her eyes. “But we turned that around, remember? In the end, it was Palpatine who died.”
“And there was a celebration,” Leia recalled. “With Ewoks—hundreds of them.”
“Right again,” Han said.
He went on to tell her about everything they had done together—founding the New Republic and defeating the remnants of the Empire for good, getting married and having babies, the decision to raise their children as Jedi. As he spoke, the young Leia of his past began to mature before his eyes, growing ever more beautiful but also wiser, and even more open and compassionate.
Then Han reached the era of the alien Yuuzhan Vong invasion of the galaxy. He paused, uncertain that he wanted to put Leia through the torment of those years again. But it was already too late. Her memories were flooding back without any prompting from him. He could only watch as the deaths of Chewbacca and Anakin etched her face with sorrow—and as the anguish of Jacen’s fall to the dark side stole the light from her eyes.
When the sadness did not fade, Han took her hand. “Before Jacen became Darth Caedus, he gave us a granddaughter,” he prompted. “Her name is—”
“Allana,” Leia finished. “She’s the heir to the Hapes Consortium, and she lives with her mother, Tenel Ka. But that feels almost like a dream to me.”
“Allana is real,” Han assured her. “And she’s a great kid. What else do you remember?”
Leia gave Han a wry smile, no doubt aware that he was trying to avoid lingering on the most painful parts of their shared life. “I remember the Lost Tribe of Sith and their invasion of Coruscant,” she said. “And I remember Jaina’s wedding.”
Han smiled. Leia was coming back to him—even if he wasn’t quite sure what that meant in this place. “What about now?” he asked. “Do you remember where we are? And how we got here?”
Leia’s eyes grew hard. “I remember, Han. Sarnus, the Blue Star, Base Prime,” she said. “I remember all of it.”
Han was relieved. “What about the Qrephs?”
“They’re the least of our problems,” Leia said. “They’re dead.”
Han wanted to believe her, but after seeing the Columi return before, he didn’t feel like taking chances. “You sure? Because they’ve been pretty hard to kill.”
Leia paused and seemed to shudder a bit but nodded. “I’m sure. The Qrephs are gone—just like I would have been, if you hadn’t called me back so quickly.”
Han frowned. “So quickly?” He didn’t understand. “Leia, you were gone so long I thought I had lost you for good.”
Leia looked confused. “Han, I didn’t go anywhere. I fought the Qrephs, then I came straight back, as soon as I heard you call.”
Han shook his head in bewilderment. “I don’t know how to explain it,” he said. “You were gone … and it felt like I was looking for you forever.”
Leia glanced around the strolling wood, her eyes widening as though she was seeing their surroundings for the first time. She took Han’s hand, and her voice grew somber.
“Han, am I dead?” she asked. “Are we dead?”
Han wasn’t sure how to answer.
For one thing, he didn’t know. And if it hadn’t occurred to Leia that she might be dead before now, he didn’t want to break the news in the wrong way. She might dissolve into the Force right there. Or she might vanish into … well, wherever she went last time and doom him to an eternity of searching.
“Han?” Leia’s voice had grown urgent. “I don’t like it when you spend that much time thinking. It’s dangerous.”
“Take it easy, will you?” Han scratched his head for a moment. “All I know is, you vanished in a big golden flash—at least that’s what I saw. It looked like someone set off a baradium bomb.”
Leia considered this, then said, “So we’re dead.”
“Maybe we’re dead,” Han corrected.
“Probably.” Leia glanced around the garden again, and Han hoped she might be thinking that it wasn’t such a bad place to spend eternity together. Instead, she asked, “What about Luke? Did he make it?”
No sooner had she spoken Luke’s name than a luminous sphere appeared in the strolling wood. As it approached them, it began to resolve into the shape of a man.
“I’m here,” Luke said, joining them.
Unlike Leia when she returned, he actually looked a little older than before the explosion, and perhaps a bit wiser and more at peace with himself. The wounds in his throat had closed, and Han saw no sign of the freakish eyes that had been inside the holes earlier. Recalling his own deformities, he glanced down and was relieved to discover that the membrane covering his belly wound looked almost like burned skin now, and his injured leg was no longer quite so hairy.
When neither Solo was quick to respond, Luke asked, “Is this a private party or something?”
“Sorry,” Han said, returning his gaze to Luke. “We were hoping you made it out of here, that’s all. Leia thinks we’re dead.”
Leia cocked her luminous brow. “And you don’t?”
Han shrugged, then shot her one of his best lopsided grins. “Hey, as long as we’re together—”
“We aren’t the ones who died,” Luke interrupted. “That was the Qrephs.”
Han waited for an explanation. When none came, he finally asked, “Says who?”
Luke smiled. “I do. When Leia and I destroyed the Qrephs’ bodies, we set their shadows adrift,” he said. “And without living bodies, the Qrephs can’t invite the shadows to return. Trust me, the galaxy is rid of Marvid and Craitheus Qreph—forever.”
“I can buy that,” Leia said. “But what makes you so sure we are still alive?”
Luke spread his hands. “To tell you the truth, I’m not a hundred percent certain,” he said. “But since we do have bodies, and Han seems to be returning to normal …”
“The odds are on our side,” Han agreed. He glanced around the garden, searching for some hint of an exit portal. “At least until we starve to death—or go crazy in here.”
“That’s not going to happen,” Luke said. “Follow me.”
Luke turned and started down the path. His bright figure drove the shadows deep into the woods as he passed.
Han looked over at Leia, then asked, “You think he actually has a clue where he’s going?”
Leia shrugged. “Who can say?” she asked. “But unless you have a plan—”
“Are you kidding?” Han asked. “My plan is, follow the Grand Master.”
Luke led them down a twisting path that seemed to turn back on itself repeatedly, crossing and recrossing identical intersections so many times that Han started to think they were lost. Still, the terrain did not change. The trees remained relatively small and neatly ordered, and the shadows continued to retreat ever deeper into the woods, until they no longer intruded at all.
After they had been walking for a while, Luke’s pace began to slow, and he spoke in a tone that sounded more melancholy than relieved. “We’re almost there.”
“Then don’t sound so glum about it,” Han said. “It’ll be good to get back.”
“It will be good to leave here,” Luke allowed. “But we can never go back, not truly.”
“No,” Leia agreed. She and Luke shared a knowing look, which vanished almost before Han caught it, then she added, “Not to the way things were.”
“Whoa … guys.” Han didn’t like the turn the conversation was taking. “This place didn’t change us that much.”
“But it did change us,” Luke said. “If only because it opened our eyes to something that’s been happening for a while now.”
“Opened our eyes to what?” Han demanded. “And if you say I’m getting old, someone’s going to get blasted.”
Leia smiled. “It’s not about age, Han.” Her eyes filled with joy and sadness and contentment, with longing and acceptance. “It’s about stepping back for a while.”
Han scowled. “Who needs to step back?”
“I do,” Leia said. She took his hand. “We do. We’ve spent a lifetime battling to make the galaxy a better place. But life is about more than fighting, Han. There needs to be time for rest and love and happiness.”
“Exactly,” Luke said. “Life is like the Force. It needs balance.”
“The Force needs us to take a rest?” Han scoffed. “That’s what you’re telling me?”
“More or less.” Luke paused and looked into the trees for a moment, then said, “Maybe there was a time we had to keep fighting because there were so few of us. But the Jedi Order is strong now, and we have to let others take the lead, so it can grow even stronger.”
Han hesitated. “Well, I guess I could use a break, as long as it’s good for the Order.” He actually liked the idea of some downtime with Leia, but it also scared him. He turned to face her. “What if we get bored?”
“We won’t.” Leia squeezed his hand, and the light in her eyes turned racy. “Trust me.”
Han responded with an enthusiastic smirk. “In that case,” he said, “count me in.”
“Hold on, you two,” Luke said, laughing. “Let me get us out of here first.”
Luke led them a few steps farther, then stopped in the middle of the trail and turned to Han.
“Ready?” he asked.
“You bet,” Han said. He looked around and saw nothing but more trees. “But, uh, ready for what?”
“To go back,” Luke said. “This is it.”
“The gate?” Leia asked.
“Exactly,” Luke said. “Can’t you feel it?”
Leia closed her eyes, then tipped her head back. “I can,” she said, smiling. “Lando is there, and Ben.”
“Where?” Han looked up and saw only a patch of gray sky through the canopy of neatly ordered trees. “I don’t see anything.”
“Don’t see, Han,” Luke said. “Feel.”
“I’ll try,” Han said. “But without the Force—”
“You don’t need the Force in here,” Luke said. “But there is no try, Han. There is only doing.”
Han rolled his eyes and muttered, “Easy for you Jedi to say.”
Still, he closed his eyes and began to focus on feeling the open sky. To his surprise, he experienced a sense of peace … which quickly blossomed into full-blown contentment.
He heard Lando’s voice somewhere above, asking, “Are you sure you felt your father reaching out for you? I don’t see anything.”
“Hey, Lando!” Han called. “Down here!”
He opened his eyes and saw that the terrain had shifted under their feet. Now they were standing in a small courtyard with black stone paving and a dry fountain in the center. About five meters above their heads, peering down from among the branches along the edge of the courtyard, was the smiling face of Lando Calrissian.
“Han, old buddy,” Lando called, “is that you?”
Ben’s face appeared beside Lando’s. “Dad?”
Luke stepped to Han’s side, opposite Leia, and grabbed Han’s arm. “It’s time,” he said. “Let’s go.”
“You don’t have to ask me twice,” Han said.
He took Leia’s hand and squeezed it tight, and together they all started forward. As they advanced, the fountain suddenly began to jet water, and the surrounding trees rustled in the wind. Han felt every cell in his body start to sizzle, then his stomach dropped as though he were riding the fastest turbolift in the galaxy, shooting up into the sky.
The next thing he knew, all three of them were back on Base Prime, walking across the stasis circle toward the balcony, where Lando and Ben stood at the railing, staring at them in openmouthed surprise.
Han exchanged relieved glances with Luke and Leia. “Man,” he said, pulling them over to the balcony. “That was a trip.”
Lando and Ben stooped down to reach beneath the railing and pull everyone to safety.
“Welcome back!” Lando cried. He wrapped one arm around Han and the other around Leia, crushing them in a perfect imitation of a Wookiee hug. “You two really had me worried this time.”
“Uh, thank you, Lando,” Leia said, trying—and failing—to extract herself from his hug. “We were a little worried ourselves.”
“Is everyone okay?” Lando finally let go and stepped back to inspect them. A concerned look came to his face, and he asked, “You do know you’re glowing, don’t you?”
Han looked down and saw that Lando was right. His skin was still shining with the same golden light that had permeated him inside the monolith. But at least his body looked right again—or close enough. His injured leg was completely normal, and the only sign of his belly wound was what looked like an old burn scar.
“Yeah, and glowing isn’t the half of it,” Han said. “Maybe we should head for the Falcon’s medbay and get the heck off this monolith.”
Han looked up to find Lando studying the scar on his stomach with an expression of bewilderment.
“Hey,” Han said. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you it’s rude to stare?”
“Uh, sorry,” Lando said. “But that burn scar looks at least a year old, and you’ve only been gone a few hours. What the blazes happened in there?”
“Long story,” Leia said, taking him by the arm. “We’ll tell you all about it back on the Falcon.”
“Which can’t be soon enough for me,” Ben put in. “We’re done here. We’ve recovered all the data from this place that we’re ever going to get—though I don’t know how anyone will ever make sense of it. This stuff is way above my head.”
“We’ll worry about that later,” Luke said. “First I want to be sure nobody ever uses this base—or these labs—again.”
“The charges are already set,” Ben replied. “And we placed the thermal detonators in the gate. Once they go off, it will be impossible to tell there was ever anything here.”
“And we have quite a few concussion missiles left,” Lando added. “By the time we leave, the only thing left of Base Prime is going to be its heat signature.”
“Good,” Leia said. “But we can’t stop there. We also need to prevent anyone from using the monolith again.”
“You mean anyone like Vestara,” Ben said.
“I mean anyone,” Leia said. “Which means we have to stop them from finding it. Maybe we should save a few missiles and take out the repeater beacons inside the Bubble.”
Han cocked a brow. “The Bubble?”
“The Bubble of the Lost,” Leia explained. “I’ll explain more about it later, but it’s enough to say the Bubble is the reason the monolith is so hard to find.”
“Right, and the harder it is to navigate the blasted thing, the better,” Lando said. “Taking out the repeater beacons is a good idea. And Omad has some thoughts on an early-warning system we can deploy around the perimeter.”
Luke nodded his approval. “Good. We can talk about that on the way out.” He turned back to Ben. “Now, what’s the situation with our team? Everybody all right?”
“Affirmative,” Ben said. “We lost all but one of Lando’s battle droids, but Base Prime has been cleared and secured. Omad and Tahiri are both aboard the Falcon, taking care of Ohali—and keeping an eye on Dena Yus.”
“Dena is still alive?” Leia asked. “I didn’t think she was going to make it.”
“She found the formula for her enzymes.” Ben turned to Luke. “But I’m not so sure that’s a good thing. How do we handle someone who helped kill thirty thousand miners? She has to answer for that.”
Luke considered this a moment, then nodded. “She does, but what that means isn’t something to be decided right now.” He paused and looked around. “Not here. Why don’t you and Tahiri take her back to the Jedi Council? They can pass judgment.”
“What do you mean, they?” Ben asked. “Aren’t you coming back with us?”
Luke shook his head. “Not for a while.” He started across the balcony, motioning for the others to follow. “I need some time.”
“Time?” Ben’s voice grew worried. “For what?”
“For myself.” Luke paused and rested a hand on Ben’s shoulder. “I’ve been leading the Jedi for forty years, son. I think it’s time for a change.”
Ben looked as if he thought his father had gone mad. “A change? What’s wrong?”
Luke laughed. “Ben, stop worrying. I’m fine.”
They’d reached the security ring. Han started to cross toward the hatch that led into the biot lab.
“Whoa!” Ben used the Force to pull Han’s hand away from the control. “You don’t want to open that. The automatic filtration and nourishment systems were destroyed during the assault, so it’s pretty ripe in there.”
Han thought of the dozens of biots he had seen inside the lab, and he didn’t know whether to feel relieved or sad. Mostly he was glad that the monsters who had created them would never have a chance to build another one.
“We’ll go through the residence,” Ben said, pointing toward a blown hatch about a quarter of the way around the security ring. “It smells a whole lot better.”
Ben led the group into a chromalloy corridor that Han had not traveled before. The bodies had all been cleared away, but the halls were so pocked and battle-scarred that it was a wonder the walls were still standing.
As they advanced up the passage, Ben fell in beside his father.
“So, Dad, if you’re not coming back, what do I tell the Masters about this place?” he asked. “Is it the Mortis Monolith?”
Luke shook his head. “The truth is, I don’t know. But if Mortis was ever here, I don’t think it is anymore,” he said. “The Force inside the monolith was too raw, and there was no hint of Balance.”
“Any sign of the Ones?” Ben asked. “Or that Anakin and Obi-Wan were there?”
Again, Luke shook his head. “Nothing,” he said. “In fact, I don’t even think we should assume that this is the same monolith Anakin and Obi-Wan visited.”
Han frowned. “Come on,” he said. “How many monoliths can there be?”
“Who knows?” Luke asked. “The galaxy is a vast place. There could be dozens of monoliths, or thousands … or just the one. The point is, we have no way of knowing—and it really doesn’t matter, because Mortis isn’t here. At least, not now.”
“Fair enough,” Han said. “But if this isn’t Mortis, then what is it?”
Luke shrugged. “You saw what the Qrephs were using this place for,” he said. “After that, I’m not sure any mortal should know what this place is.”
“Nice dodge,” Leia said. “But the question remains, Luke. Do you know what it is?”
Luke met her gaze and smiled. “I’m still mortal, Leia,” he said. “The monolith didn’t change that.”
Epilogue
With a lone Twi’lek onstage singing light-and-easy raboa tunes to a handful of listeners, the Red Ronto seemed almost sleepy compared to Leia’s last visit. A furry-faced Bothan sat alone in the far corner, blowing hookah smoke into a filtration vent in the wall. A gang of hangar mechanics nursed drinks after a midafternoon shift change. Even the bartender looked relaxed, leaning against his pipe-swaddled swill dispenser with all four arms folded across his chest.
At the moment, there was no place Leia would rather be. She and Han were sitting in the same booth where they had first met Omad Kaeg nearly three months ago. Omad was here again, too, crowded around the table with Tahiri, Ohali, Ben, Luke, and—best of all—Jaina and Jag. They were all joking and laughing and paying no attention at all to the curious glances from the cantina’s other patrons. And Lando was just returning from the bar, carrying their second bottle of Corellian Reserve.
“So, are you sure Mirta Gev got away?” Han was asking no one in particular. “She couldn’t have been moving very fast. I cut up her leg pretty bad.”
“What can I say?” Tahiri replied. She was sitting between Jaina and Omad. “Ben and I covered every centimeter of Base Prime while we were setting the demolition charges. Gev wasn’t there.”
“I’m betting she escaped with Vestara,” said Ben, who was sitting next to his father. “I saw both of them retreating into the Qrephs’ residence right after we breached the wall. After that, there was no sign of them.”
“Great,” Han muttered. “A Mandalorian teaming up with a Sith. Now they both qualify for blast on sight.”
“Maybe,” Leia said. She laid her hand on Han’s knee and gave it a squeeze to calm his nerves. “But that’s not going to be our problem. Remember?”
The storm clouds drained from Han’s face, and he flashed his most endearing cockeyed grin.
“Of course I remember,” he said. “It’s the best plan ever: you, me, and the Falcon, with all the time in the Void and about a thousand galactic wonders to see. How could I forget?”
“You’re really going to do it?” Lando asked, opening the Reserve and starting to pour another round. “Han and Leia Solo, retire?”
Leia felt Han tense up again, just a little, and she gave his knee another squeeze. So far, he had been doing a good job of pretending the torture sessions on Base Prime were “no big deal.” But she knew he was hurting, both inside and out, and he needed time to recover.
As a matter of fact, so did she. If the journey into the monolith had taught her anything, it was how incredible Han truly was. For over four decades, he had been keeping up with her and the rest of the Jedi without the Force. But he couldn’t do that forever. No one could. Sooner or later, Han would start to slow down. And before that happened, the Solos deserved some time alone—like normal people. She let Lando’s question hang for a moment, until all eyes at the table began to turn toward her.
“Well, retire might be overstating it,” she said. “But we’re definitely taking a leave.”
“As long as you stay in touch,” Jagged Fel said, “and do a better job of it than you did out here. Jaina was sick with worry when you didn’t report back for so long.”
“Don’t exaggerate.” Jaina punched him lightly in the shoulder. “I wasn’t sick.”
Jag grinned. “Not once we decided to come investigate,” he said. “But before that …”
“Well, I am very glad you came,” Omad said to them both. “It will be good to have your help setting the new security beacons around the Bubble. It’s not exactly my area of expertise.”
“It’s our pleasure, Omad,” Jaina said. “And it’s as much for the Jedi’s sake as the Rift’s. Besides, after all the help you gave Luke and my parents, it’s the least we could do.”
“It was nothing,” Omad said, giving a dismissive wave. “And I owed your parents for backing me up against Scarn and his Nargons.”
Lando finished pouring, then picked up his own glass and turned to Luke.
“How about you, Grand Master?” he asked. “Are you still planning to have Ben and Tahiri take Dena back to the Jedi Council?”
Luke nodded. “As long as you and the miners’ cooperative still agree,” he said. “She needs to atone for her crimes somehow, but just what that means is a difficult question. The Council will have the wisdom to find an answer.”
“And, in the meantime, Master Cilghal will get a chance to study a living biot up close,” Tahiri added. “I don’t think we should assume that all the Qrephs’ biot spies are going to die off. Some may have found a way to fabricate their own enzymes. Life will out, after all.”
“I agree,” Ohali said. “It’s even possible that some of the biots don’t need enzymes. The Qrephs were always experimenting.”
“Good points,” Luke said. “Be sure to mention them in your briefing to the Council.”
“We will,” Ohali said.
Lando started to lift his glass for a toast, but Ben raised a hand to stop him.
“Wait. You’re still dodging the big question, Dad,” Ben said. “If you’re not coming back with us, then where are you going?”
Luke’s expression remained patient. “I thought I explained that.”
Ben rolled his eyes. “A retreat, Dad? Really?” He shook his head. “I’m not buying it. If you think you can go after Vestara Khai without me—”
“I’m not,” Luke interrupted. “I just need some time away.”
Ben scowled, still doubtful. “And what about the Jedi?” he asked. “How do you expect the Order to get along without its Grand Master?”
Leia saw Luke’s gaze flicker from Ben to Tahiri and Jaina, then to Ohali and herself—from the youngest generation of modern Jedi to the eldest—and she felt the calm that came to him in the Force. Luke had done his work well. The Jedi Order was strong and vigorous. The time had come for him to step out of the way, to let his creation grow into something larger than himself.
After a moment, Luke looked back to his son.
“Ben, I’ve been away for months now. You’ve read the same Council reports that I have. Did you see anything to suggest that the Jedi Order can’t get along without me for a while?”
Ben furrowed his brow. “Well, no,” he said. “But … I still don’t understand it. You aren’t going all Yoda on me, are you?”
Luke chuckled. “Going Yoda?” he repeated. “Would that be so bad?”
Ben thought about that, then shrugged. “Only if you expect me to visit you in a swamp,” he said. “Otherwise, I guess I’ll deal with it.”
Luke grinned and clasped his son’s shoulder. “In that case, I’ll be sure to avoid swamps. Now, how about we let Lando make his toast?”
Ben smiled and picked up his glass. “Sure thing.” He turned to Lando. “Sorry to hold things up.”
Lando returned the smile. “No worries, Ben. Nobody gets between me and my Corellian Reserve.”
He started to raise his glass again—then Ohali asked, “What about you, Lando? Are you going to retire?”
Lando’s eyes widened in mock horror. “Me? Not in this lifetime. I do intend to go home and see Tendra and Chance, but I’ll be back to rebuild the Sarnus Refinery.”
He raised his glass again, then looked around the table. “Now?”
Leia nodded and raised her glass, as did everyone else.
“Thank you.” Lando held his glass out toward the center of the table, then said, “To good friends.”
There followed a moment of silence. Jaina frowned. “That’s it?” she asked. “After all that buildup, that’s your big toast?”
Lando put a hand on his chest, feigning injury. “I thought it was simple and eloquent.” Then he winked at her. “How about this: to good friends, good times, and new journeys.”
They all extended their arms and clinked glasses.
“To new journeys,” Luke repeated. “And may the Force be with us all.”
About the Author
TROY DENNING is the New York Times bestselling author of the Star Wars: Fate of the Jedi novels: Abyss, Vortex, and Apocalypse; Star Wars: Tatooine Ghost; Star Wars: The New Jedi Order: Star by Star; the Star Wars: Dark Nest trilogy: The Joiner King, The Unseen Queen, and The Swarm War; and Star Wars: Legacy of the Force: Tempest, Inferno, and Invincible—as well as Pages of Pain, Beyond the High Road, The Summoning, and many other novels. A former game designer and editor, he lives in western Wisconsin with his wife, Andria.
Read on for an excerpt from
Star Wars: Kenobi
by John Jackson Miller
Published by Del Rey Books
“It’s time for you to go home, sir.”
Wyle Ulbreck woke up and looked at his empty glass. “What’s that you say?”
The green-skinned bartender prodded the old human on the shoulder. “I said it’s time for you to go home, Master Ulbreck. You’ve had enough.”
“That ain’t what I meant,” Ulbreck said, rubbing the crust from his bloodshot eyes. “You called me ‘sir.’ And then ‘Master.’ ” He leered suspiciously at the barkeep. “Are you an organic—or a droid?”
The bartender sighed and shrugged. “This again? I told you when you asked earlier. My eyes are large and red because I’m a Duros. I called you what I did because I’m polite. And I’m polite because I’m not some old moisture farmer, deranged from too many years out in the—”
“Because,” the white-whiskered man interrupted, “I don’t do business with no droids. Droids are thieves, the lot of them.”
“Why would a droid steal?”
“T’give to other droids,” Ulbreck said. He shook his head. The bartender was clearly an idiot.
“What would—” the bartender started to ask. “Never mind,” he said instead. He reached for a bottle and refilled the old farmer’s glass. “I’m going to stop talking to you now. Drink up.”
Ulbreck did exactly that.
To Ulbreck’s mind, there was one thing wrong with the galaxy: people. People and droids. Well, those were two things—but then again, wasn’t it wrong to limit what was wrong with the galaxy to just one thing? How fair was that? That was how the old farmer’s thinking tended to go, even when he was sober. In sixty standard years of moisture farming, Ulbreck had formed one theory about life after another. But he’d spent enough of the early years working alone—odd, how not even his farmhands wanted to be around him—that all his notions had piled up, unspoken.
That was what visits to town were for: opportunities for Ulbreck to share the wisdom of a lifetime. When he wasn’t getting robbed by diabolical droids pretending to be green bartenders.
They weren’t supposed to allow droids inside Junix’s Joint—that was what the ancient sign outside the Anchorhead bar said. Junix, whoever he was, was long since dead and buried in the sands of Tatooine, but his bar still stood: a dimly lit dive where the cigarra smoke barely covered the stink of farmers who’d been in the desert all day. Ulbreck seldom visited the place, preferring an oasis establishment closer to home. But having traveled to Anchorhead to chew out a vaporator parts supplier, he’d stopped in to fill his canteen.
Now, half a dozen lum ales later, Ulbreck began thinking about home. His wife was waiting for him there, and he knew he had better go. Then again, his wife was waiting for him there, and that was reason enough for him to stay. He and Magda had had a horrible fight that morning over whatever it was they’d fought about the night before. Ulbreck couldn’t remember what that was now, and it pleased him.
Still, he was an important man, with many underlings who would steal him blind if he was away too long. Through a haze, Ulbreck looked to the chrono on the wall. There were numbers there, and some of them were upside down. And dancing. Ulbreck scowled. He was no fan of dancing. Ears buzzing, he slid off the bar stool, intent on giving the digits a piece of his mind.
That was when the floor attacked him. A swift, scurrilous advance, intent on striking him in the head when he wasn’t looking.
It would have succeeded, had the hand not caught him.
“Careful, there,” said the hand’s owner.
Bleary-eyed, Ulbreck looked up the arm and into the hooded face of his rescuer. Blue eyes looked back at him from beneath sandy-colored eyebrows.
“I don’t know you,” Ulbreck said.
“Yes,” the bearded human responded, helping the old farmer back onto the stool. Then he moved a few paces away to get the bartender’s attention.
The brown-cloaked man had something in his other arm, Ulbreck now saw—a bundle of some kind. Alerted, Ulbreck looked around to see whether his own bundle was missing before remembering that he never had a bundle.
“This isn’t a nursery,” the bartender told the newcomer, although Ulbreck couldn’t figure out why.
“I just need some directions,” the hooded man responded.
Ulbreck knew many directions. He’d lived long enough on Tatooine to visit lots of places, and while he hated most of them and would never go back, he prided himself on knowing the best shortcuts to them. Certain that his directions would be better than those provided by a droid pretending to be a Duros, Ulbreck moved to intervene.
This time, he caught the railing himself.
Ulbreck looked back warily at the glass on the bar. “That drink ain’t right,” he said to the bartender. “You’re—you’re …”
The newcomer interjected cautiously, “You mean to say they’re watering the ale?”
The bartender looked at the hooded guest and smirked. “Sure, we always add the scarcest thing on Tatooine to our drinks. We rake in the credits that way.”
“Ain’t what I mean,” Ulbreck said, trying to focus. “You’ve done slipped somethin’ in this drink to put me out. So you can take my money. I know you city types.”
The bartender shook his bald head and looked behind him to his similarly hairless wife, who was washing up at the sink. “Close it up, Yoona. We’ve been found out.” He looked to the hooded stranger. “We’ve been piling customers’ bodies in the back room for years—but I guess that’s all over now,” he said jokingly.
“I won’t tell a soul,” the newcomer said, smiling. “In exchange for directions. And a bit of blue milk, if you have it.”
Ulbreck was puzzling through that exchange when the bartender’s expression changed to one of concern. The old farmer turned to see several young humans entering through the arched doorway, cursing and laughing. Through his haze, Ulbreck recognized the drunken rowdies.
The two in their twenties were brother and sister Mullen and Veeka Gault, hellion spawn of Ulbreck’s greatest competitor out west, Orrin Gault. And their cronies were here, too. Zedd Grobbo, the big menace who could outlift a loader droid; and, at just a little over half his size, young Jabe Calwell, son of one of Ulbreck’s neighbors.
“Get that kid out of here,” the bartender yelled when he saw the teenage tagalong. “Like I told the other guy, the day care’s around the block.”
At the reference, Ulbreck heard catcalls from the young punks—and he noticed his savior turning to face the wall with his bundle, away from the troublemakers. Veeka Gault shoved past Ulbreck and grabbed a bottle from behind the bar. She paid the Duros with an obscene gesture.
Her fellow hooligans had moved on to a helpless victim: Yoona, the bartender’s wife. Catching the startled Duros woman with a pile of empties on her tray, Zedd spun her around for sport, causing mugs to fly in all directions. One struck the shaggy head of a patron at a nearby table.
The Wookiee rose to register his towering disapproval. So did Ulbreck, who had disliked several generations of Gaults, and didn’t mind helping to put this generation in its place. He staggered to a table near the group and prepared to raise his objections. But the Wookiee had precedence, and Ulbreck felt the table he was leaning against falling anyway, so he decided to check things out from the floor. He heard a scuffling sound and only vaguely registered the arrival of the bartender’s wife, who scuttled into cover beside him.
The Wookiee backhanded Zedd, sending him across the room—and into the table of some people Ulbreck was pretty sure were thieves, even though they weren’t droids. He’d eyed the green-skinned, long-snouted Rodians all afternoon and evening, wondering when they’d harass him. He knew henchmen for Jabba the Hutt when he saw them. Now, their table upended, the thugs moved—chairs overturning as they shot to their feet and reached for their guns.
“No blasters!” Ulbreck heard the bartender yell as customers stampeded for the exit. The call didn’t do a bit of good. Trapped between advancing attackers, the Gaults, who had drawn their pistols when the Wookiee struck their comrade, began firing back at the Rodians. Young Jabe might have fired his weapon, too, Ulbreck saw, had the Wookiee not lifted him from the ground. The titan held the howling boy aloft, about to hurl him into a wall.
The bearded newcomer knelt beside Ulbreck against the bar and leaned across him toward the bartender’s wife. “Take care of this,” the man said, placing his bundle in her hands. Then he dashed into the fray.
Ulbreck returned his attention to the bar fight. Above him, the Wookiee threw Jabe at the wall. But somehow, boy and wall never met; as Ulbreck craned his neck to see, Jabe’s flailing body flew in an unnatural curve through the air and landed behind the bar.
Stunned, Ulbreck looked to see if Yoona had seen the same thing. But she was frozen in terror, eyes squeezed shut. Then a blaster shot struck the floor near them. She opened her eyes. With a scream, she shoved the bundle into Ulbreck’s hands and crawled away.
Ulbreck turned his own frightened eyes back to the brawl, expecting to see the Wookiee beating Jabe to a pulp. He saw, instead, the hooded man—holding Jabe’s blaster and pointing it at the ceiling. The man fired once at the lightglobe suspended overhead. A second later, Junix’s Joint was in darkness.
But not silence. There was the Wookiee’s howl. The blaster shots. The shattered glass. And then there was the strange humming sound, even louder than the one in Ulbreck’s ears. Ulbreck feared to peer around the edge of the table shielding his body. But when he did, he could make out the silhouette of the hooded man, lit by a wash of blue light—and stray blaster bolts of orange, ricocheting harmlessly into the wall. Dark figures advanced—the criminal Rodians?—but they fell away, screaming, as the human advanced.
Ulbreck slid back behind the table, trembling.
When quiet finally came, all Ulbreck could hear was a gentle rustling inside the blanket on his lap. Fumbling for the utility light he carried in his pocket, Ulbreck activated it and looked down at the bundle he was holding.
A tiny baby with a wisp of blond hair gurgled at him.
“Hello,” Ulbreck said, not knowing what else to say.
The infant cooed.
The bearded man appeared at Ulbreck’s side. Lit from below by the portable light, he looked kindly—and not at all fatigued by whatever he had just done. “Thank you,” he said, taking the child back. Starting to rise, he paused. “Excuse me. Do you know the way to the Lars homestead?”
Ulbreck scratched his beard. “Well, now, there’s four or five ways to get there. Let me think of the best way to describe it—”
“Never mind,” the man replied. “I’ll find it myself.” He and the child disappeared into the darkness.
Ulbreck rose now, turning the light onto the room around him.
There was no-good Mullen Gault, being revived by his no-good sister, as Jabe limped toward the open doorway. Ulbreck could just make out the Wookiee outside, evidently chasing after Zedd. The bartender was in the back, consoling his wife.
Jabba’s thugs lay dead on the floor.
The old farmer slumped back down again. What had happened in here? Had the stranger really taken on the toughs alone? Ulbreck didn’t remember seeing him with a weapon. And what about Jabe, who’d seemed to hang in the air before he dropped behind the bar? And what was that blasted flashing blue light?
Ulbreck shook his aching head, and the room spun a little. No, truth was, he just couldn’t trust his besotted eyes. No one would risk his neck against Jabba’s toughs. And no one would bring a baby to a bar fight. No decent person, anyway. Certainly not some hero type.
“People are just no good,” Ulbreck said to no one. Then he went to sleep.
Meditation
The package is delivered.
I hope you can read my thoughts, Master Qui-Gon: I haven’t heard your voice since that day on Polis Massa, when Master Yoda told me I could commune with you through the Force. You’ll remember that we decided I should take Anakin’s son to his relatives for safekeeping. That mission is now accomplished.
It feels so strange, being here, at this place and in this circumstance. Years ago, we removed one child from Tatooine, thinking him to be the galaxy’s greatest hope. Now I have returned one—with the same goal in mind. I hope it goes better this time. Because the path to this moment has been filled with pain. For the whole galaxy, for my friends—and for me.
I still can’t believe the Jedi Order is gone—and the Republic, corrupted and in the hands of Palpatine. And Anakin, corrupted as well. The holovids I saw of him slaughtering the Jedi younglings in the Temple still haunt my dreams … and shatter my heart into pieces, over and over again.
But after the horror of children’s deaths, a child may bring hope, as well. It’s as I said: the delivery is made. I’m standing on a ridge with my riding beast—a Tatooine eopie—looking back at the Lars homestead. Owen and Beru Lars are outside, holding the child. The last chapter is finished: a new one has begun.
I’ll look for a place nearby, though if I hang around too long, I half expect Owen will want me to move someplace else, farther away. There may be wisdom in that. I seem to attract trouble, even in such a remote place as this. There was some mischief yesterday at Anchorhead—and before that, some trouble in one of the spaceports I passed through. None of it was really about me, thankfully, or why I’m here. But I can’t afford to react to things as Obi-Wan Kenobi anymore. I won’t be able to turn on my lightsaber without screaming “Jedi Knight” to everyone around. Even on Tatooine, I expect someone knows what that is!
So this will be it. From here on out, as long as it takes, I’m minding my own business and staying out of trouble. I can’t play Jedi for this world and help save the other worlds at the same time. Isolation is the answer.
The city—even a village like Anchorhead—runs at too fast a pace. Out on the periphery, though, should be another story. I can already feel time moving at a different pace—to the rhythm of the desert.
Yes, I expect things will be slower. I’ll be far from anywhere, and alone, with nothing but my regrets to keep me company.
If only there were a place to hide from those.
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.
Introduction to the OLD REPUBLIC Era
(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.
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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.
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The starlines collapsed into stars, and the Imperial Star Destroyer Dominator had arrived. Standing on the command walkway, his hands clasped stiffly behind his back, Captain Worhven glared at the misty planet floating in the blackness directly ahead and wondered what in blazes he and his ship were doing here.
For these were not good times. The Emperor’s sudden dissolution of the Imperial Senate had sent dangerous swells of uncertainty throughout the galaxy, which played into the hands of radical groups like the so-called Rebel Alliance. At the same time, criminal organizations like Black Sun and the Hutt syndicates openly flaunted the law, buying and selling spice, stolen merchandise, and local and regional officials alike.
Even worse, Palpatine’s brand-new toy, the weapon that was supposed to finally convince both insurgents and lawbreakers that the Empire was deadly serious about taking them down, had inexplicably been destroyed at Yavin. Worhven still hadn’t heard an official explanation for that incident.
Evil times indeed. And evil times called for a strong and massive response. The minute the word came in from Yavin, Imperial Center should have ordered a full Fleet deployment, concentrating its efforts on the most important, the most insubordinate, and the most jittery systems. It was the classic response to crisis, a method that dated back thousands of years, and by all rights and logic the Dominator should have been at the forefront of any such deployment.
Instead, Worhven and his ship had been pressed into mule cart duty.
“Ah—Captain,” a cheery voice boomed behind him.
Worhven took a deep, calming breath. “Lord d’Ashewl,” he replied, making sure to keep his back to the other while he forced his expression into something more politically proper for the occasion.
It was well he’d started rearranging his face when he did. Barely five seconds later d’Ashewl came to a stop beside him, right up at his side instead of stopping the two steps back that Worhven demanded of even senior officers until he gestured them forward.
But that was hardly a surprise. What would a fat, stupid, accidentally rich member of Imperial Center’s upper court know of ship’s protocol?
A rhetorical question. The answer, of course, was nothing.
But if d’Ashewl didn’t understand basic courtesy, Worhven did. And he would treat his guest with the proper respect. Even if it killed him. “My lord,” he said politely, turning to face the other. “I trust you slept well.”
“I did,” d’Ashewl said, his eyes on the planet ahead. “So that’s Wukkar out there, is it?”
“Yes, my lord,” Worhven said, resisting the urge to wonder aloud if d’Ashewl thought the Dominator might have somehow drifted off course during ship’s night. “As per your orders.”
“Yes, yes, of course,” d’Ashewl said, craning his neck a little. “It’s just so hard to tell from this distance. Most worlds out there look distressingly alike.”
“Yes, my lord,” Worhven repeated, again resisting the words that so badly wanted to come out. That was the kind of comment made only by the inexperienced or blatantly stupid. With d’Ashewl, it was probably a toss-up.
“But if you say it’s Wukkar, then I believe it,” d’Ashewl continued. “Have you compiled the list of incoming yachts that I asked for?”
Worhven suppressed a sigh. Not just mule cart duty, but handmaiden duty as well. “The comm officer has it,” he said, turning his head and gesturing toward the starboard crew pit. Out of the corner of his eye he saw now that he and d’Ashewl weren’t alone: d’Ashewl’s young manservant, Dayja, had accompanied his superior and was standing a respectful half dozen steps back along the walkway.
At least one of the pair knew something about proper protocol.
“Excellent, excellent,” d’Ashewl said, rubbing his hands together. “There’s a wager afoot, Captain, as to which of our group will arrive first and which will arrive last. Thanks to you and your magnificent ship, I stand to win a great deal of money.”
Worhven felt his lip twist. A ludicrous and pointless wager, to match the Dominator’s ludicrous and pointless errand. It was nice to know that in a universe on the edge of going mad, there was still ironic symmetry to be found.
“You’ll have your man relay the data to my floater,” d’Ashewl continued. “My man and I shall leave as soon as the Dominator reaches orbit.” He cocked his head. “Your orders were to remain in the region in the event that I needed further transport, were they not?”
The captain allowed his hands, safely out of d’Ashewl’s sight at his sides, to curl into frustrated fists. “Yes, my lord.”
“Good,” d’Ashewl said cheerfully. “Lord Toorfi has been known to suddenly change his mind on where the games are to continue, and if he does, I need to be ready to once again beat him to the new destination. You’ll be no more than three hours away at all times, correct?”
“Yes, my lord,” Worhven said. Fat, stupid, and a cheat besides. Clearly, all the others involved in this vague high-stakes gaming tournament had arrived at Wukkar via their own ships. Only d’Ashewl had had the supreme gall to talk someone on Imperial Center into letting him borrow an Imperial Star Destroyer for the occasion.
“But for now, all I need is for your men to prepare to launch my floater,” d’Ashewl continued. “After that, you may take the rest of the day off. Perhaps the rest of the month as well. One never knows how long old men’s stamina and credits will last, eh?”
Without waiting for a reply—which was just as well, because Worhven didn’t have any that he was willing to share—the rotund man turned and waddled back along the walkway toward the aft bridge. Dayja waited until he’d passed, then dropped into step the prescribed three paces behind him.
Worhven watched until the pair had passed beneath the archway and into the aft bridge turbolift, just to make sure they were truly gone. Then, unclenching his teeth, he turned to the comm officer. “Signal Hangar Command,” he ordered. “Our passenger is ready to leave.”
He threw a final glower at the aft bridge. Take the day off, indeed. Enough condescending idiocy like that from the Empire’s ruling class, and Worhven would be sorely tempted to join the Rebellion himself. “And tell them to make it quick,” he added. “I don’t want Lord d’Ashewl or his ship aboard a single millisecond longer than necessary.”
“I should probably have you whipped,” d’Ashewl commented absently.
Dayja half turned in the floater’s command chair to look over his shoulder. “Excuse me?” he asked.
“I said I should probably have you whipped,” d’Ashewl repeated, gazing at his datapad as he lazed comfortably on the luxurious couch in the lounge just behind the cockpit.
“Any particular reason?”
“Not really,” d’Ashewl said. “But it’s becoming the big thing among the upper echelon of the court these days, and I’d hate to be left out of the truly important trends.”
“Ah,” Dayja said. “I trust these rituals aren’t done in public?”
“Oh, no, the sessions are quite private and secretive,” d’Ashewl assured him. “But that’s a good point. Unless we happen to meet up with others of my same lofty stature, there really wouldn’t be any purpose.” He considered. “At least not until we get back to Imperial Center. We may want to try it then.”
“Speaking only for myself, I’d be content to put it off,” Dayja said. “It does sound rather pointless.”
“That’s because you have a lower-class attitude,” d’Ashewl chided. “It’s a conspicuous-consumption sort of thing. A demonstration that one has such an overabundance of servants and slaves that he can afford to put one out of commission for a few days merely on a whim.”
“It still sounds pointless,” Dayja said. “Ripping someone’s flesh from his body is a great deal of work. I prefer to have a good reason if I’m going to go to that much effort.” He nodded at the datapad. “Any luck?”
“Unfortunately, the chance cubes aren’t falling in our favor,” d’Ashewl said, tossing the instrument onto the couch beside him. “Our tip-off came just a bit too late. It looks like Qazadi is already here.”
“You’re sure?”
“There were only eight possibilities, and all eight have landed and their passengers dispersed.”
Dayja turned back forward, eyeing the planet rushing up toward them and trying to estimate distances and times. If the yacht carrying their quarry had just landed, there might still be a chance of intercepting him before he went to ground.
“And the latest was over three hours ago,” d’Ashewl added. “So you might as well ease back on the throttle and enjoy the ride.”
Dayja suppressed a flicker of annoyance. “So in other words, we took the Dominator out of service for nothing.”
“Not entirely,” d’Ashewl said. “Captain Worhven had the opportunity to work on his patience level.”
Despite his frustration, Dayja had to smile. “You do play the pompous-jay role very well.”
“Thank you,” d’Ashewl said. “I’m glad my talents are still of some use to the department. And don’t be too annoyed that we missed him. It would have been nicely dramatic, snatching him out of the sky as we’d hoped. But such a triumph would have come with its own set of costs. For one thing, Captain Worhven would have had to be brought into your confidence, which would have cost you a perfectly good cover identity.”
“And possibly yours?”
“Very likely,” d’Ashewl agreed. “And while the Director has plenty of scoundrel and server identities to pass out, he can slip someone into the Imperial court only so often before the other members catch on. They may be arrogant and pompous, but they’re not stupid. All things considered, it’s probably just as well things have worked out this way.”
“Perhaps,” Dayja said, not entirely ready to concede the point. “Still, he’s going to be harder to get out of Villachor’s mansion than he would have been if we’d caught him along the way.”
“Even so, it will be easier than digging him out of one of Black Sun’s complexes on Imperial Center,” d’Ashewl countered. “Assuming we could find him in that rat hole in the first place.” He gestured toward the viewport. “And don’t think it would have been that easy to pluck him out of space. Think Xizor’s Virago, only scaled up fifty or a hundred times, and you’ll get an idea what kind of nut it would have been to crack.”
“All nuts can be cracked,” Dayja said with a shrug. “All it takes is the right application of pressure.”
“Provided the nutcracker itself doesn’t break in the process,” d’Ashewl said, his voice going suddenly dark. “You’ve never tangled with Black Sun at this level, Dayja. I have. Qazadi is one of the worst, with every bit of Xizor’s craftiness and manipulation.”
“But without the prince’s charm?”
“Joke if you wish,” d’Ashewl rumbled. “But be careful. If not for yourself, for me. I have the ghosts of far too many lost agents swirling through my memory as it is.”
“I understand,” Dayja said quietly. “I’ll be careful.”
“Good.” D’Ashewl huffed out a short puff of air, an affectation Dayja guessed he’d picked up from others of Imperial Center’s elite. “All right.
We still don’t know why Qazadi is here: whether he’s on assignment, lying low, or in some kind of disfavor with Xizor and the rest of the upper echelon. If it’s the third, we’re out of luck.”
“As is Qazadi,” Dayja murmured.
“Indeed,” d’Ashewl agreed. “But if it’s one of the first two …” He shook his head. “Those files could rock Imperial Center straight out of orbit.”
Which was enough reason all by itself for them to play this whole thing very carefully, Dayja knew. “But we’re sure he’ll be staying at Villachor’s?”
“I can’t see him coming to Wukkar and staying anywhere but the sector chief’s mansion,” d’Ashewl said. “But there may be other possibilities, and it wouldn’t hurt for you to poke around a bit. I’ve downloaded everything we’ve got on Villachor, his people, and the Marblewood Estate for you. Unfortunately, there isn’t much.”
“I guess I’ll have to get inside and see the place for myself,” Dayja said. “I’m thinking the upcoming Festival of Four Honorings will be my best bet.”
“If Villachor follows his usual pattern of hosting one of Iltarr City’s celebrations at Marblewood,” d’Ashewl warned. “It’s possible that with Qazadi visiting he’ll pass that role to someone else.”
“I don’t think so,” Dayja said. “High-level Black Sun operatives like to use social celebrations as cover for meetings with off world contacts and to set up future opportunities. In fact, given the timing of Qazadi’s visit, it’s possible he’s here to observe or assist with some particularly troublesome problem.”
“You’ve done your homework,” d’Ashewl said. “Excellent. Do bear in mind, though, that the influx of people also means Marblewood’s security force will be on heightened alert.”
“Don’t worry,” Dayja said calmly. “You can get through any door if you know the proper way to knock. I’ll just keep knocking until I find the pattern.”
According to Wukkar’s largest and most influential fashion magazines, all of which were delighted to run extensive stories on Avrak Villachor whenever he paid them to do so, Villachor’s famed Marblewood Estate was one of the true showcases of the galaxy. It was essentially a country manor in the midst of Iltarr City: a walled-off expanse of landscaped grounds surrounding a former governor’s mansion built in classic High Empress Teta style.
The more breathless of the commentators liked to remind their readers of Villachor’s many business and philanthropic achievements and awards, and predicted that there would be more such honors in the future. Other commentators, the unpaid ones, countered with more ominous suggestions that Villachor’s most likely achievement would be to suffer an early and violent death.
Both predictions were probably right; the thought flicked through Villachor’s mind as he stood at the main entrance to his mansion and watched the line of five ordinary-looking landspeeders float through the gate and into his courtyard. In fact, there was every chance that he was about to face one or the other of those events right now.
The only question was which one.
Proper etiquette on Wukkar dictated that a host be waiting beside the landspeeder door when a distinguished guest emerged. In this case, though, that would be impossible. All five landspeeders had dark-tint windows, and there was no way to know which one his mysterious visitor was riding in. If Villachor guessed wrong, not only would he have violated prescribed manners, but he would also look like a fool.
And so he paused on the bottom step until the landspeeders came to a well-practiced simultaneous halt. The doors of all but the second vehicle opened and began discharging the passengers, most of them hard-faced human men who would have fit in seamlessly with Villachor’s own cadre of guards and enforcers. They spread out into a loose and casual-looking circle around the vehicles, and one of them murmured something into the small comlink clip on his collar. The final landspeeder’s doors opened—
Villachor felt his throat tighten as he caught his first glimpse of gray-green scales above a colorful beaded tunic. This was no human. This was a Falleen.
And not just one, but an entire landspeeder full of them. Even as Villachor started forward, two Falleen emerged from each side of the vehicle, their hands on their holstered blasters, their eyes flicking to and past Villachor to the mansion towering behind him. Special bodyguards, which could only be for an equally special guest. Villachor picked up his pace, trying to hurry without looking like it, his heart thudding with unpleasant anticipation. If it was Prince Xizor in that landspeeder, this day was likely to end very badly. Unannounced visits from Black Sun’s chief nearly always did.
It was indeed another Falleen who stepped out into the sunlight as Villachor reached his proper place at the vehicle’s side. But to his quiet relief, it wasn’t Xizor. It was merely Qazadi, one of Black Sun’s nine vigos.
It was only as Villachor dropped to one knee and bowed his head in reverence to his guest that the significance of that thought belatedly struck him. Only one of the nine most powerful beings in Black Sun?
Just because the Falleen standing in front of him wasn’t Xizor didn’t mean the day might not still end in death.
“I greet you, Your Excellency,” Villachor said, bowing even lower. If he was in trouble, an extra show of humility probably wouldn’t save him, but it might at least buy him a less painful death. “I’m Avrak Villachor, chief of this sector’s operations, and your humble servant.”
“I greet you in turn, Sector Chief Villachor,” Qazadi said. His voice was smooth and melodious, very much like Xizor’s, but with a darker edge of menace lurking beneath it. “You may rise.”
“Thank you, Your Excellency,” Villachor said, getting back to his feet. “How may I serve you?”
“You may take me to a guest suite,” Qazadi said. His eyes seemed to glitter with private amusement. “And then you may relax.”
Villachor frowned. “Excuse me, Your Excellency?” he asked carefully.
“You fear that I’ve come to exact judgment upon you,” Qazadi said, his voice still dark yet at the same time oddly conversational. The gray-green scales of his face were changing, too, showing just a hint of pink on his upper cheeks. “And such thoughts should never be simply dismissed,” the Falleen added, “for I don’t leave Imperial Center without great cause.”
“Yes, Your Excellency,” Villachor said. The sense of dark uncertainty still hung over the group like an early morning fog, but to his mild surprise he could feel his heartbeat slowing and an unexpected calm beginning to flow through him. Something about the Falleen’s voice was more soothing than he’d realized.
“But in this case, the cause has nothing to do with you,” Qazadi continued. “With Lord Vader’s absence from Imperial Center leaving his spies temporarily leaderless, Prince Xizor has decided it would be wise to shuffle the cards a bit.” He gave Villachor a thin smile. “In this case, a most appropriate metaphor.”
Villachor felt his mouth go suddenly dry. Was Qazadi actually talking about—? “My vault is at your complete disposal, Your Excellency,” he managed.
“Thank you,” Qazadi said, as if Villachor actually had a choice in the matter. “While my guards bring in my belongings and arrange my suite, we will go investigate the security of your vault.”
The breeze that had been drifting across Villachor’s face shifted direction, and suddenly the calmness that had settled comfortably across his mind vanished. It hadn’t been Qazadi’s voice at all, Villachor realized acidly, but just another of those cursed body-chemical tricks Falleen liked to pull on people. “As you wish, Your Excellency,” he said, bowing again and gesturing to the mansion door. “Please, follow me.”
The hotel that d’Ashewl had arranged for was in the very center of Iltarr City’s most exclusive district, and the Imperial Suite was the finest accommodation the hotel had to offer. More important, from Dayja’s point of view, the humble servants’ quarters tacked onto one edge of the suite had a private door that opened right beside one of the hotel’s back stairwells.
An hour after d’Ashewl finished his grand midafternoon dinner and retired to his suite, Dayja had changed from servant’s livery to more nondescript clothing and was on the streets. A few minutes’ walk took him out of the enclave of the rich and powerful and into a poorer, nastier section of the city.
Modern Intelligence operations usually began at a field officer’s desk, with a complete rundown of the target’s communications, finances, and social webs. But in this case, Dayja knew, such an approach would be less than useless. Black Sun’s top chiefs were exceptionally good at covering their tracks and burying all the connections and pings that could be used to ensnare lesser criminals. In addition, many of those hidden connections had built-in flags to alert the crime lord to the presence of an investigation. The last thing Dayja could afford would be to drive Qazadi deeper underground or, worse, send him scurrying back to Imperial Center, where he would once again be under the direct protection of Xizor and the vast Black Sun resources there.
And so Dayja would do this the old-fashioned way: poking and prodding at the edges of Black Sun’s operations in Iltarr City, making a nuisance of himself until he drew the right person’s attention.
He spent the rest of the evening just walking around, observing the people and absorbing the feel and rhythms of the city. As the sky darkened toward evening he went back to one of the three clandestine dealers he’d spotted earlier and bought two cubes of Nyriaan spice, commenting casually about the higher quality of the drug that he was used to.
By the time he was ready to head back to the hotel he had bought samples from two more dealers, making similar disparaging observations each time. Black Sun dealt heavily in Nyriaan spice, and there was a good chance that all three dealers were connected at least peripherally to Villachor. With any luck, news of this contemptuous stranger would begin filtering up the command chain.
He was within sight of the upper-class enclave’s private security station when he was jumped by three young toughs.
For the first hopeful moment he thought that perhaps Black Sun’s local intel web was better than he’d expected. But it was quickly clear that the thugs weren’t working for Villachor or anyone else, but merely wanted to steal the cubes of spice he was carrying. All three of the youths carried knives, and one of them had a small blaster, and there was a burning fire in their eyes that said they would have the spice no matter what the cost.
Unfortunately for them, Dayja had a knife, too, one he’d taken off the body of a criminal who’d had similar plans. Thirty seconds later, he was once again walking toward home, leaving the three bodies dribbling blood into the drainage gutter alongside the walkway.
Tomorrow, he decided, he would suggest that d’Ashewl make a show of visiting some of the local cultural centers, where Dayja would have a chance to better size up the city’s ruling class. Then it would be another solo excursion into the fringes, and more of this same kind of subtle troublemaking. Between the high classes and the low, sooner or later Villachor or his people were bound to take notice.
He was well past the security station, with visions of a soft bed dancing before his eyes, before the police finally arrived to collect the bodies he’d left behind.
Introduction to the REBELLION Era
(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.
During this time, the Empire controls nearly the entire settled galaxy. Out in the Rim worlds, Imperial stormtroopers suppress uprisings with brutal efficiency, many alien species have been enslaved, and entire star systems are brutally exploited by the Empire’s war machine. In the central systems, however, most citizens support the Empire, weighing misgivings about its harsh methods against the memories of the horror and chaos of the Clone Wars. Few dare to openly oppose Emperor Palpatine’s rule.
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.
If you’re a reader looking for places to jump in and explore the Rebellion-era novels, here are five great places to start:
• 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.
Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the Rebellion era.
CHAPTER
1
Above a dead world, one habitable moon hung suspended like a cloud-veiled turquoise. The eternal hand that held the chain of its orbit had dusted its velvet backdrop with brilliant stars, and cosmic energies danced on the wrinkles of space-time, singing their timeless music, neither noticing nor caring for the Empire, the Rebel Alliance, or their brief, petty wars.
But on that petty human scale of perspective, a fleet of starships orbited the moon’s primary. Carbon streaks scored the sides of several ships. Droids swarmed around some, performing repairs. Metal shards that had been critical spaceship components, and human and alien bodies, orbited with the ships. The battle to destroy Emperor Palpatine’s second Death Star had cost the Rebel Alliance heavily.
Luke Skywalker hustled across one cruiser’s landing bay, red-eyed but still suffused with victory after the Ewoks’ celebration. Passing a huddle of droids, he caught a whiff of coolants and lubricants. He ached, a dull gnawing in all his bones from the longest day of his life. Today—no, it was yesterday—he had met the Emperor. Yesterday, he had almost paid with his life for his faith in his father. Yet a passenger sharing his shuttle up to the cruiser from the Ewok village had already asked if Luke really killed the Emperor—and Darth Vader—single-handed.
Luke wasn’t ready to announce the fact that “Darth Vader” had been Anakin Skywalker, his father. Still, he’d answered firmly: Vader killed Emperor Palpatine. Vader had flung him into the second Death Star’s core. Luke would be explaining that for weeks, he guessed. For now, he merely wanted to check on his X-wing fighter.
To his surprise, it was overrun by service crew. Behind and above it, a magnacrane lowered Artoo-Detoo into the cylindrical droid socket behind his cockpit. “What’s up?” Luke asked, standing to catch his breath.
“Oh. Sir,” answered a khaki-suited crewman, disengaging a collapsible fuel hose, “your relief pilot’s going out. Captain Antilles came back on the first shuttle and went on patrol immediately. He intercepted an Imperial drone ship—one of those antiques they used for carrying messages back before the Clone Wars. Incoming from deep space.”
Incoming. Someone had sent a message to the Emperor. Luke smiled. “Guess they haven’t heard yet. Wedge wants company? I’m not that tired. I could go.”
The crewman didn’t smile back. “Unfortunately, Captain Antilles touched off a self-destruct cycle while trying to release its message codes. He is manually blocking a critical gap—”
“Cancel the relief pilot,” Luke exclaimed. Wedge Antilles had been his friend since the days of the first Death Star, where they’d flown in the final attack together. Without waiting to hear more, Luke spun toward the ready-room. A minute later, he was hopping back and pulling up one leg of an orange pressure suit.
Crewers scattered. He sprang up the ladder and into his inclined, padded seat, yanked on his helmet, then touched on the ship’s fusion generator. A familiar high-energy whine built around him.
The man who’d spoken climbed up behind him. “But, sir, I think Admiral Ackbar wanted to debrief you.”
“I’ll be right back.” Luke closed his cockpit canopy and ran an Alliance-record speed check of his systems and instruments. Nothing flagged his attention.
He switched on his comlink. “Rogue Leader, ready for takeoff.”
“Opening hatch, sir.”
He punched in the drive. An instant later, the dull ache in his body turned to ferocious pain. All the stars in his field of vision split into binaries and spun around each other. Crewers’ voices babbled in his ears. Dizzily, he reached down inside himself for the quiet center Master Yoda had taught him to touch …
To touch …
There.
Exhaling one trembling breath, he measured his mastery of the pain. Stars shrank into singular gleams again. Whatever had caused that, he’d deal with it later. Through the Force, he quested outward and found Wedge’s presence. His hands moved on the X-wing’s controls almost effortlessly as he steered toward that end of the Fleet.
On his way, he got his first good look at the battle damage, the swarming repair droids and tow vessels. Mon Calamari Star Cruisers were plated and shielded to withstand multiple direct hits, but he thought he remembered several more of the huge, lumpy crafts. Fighting for his life, his father, and his integrity in the Emperor’s throne room, he hadn’t even felt the gut-wrenching Force disturbances from all those deaths. He hoped he wasn’t getting used to them.
“Wedge, do you copy?” Luke asked over the subspace radio. He vectored out among the big ships of the Fleet. Scanners indicated that the nearest heavy transport was cautiously moving away from something much smaller. Four A-wings swooped along behind Luke. “Wedge, are you out there?”
“Sorry,” he heard faintly. “Almost out of range of my ship’s pickup. You see, I’ve got to …” Wedge trailed off, grunting. “I’ve got to keep these two crystals apart. It’s a self-destruct of some sort.”
“Crystals?” Luke asked, to keep Wedge talking. There was pain under that voice.
“Electrite crystal leads. Leftovers from the old ‘elegance’ days. The mechanism’s trying to push them together. Let ’em touch … poof. The whole fusion engine.”
Tumbling slowly above the blue glimmer of Endor, Luke spotted Wedge’s X-wing. Alongside it drifted a nine-meter-long cylinder bearing Imperial markings, fully as long as the X-wing and almost all engine, a type of drone ship the Alliance still couldn’t afford. For some reason, the drone gave him an eerie foreboding. The Empire never used such antiques any more. Why hadn’t the sender been able to use standard Imperial channels?
Luke whistled. “No, we don’t want to blow that big of an engine.” No wonder the transport was moving away.
“Right.” Wedge clung to one end of the cylinder, wearing a pressure suit and connected to the X-wing by a life-support tether. He must have blown his cockpit air and dove for the cylinder’s master control the moment he realized he’d accidentally armed it to detonate. In a space pilot’s lightweight pressure suit and closed-face emergency helmet, he could survive vacuum for several minutes.
“How long’ve you been out here, Wedge?”
“I don’t know. Doesn’t matter. The view’s terrific.”
Closing in, Luke reversed engines with care. Wedge held one hand inside a hinged panel. His head swiveled to follow Luke’s X-wing as Luke used short, delicate engine bursts to match his momentum with the cylinder.
“Sure could use another hand.” Wedge’s words sounded cocky but the tone betrayed his strain. That hand must be half crushed. “What are you doing out here?”
“Enjoying the view.” Luke considered his options. The A-wing pilots decelerated and hung back, probably assuming Luke knew what he was doing. “Artoo,” he called, “what’s the reach on your manipulator arm? If I got in close enough, could you help him?”
No—2.76 meters short at optimum angle, appeared on his head-up display.
Luke frowned. Sweat trickled on his forehead. Anything small, solid, and disposable would help. If he didn’t hurry, his friend was dead. Already Wedge’s sense in the Force wobbled dizzily.
Luke glanced at his lightsaber. He wasn’t about to dispose of that.
Not even to save Wedge’s life? Besides, he’d be able to get it back. Cautiously he slipped the saber into the flare ejection port’s feed tube. He launched it out, then extended a hand toward it across ten meters of vacuum. He sent it gliding toward Wedge. Once near the target, he twisted his wrist.
The green-white blade appeared, silent in the vacuum of space. Wedge’s wide brown eyes blinked behind his faceplate.
“On my signal,” Luke said, “jump free.”
“Luke, I’ll lose fingers.”
“Way free,” Luke repeated. “You’ll lose more than fingers if you stay there.”
“What’s the chance you could Jedi me a little nerve blockage? This hurts like crazy.” Wedge’s voice sounded weaker. He pulled in his knees and braced to push off.
At moments like these, moisture farming for Uncle Owen back on Tatooine didn’t sound too bad. “I’ll try,” said Luke. “Show me the crystals. Look at them closely.”
“Ho-kay.” Wedge pulled around to stare into the hatchway. Letting the lightsaber drift, Luke felt for Wedge’s friendly presence. He trusted Wedge not to resist this, to let him …
Through Wedge’s eyes, and fighting the excruciating pain in Wedge’s hand, Luke glimpsed a pair of round, multifaceted jewels—one inside his palm, the other crushing inward at the end of a spring mechanism from the back of his hand. Fist-sized, they reflected pale golden sparks of saber light out the hatch onto Wedge’s orange suit. Luke didn’t think the flight glove alone would keep them apart, or he’d’ve simply told Wedge to slip out of it. Brief depressurization didn’t damage extremities much.
If Wedge jumped, Luke would have a second at most to slice one crystal free, and only a little longer before Wedge fainted. Wedge was tethered and he’d be able to keep breathing, but he could lose a lot of blood. The glimpse blurred at the edges.
Luke tweaked Wedge’s pain perception.
Too much to juggle. Luke’s own aches began to ooze up from under control. “Got it,” he grunted.
“Got what?” Wedge asked dreamily.
“The view,” Luke said. “Jump on the count of three. Jump hard. One.” Wedge didn’t object. Clenching his teeth, Luke eased into a closer accord with the saber. So long as he focused on the saber, he could maintain control. “Two.” Keeping up a steady count, he felt the saber, the crystals, and the critical gap, all as parts of the universe’s wholeness.
“Three.” Nothing happened. “Jump, Wedge!” Luke cried.
Weakly, Wedge launched himself. Luke swept in. One crystal soared free, reflecting a whirling green kaleidoscope onto the X-wing’s upper S-foil.
“Ooh,” crooned Wedge’s voice in his ear. “Pretty.” He spun, clutching his right hand.
“Wedge, reel in!”
No response. Luke bit his lip. He stabilized the tumbling saber and deactivated its blade. Wedge’s tether stretched taut, high above the other X-wing. His limbs wobbled randomly.
Luke slapped his distress beacon. “Rogue Leader to Home One. Explosives disarmed. Request medical pickup. Now!”
From behind the A-wings, hanging back out of the danger zone, a med runner swooped into sight.
Wedge’s body rose and sank with each breath as he floated upright in the Fleet’s clear tank of healing bacta fluid. Much to Luke’s relief, they’d saved all his fingers. Surgical droid Too-Onebee set the control board and then swiveled to face Luke. Slender, jointed limbs waved in front of his gleaming midsection. “Now you, sir. Please step behind the scanner.”
“I’m all right.” Luke leaned his stool against the bulkhead. “Just tired.” Artoo-Detoo bleeped softly beside him, sounding concerned.
“Please, sir. This will only take a moment.”
Luke sighed and shuffled around a man-high rectangular panel. “Okay?” he called out through it. “May I go now?”
“One moment more,” came the mechanical voice, then clicking sounds. “One moment,” the droid repeated. “Have you experienced double vision recently?”
“Well …” Luke scratched his head. “Yes. But just for a minute.” Surely that little spell wasn’t significant.
As the diagnostic panel retracted into the bulkhead, a medical flotation bed extended itself from the wall beside Too-Onebee. Luke backstepped. “What’s that for?”
“You’re not well, sir.”
“I’m just tired.”
“Sir, my diagnosis is sudden and massive calcification of your skeletal structure, of the rare type brought on by severely conductive exposure to electrical and other energy fields.”
Energy fields. Yesterday. Emperor Palpatine, leering as blue-white sparks leaped off his fingertips while Luke writhed on the deck. Luke broke a sweat, the memory was so fresh. He’d thought he was dying. He was dying.
“The abrupt drop in blood minerals is causing muscular microseizures all over your body, sir.”
So that was why he ached. Until an hour ago, he hadn’t had a chance to sit still and notice. Deflated, he stared up at Too-Onebee. “But it’s not permanent damage, is it? You don’t have to replace bones?” He shuddered at the thought.
“The condition will become chronic unless you rest and allow me to treat you,” answered the mechanical voice. “The alternative is bacta immersion.”
Luke glanced at the tank. Not that, again. He’d tasted bacta on his breath for a week afterward. Reluctantly he pulled off his boots and stretched out on the flotation bed.
He awakened, squirming, some time later.
Too-Onebee’s metal-grate face appeared at his bedside. “Painkiller, sir?”
Luke had always read that humans had three bones in each ear. Now he believed it. He could count them. “I feel worse, not better,” he complained. “Didn’t you do anything?”
“Treatment is complete, sir. Now you must rest. May I offer you a painkiller?” he repeated patiently.
“No thanks,” Luke grunted. As a Jedi Knight, he must learn to control sensations, and better sooner than later. Pain was an occupational hazard.
Artoo beeped a query.
Guessing at a translation, Luke said, “All right, Artoo. You stand watch. I’ll take another nap.” He rolled over. Slowly, his weight pushed a new furrow into the bed’s flexible contour. This was the down side of being called a hero. It’d been worse when he lost his right hand.
Come to think of it, the bionic hand didn’t ache.
One bright spot.
It was time to re-create the ancient Jedi art of self-healing. Yoda’s sketchy lessons left much to be imagined.
“I’ll leave you, sir.” Too-Onebee swiveled away. “Please attempt to sleep. Call if you require assistance.”
One last question brought Luke’s head up. “How’s Wedge?”
“Healing well, sir. He should be ready for release within a day.”
Luke shut his eyes and tried to remember Yoda’s lessons. Booted feet pounded rapidly past the open hatchway. Already focused deep into the Force, he felt an alarmed presence hurry up the hall. As carefully as he listened, he couldn’t recognize the individual. Yoda had said fine discernment—even of strangers—would come in time, as he learned the deep silence of self that let a Jedi distinguish others’ ripples in the Force.
Luke rolled over, wanting to sleep. He was ordered to sleep.
And he was still Luke Skywalker, and he had to know what had alarmed that trooper. Cautiously he sat up and gingerly slipped down onto his feet. With the ache localized at one end of his body, he could diminish it by willing his feet not to exist … or something like that. The Force wasn’t something you explained. It was something you used … when it let you. Not even Yoda had seen everything.
Artoo whistled an alarm. Too-Onebee rolled toward him, limb-pipes flailing. “Sir, lie back down, please.”
“In a minute.” He poked his head out into the long corridor and shouted, “Stop!”
The Rebel trooper spun to a halt.
“Did they decode that drone ship’s message yet?”
“Still working on it, sir.”
Then the war room was the place to be. Luke backed into Artoo and steadied himself with a hand on the little droid’s blue dome. “Sir,” insisted the medical droid, “please lie down. The condition will rapidly become chronic unless you rest.”
Imagining himself pain-racked for the rest of his life, and the alternative—another spell in the sticky tank—Luke sat down on the squishy edge of the flotation bed and fidgeted.
Then a thought struck him. “Too-Onebee, I bet you’ve got—”
Large enough to hold a hundred, the flagship’s war room was almost empty. A service droid slid along the curve of an inner bench, passing between a light tube and glimmering while bulkheads. Down near the circular projection table that dominated the war room’s center, near a single tech on duty, Mon Mothma—the woman who’d founded and who now led the Rebel Alliance—stood with General Crix Madine. Mon Mothma’s presence gleamed visibly in her long white robes and invisibly through the Force, and the bearded Madine’s confidence had grown since the Battle of Endor.
They both looked in Luke’s direction and frowned. Luke smiled halfheartedly and gripped the handrests of the repulsor chair he’d commandeered out of the medical suite, steering it down over the steps toward them.
“You’ll never learn, will you?” General Madine’s frown got flatter. “You belong in sick bay. This time we’ll have Too-Onebee knock you out.”
Luke’s cheek twitched. “What about that message? Some Imperial commander burned a quarter million credits on that antique drone.”
Mon Mothma nodded, reprimanding Luke with her placid stare. A side console lit, this one a smaller light projection table. Above it appeared a miniature hologram of Admiral Ackbar, with huge eyes bulging at the sides of his high-domed, ruddy head. Although the Calamarian had commanded the Battle of Endor from a chair under the broad starry viewport on Luke’s left, Ackbar felt more comfortable on his own cruiser. Life support there was fine-tuned to Calamarian standards. “Commander Skywalker,” he wheezed. Whiskery tendrils wobbled under his jaw. “You need to consider the risks you take … more carefully.”
“I will, Admiral. When I can.” Luke reclined the floating repulsor chair and steadied it against the main light table’s steel gray rim. An electronic whistle rang out from the hatchway behind him. Artoo-Detoo wasn’t letting him out of photoreceptor range for thirty seconds. The blue-domed droid had to take the long way around. Eclipsing tiny blinking instrument lights, he rolled along the upper computer bank to a drop platform. There he downloaded himself, then rolled close to Luke’s float chair before delivering a string of rebukes—probably from Too-Onebee. General Madine smirked behind his beard.
Luke hadn’t understood a single whistle, but he could guess at this translation too. “All right, Artoo. Pull in your wheels. I’m sitting down. This should be interesting.”
Young Lieutenant Matthews straightened up over the side console and turned his head. “Here it comes,” he announced.
Madine and Mothma leaned toward the screen. Luke craned his neck for a better view.
IMPERIAL GOVERNOR WILEK NEREUS OF THE BAKURA SYSTEM, TO HIS MOST EXCELLENT IMPERIAL MASTER PALPATINE: GREETINGS IN HASTE.
They hadn’t heard. Months, maybe years, would pass before much of the galaxy realized that the Emperor’s reign had ended. Luke himself was having a hard time believing it.
BAKURA IS UNDER ATTACK BY AN ALIEN INVASION FORCE FROM OUTSIDE YOUR DOMAIN. ESTIMATE FIVE CRUISERS, SEVERAL DOZEN SUPPORT SHIPS, OVER 1000 SMALL FIGHTERS. UNKNOWN TECHNOLOGY. WE HAVE LOST HALF OUR DEFENSE FORCE AND ALL OUTERSYSTEM OUTPOSTS. HOLONET TRANSMISSIONS TO IMPERIAL CENTER AND DEATH STAR TWO HAVE GONE UNANSWERED. URGENT, REPEAT URGENT, SEND STORMTROOPERS.
Madine reached past Lieutenant Matthews and poked a touch panel. “More data,” he exclaimed. “We need more of this.”
The voice of an intelligence droid filtered through the comlink. “There are corroborative visuals if you would care to see them, sir, as well as embedded data files coded for Imperial access.”
“That’s more like it.” Madine touched the lieutenant’s shoulder. “Give me the visuals.”
Over the central light table, a projection unit whirred upright. A scene appeared that brought up a fresh rush of pain-deadening adrenaline. Yoda would rap my knuckles, Luke observed soberly. Excitement … adventure … a Jedi craves not these things. He stretched toward Jedi calm. A terrified world needed help.
At the center of the tableau hovered the image of an Imperial system-patrol craft of a sort Luke had studied but never fought, projected as a three-dimensional network of lines that gleamed reddish orange. He leaned closer to examine its laser emplacements, but before he could get a good look, it silently spewed out an explosion of yellow escape pods. A larger orange image swung ominously into the viewfield, dominating the scene by its bulk: far larger than the patrol craft, stubbier than the Rebels’ sleek Mon Cal cruisers—roughly ovoid, but covered with blisterlike projections.
“Run a check on that ship’s design,” ordered Madine.
After approximately three seconds, the intelligence droid’s monotone answered, “This design is used neither by the Alliance nor the Empire.”
Luke held his breath. The huge attack craft loomed larger over the table. Now he could make out half a hundred gun emplacements … or were they beam antennae? It held fire until six crimson TIE fighters vectored close, then the fighters lurched simultaneously and slowed. Fighters and escape pods began to accelerate steadily toward the alien ship, evidently caught in a tractor beam. The scene shrank. Whoever recorded those visuals had left in a hurry.
“Taking prisoners,” Madine murmured, clearly concerned.
Mon Mothma turned to a shoulder-high droid that had stood silently nearby. “Access the embedded data files. Apply our most current Imperial codes. Locate this world, Bakura.” Luke felt relieved that even the Alliance’s knowledgeable leader had to ask for the system’s location.
The droid rotated toward the light table and reconnected its socket arm. The battle scene faded. Star sparks appeared in a conformation Luke recognized as this end of the Rim region. “Here, Madam,” the droid announced. One speck turned red. “According to this file, its economy is based on the export of repulsorlift components and an exotic fruit candy and liqueur. Settled by a speculative mining corporation during the final years of the Clone Wars, and taken over by the Empire approximately three years ago, to absorb and control its repulsorlift production capacity.”
“Subjugated recently enough to remember independence well.” Mon Mothma rested her slender hand on the edge of the light table. “Now show Endor. Relative position.”
Another speck gleamed blue. Forgotten at Luke’s shoulder, Artoo whistled softly. If Endor was a good bit out from the Core worlds, Bakura was still farther. “That’s virtually the edge of the Rim worlds,” Luke observed. “Even traveling in hyperspace, it would take days to get there. The Empire can’t help them.” It was strange to think of anyone turning to the Empire for help. Evidently the Rebels’ decisive victory at Endor doomed the Bakurans to an unknown fate, because the nearest Imperial battle group couldn’t help. Alliance forces had scattered it.
From a speaker at his left, Leia’s voice projected clearly. “How large is the Imperial force at the system?”
Leia was down on Endor’s surface, in the Ewok village. Luke hadn’t known she was listening in, but he should’ve assumed it. He reached out through the Force and brushed his sister’s warm presence, sensing justifiable tension. Leia was allegedly resting with Han Solo, recovering from that blaster burn on her upper arm, and helping the furry little Ewoks bury their dead—not watching for new trouble. Luke pursed his lips. He’d loved Leia all along, wishing …
Well, that was behind him. The intelligence droid answered her over a subspace radio comlink relay, “Bakura is defended by an Imperial garrison. The sender of this message has added subtext reminding Emperor Palpatine that what forces they have are antiquated, due to the system’s remoteness.”
“Evidently the Empire didn’t anticipate any competition for Bakura.” Leia’s voice sounded disdainful. “But now there’s no Imperial Fleet to help there. It will take the Imperials weeks to reassemble, and by then this Bakura could fall to the invasion force—or it could be part of the Alliance,” she added in a brighter tone. “If the Imperials can’t help the Bakurans, we must.”
Admiral Ackbar’s image planted finny hands in the vicinity of its lower torso. “What do you mean, Your Highness?”
Leia leaned against the wattle-and-daub wall of an Ewok tree house and rolled her eyes toward the dome of its high, thatched roof. Han sprawled casually beside her seat, leaning on an elbow and twirling a twig between his fingers.
She raised a handheld comlink. “If we sent aid to Bakura,” she answered Admiral Ackbar, “it’s possible that Bakura would leave the Empire out of gratitude. We could help free its people.”
“And get that repulsorlift technology,” Han mumbled to the twig.
Leia had only paused. “That chance is worth investing a small task force. And you’ll need a high-ranking negotiator.”
Han lay back, crossed his arms behind his head, and murmured, “You step off onto an Imperial world, and you’re an entry in somebody’s credit register. You’ve got a price on your head.”
She frowned.
“Can we afford to send troops, given the shape we’re in?” Ackbar’s voice wheezed out of the comlink. “We’ve lost twenty percent of our forces, battling only part of the Emperor’s fleet. Any Imperial battle group could do a better job at Bakura.”
“But then the Empire would remain in control there. We need Bakura just like we need Endor. Every world we can draw into the Alliance.”
Surprising her, Han closed his hand on the comlink and pulled it toward him. “Admiral,” he said, “I doubt we can afford not to go. An invasion force that big is trouble for this whole end of the galaxy. And she’s right—it’s us that ought to go. You’d just better send a ship that can make a fast getaway, in case the Imperials get ideas.”
“What about the price on your head, laser brains?” Leia whispered.
Han covered the squelch. “You’re not going without me, Highness-ness.”
Luke studied Mon Mothma’s expression and her sense in the Force. “It would have to be a small group,” she said quietly, “but one ship is not enough. Admiral Ackbar, you may select a few fighters to support General Solo and Princess Leia.”
Luke spread a hand. “What are the aliens doing? Why are they taking so many prisoners?”
“The message doesn’t say,” Madine pointed out.
“Then you’d better send someone who can find out. It could be important.”
“Not you, Commander, and it doesn’t look like we can wait until you’ve recovered.” Madine rapped a white handrail. “This team should leave within a standard day.”
Luke didn’t want to be left behind … even though he had all faith that Han and Leia could take care of each other.
On the other hand, before he could pitch in, he must heal himself, and General Madine had suddenly become twins. His optic nerves were telling him to get horizontal soon, or risk a doubly humiliating faint in the war room. He eyed the handrail over the double row of white benches, wondering if the repulsor chair would lift over it. He ached to push the thing’s envelope.
Artoo chattered, sounding motherly.
Luke fingered the float chair’s controls and said, “I’ll head back to my cabin. Keep me posted.”
General Madine crossed his arms over the front of his khaki uniform.
“I doubt we’ll be sending you to Bakura.” Mon Mothma’s robes rustled as she squared her shoulders. “Consider your importance to the Alliance.”
“She’s right, Commander,” wheezed the small ruddy image of Admiral Ackbar.
“I’m not helping anyone if I’m just lying down.” But he had to shake his reckless reputation, if he wanted the respect of the Rebel Fleet. Yoda had commissioned him to pass on what he had learned. To Luke’s mind, that meant rebuilding the Jedi Order … as soon as he got the chance. Anyone else could pilot a fightership. No one else could recruit and train new Jedi.
Frowning, he steered to the lift platform, rotated his chair, and answered Mon Mothma and Admiral Ackbar as he rose. “I can at least help you put together the strike force.”
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ONE
Instead of bed, where she usually awoke from her dreams, Leia found herself slumped forward in her crash webbing, ears hissing with static and eyes aching from the glare of two G-class suns. Han and Chewbacca were still busy at their stations, Han plotting approach vectors and Chewbacca setting sensor filters. The planet Tatooine was just drifting into view, its yellow sodium-rich sands glowing so brightly it resembled a small sibling star in orbit around the big twins.
A metallic hand tapped Leia’s shoulder. She turned to see C-3PO’s photoreceptors shining at her from the adjacent passenger seat.
“Pardon me for asking, Princess Leia, but are you well?”
“Don’t I look well?”
“Oh dear,” C-3PO replied, a diplomatic subroutine activating in response to her tone of voice. “Why yes, you do look as splendid as ever, but it seemed for a moment as though you might have overloaded your primary circuits.”
“My circuits are fine.”
“I’ll need to confirm that later.” Han twisted around and glanced over his seat with the same crooked smile that had alternately charmed and worried Leia since their first meeting on the Death Star. “Princess.”
“Oh, really?” Leia straightened herself in her chair without fully realizing she was doing it. With his tough-guy good looks and eyes sparkling with trouble, Han still made her sit up and take notice. “And you think you can read my schematics?”
“Sweetheart, I know your schematics by heart.” Han’s smile faded, and his expression grew concerned. “Threepio’s right. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
“Something like that. A bad dream.”
Han looked doubtful. “I’ve sat in that chair. That chair isn’t comfortable enough for dreams—good or bad.”
“It’s been a long trip,” Leia said, perhaps a little too quickly. “I must have nodded off.”
Han regarded her a moment longer, then shrugged. “Well, see if you can stay awake.” He looked forward again, to where the twin suns were slowly being eclipsed by Tatooine’s steadily swelling disk. “Until the sensors come up, we need to keep an eye out for other traffic.”
Leia gazed out the canopy and began to search for the rapidly swelling silhouette of blocked starlight that would mean an approaching vessel. Her thoughts remained focused on the strange dream. It had a similar feel to the Force-vision she had experienced nearly five years earlier at Bakura, when her father had sent an apparition begging for the forgiveness she would never—could never—grant. But that had been his doing, not hers.
Han’s hand rose into view between the pilot and copilot’s seats, pointing toward a blocky silhouette floating some distance to one side of Tatooine’s yellow disk. The twin suns were now completely hidden behind the planet, and Leia could see that the tiny silhouette was growing larger as they approached. It seemed to be staying in the same place relative to Tatooine, deliberately hanging in the shadow of the planet.
“That’s too square to be a moon,” Han said.
“And it’s no asteroid, not hanging in one place like that,” Leia added. “But at least it doesn’t seem to be coming our way.”
“Yet,” Han replied. “How about those filters, Chewie?”
An impatient rumble suggested that the Wookiee was still struggling with the filters. Anyone else might have been frightened, but Leia found the groan reassuring, a touch of the familiar in a time of shifting alliances and random annihilation. When she had married Han six months ago, she had known Chewbacca would be an honorary member of their family, and that was fine with her. Over the years she had come to think of the Wookiee as something of a furry big brother, always loyal to Han and protective of her, and now she could not hear him growl without feeling that she lived in a safer place, that with Chewbacca and Luke and Han—when he was in the mood—and millions of others like them, the New Republic would beat back the Empire’s latest onslaught and one day bring peace to the galaxy.
That, and she liked how Wookiee fur always smelled of trillium soap.
The comm hiss finally fell silent as Chewbacca found the right combination of filters. He brought the sensors up, fiddled a moment longer, then let out a startled ruumph.
“The mass calibration is off,” Han said. “That reads like a Star Destroyer.”
Chewbacca oowralled indignantly, then sent the data readout to the auxiliary display beside Leia’s seat and glanced back for her affirmation. She had to look only a second to see that he was correct.
“Sixteen hundred meters, six comm bands in use, and a TIE squadron circling on station,” Leia said, feeling a little sick and worried. When the Millennium Falcon came across a Star Destroyer these days, it was usually because one was stalking the other. “I don’t know, Han. The mass calibration looks fine to me.”
As she spoke, the Falcon’s computer found a profile match in its military data banks and displayed the schematic of an Imperial-class Star Destroyer. Below the image appeared the vessel’s name.
“The Chimaera,” Han read. “Isn’t she still in service to the Empire?”
“As of two months ago, she was one of their most efficient Destroyers.” Leia did not need to look up the information. The death of Warlord Zsinj eight months earlier had emboldened the Imperial fleet, and the Provisional Council had been mired in war minutiae ever since. “Admiral Ackbar has been wondering what became of her.”
“Deserters?” Han caught her eye in the canopy reflection. “Another captain wanting to set himself up as a warlord?”
“Please, no! The situation out here is already too confused.” With the New Republic battling the Imperials over the scraps of Zsinj’s empire and the surviving warlords exploiting the war to enlarge their own territories, confused was an understatement. Several times, the New Republic Navy had moved against one enemy to find itself engaging another, and sometimes two or three at once. “And the Chimaera’s commander isn’t the type. By all accounts, Gilad Pellaeon is both loyal and competent.”
“Then what’s he doing at Tatooine?” Han asked. “There isn’t a conflict zone within fifty systems of here.”
Chewbacca groaned the opinion that it was someone else’s job to analyze Imperial objectives, then began to plot hyperspace coordinates. Leia braced herself, more concerned with Han’s reaction than Chewbacca’s when she explained why they still had to risk a run planetside.
She was spared the necessity when Han scowled at the Wookiee’s flying fingers.
“Chewie! I can handle this, no problem.” Han looked vaguely insulted. “It’s only one little Star Destroyer.”
Chewbacca grunted doubtfully, then added a yawl about the folly of tempting fate for a piece of art.
“Killik Twilight means a lot to Leia,” Han said. “It hung in the palace on Alderaan.”
Chewbacca growled a long question that suggested they might be flying into a trap; the painting might not even be real.
“You can’t forge moss-paintings,” Leia answered. “Not anymore. They require strains that don’t spread or reproduce, the cultivation of which was a closely guarded secret even in Aldera. That secret died with the rest of Alderaan.”
“You see?” Han asked. “Besides, if the Imperials were trying to lure Leia to Tatooine, they wouldn’t leave their Star Destroyer out in the open like that.”
Han pointed at the tiny silhouette of the Chimaera, which had started an edgeward drift across the canopy as the Falcon eased past it toward the planet. Chewbacca stubbornly shook his head, reminding them of the syren plant on his native Kashyyyk, which drew victims to certain death with a scent so alluring it could not be resisted.
“Not a certain death,” Han corrected. “Or there wouldn’t be so many Wookiees in the galaxy.”
Never one whose purpose could be deflected by humor, Chewbacca reiterated the questions that had been troubling them all since learning of the auction. Why was such a valuable painting being sold in a seedy spaceport like Mos Espa? Where had it been all these years? Why was it surfacing now?
The answers were a mystery—as much a mystery as the Star Destroyer’s appearance here. At the time of Alderaan’s destruction, Killik Twilight had been returning home from a museum loan on Coruscant. It had dropped out of sight, and Leia had believed the painting destroyed with her home—at least until Lando Calrissian reported that it would soon be offered at auction on Tatooine.
Chewbacca continued to press his case, maintaining that the Chimaera’s presence was no coincidence. With an Imperial Star Destroyer hanging off Tatooine, there would almost certainly be Imperials at the auction. The argument was all too sensible, and—though Chewbacca clearly did not realize this—one that made it all the more imperative that Leia attend the sale herself. She leaned forward and grasped the Wookiee’s shoulder, and his tirade rumbled to an end.
“Chewie, everything you say makes sense. The Star Destroyer worries me, too. If this were just any piece of Alderaanian art, I wouldn’t ask you to take the risk. But for Killik Twilight, I must.”
Chewbacca studied her in the canopy reflection. He was a ferociously brave Wookiee—one who would never deny a friend’s request for aid once he knew a matter to be important. Leia only hoped she could win his help without having to explain herself now. Han was still stinging from that whole Hapan incident eight months ago, and being asked to risk his beloved Falcon on behalf of the Provisional Council would not sit well with him at the moment. Maybe not ever.
Leia held Chewbacca’s gaze with a sober expression that came to her face all too readily these days. Finally, he wrumpffed softly and nodded.
Han glanced over, his jaw dropped in disbelief. “That’s it? She says must, and you don’t even want to know why?”
Chewbacca shrugged.
“But you’ll argue with me?” Han glanced at Leia’s reflection in the canopy. “Those are some powers of persuasion you have there, Princess. You been studying with Luke when I’m not looking?”
“I’m no Jedi,” Leia said. Then, slipping back into the flirty mood that had been the norm between them since their wedding—it had to be driving Chewbacca mad, judging by how he turned away to look out the viewport—she gave Han a sultry half smile. “Just your common everyday Princess.”
“There’s nothing common or everyday about you,” Han replied in a tone so cloying that it made Chewbacca groan. “Or your hidden agendas.”
“Hidden agendas?” Leia cringed inwardly as she vacillated between sounding innocent and playful and came off as neither. “We’re just here to buy a moss-painting.”
“Yeah?” Han’s eyes assumed an amused twinkle. “Maybe Chewie’s right.”
“I didn’t say he was wrong,” Leia said, trying to sound cool—and failing. He had her, and he knew it. She hated that. “Han, I really want that painting.”
Han shook his head. “Something here smells wrong.” He began to ease the Falcon’s nose away from the planet. “In fact, I’m sure of it.”
“Han!”
He glanced again at her reflection. “Yeah?”
“You’ll draw attention to us.”
Han shrugged. “What’s it matter, if we’re leaving?” He turned to Chewbacca. “You about done with those hyperspace calculations?”
Chewbacca snorted and, clearly not wanting any part of what was to follow, threw up his hands. Tatooine began to slide across the viewport, and Leia knew she had to call Han’s bluff. He was too good a sabacc player to blank his cards without making her show her hand.
“Han, we need to be at that auction,” she said. “If Killik Twilight is down there, we have to buy it. Thousands of New Republic lives depend on it.”
“Really?” Han did not look at all surprised. “Imagine that.”
Tatooine stopped drifting toward the edge of the viewport, but Han did not turn the Falcon back toward the planet.
Leia took a deep breath, then said, “There’s a Shadowcast code key hidden in the painting. In the moisture-control circuitry.”
Chewbacca’s eyes grew as round as bubbles. Shadowcast was a secret communications network that had sent Rebel messages, encrypted within the commercial advertisements that paid for Imperial propaganda programming, via the HoloNet. The system remained undiscovered, and the New Republic still used it to send instructions deep behind Imperial lines to its most delicately placed spies.
Han’s eyes only hardened at the corners. “Honey, I think we’re about to have our first married fight. Why didn’t you tell me the Provisional Council was behind this trip?”
“Because it’s not,” Leia said, sounding more defensive than she would have liked. Why did her political skills always desert her with Han? “I’m the one who said Killik Twilight would be a good place to hide the code. I’m the one who thought the painting had been destroyed with Alderaan. This is on me, Han. The Provisional Council has authorized purchase funds, but only because Mon Mothma strong-armed them. She’s the only one who knows why we’re really here.”
“Oh, that makes me feel better.”
Eight months earlier, Mon Mothma had been among those urging Leia to cement an important strategic alliance by marrying the prince of a powerful consortium of planets known as the Hapes Cluster. Han still felt so betrayed by the Chief Councilor and the rest of the council that, despite several generous offers, he had so far refused to reactivate his military commission or assume any other formal role in the New Republic.
Han’s reaction was only one aspect of the Hapan matter that Leia regretted. Had she made it clear to Queen Mother Ta’a Chume that marriage to her son, Isolder, was not really a possibility—and that, given her genetic heritage, she had no interest in bearing children—she might well have salvaged an alliance via some other arrangement, and she would not have hurt Han.
Chewbacca yawled a warning, and Leia looked over at the auxiliary display to find an assault shuttle and three TIEs departing the Chimaera.
“Nothing to worry about,” Han said, studying his own display. “They just want to see if we get nervous.”
Leia was nervous, and a little exasperated, but she didn’t say so. Maybe Han had drawn the Chimaera’s attention, and maybe he hadn’t. Appearing too relaxed was just as likely to raise suspicions as appearing too worried. Anything could raise Imperial suspicions.
“Han, I didn’t mean to put the Falcon at risk,” Leia said. “I only wanted to spend some time together, and I thought this trip would be a good chance.”
“On a mission for the New Republic?”
“I didn’t know it would be a mission,” Leia said. “I’m sorry.”
“So you thought we’d enjoy a little trip to scenic Tatooine, pick up the lost code key, maybe swing by Jabba’s palace and relive old times?”
Chewbacca reported that the shuttle and TIEs were approaching on an intercept vector. Han adjusted the Falcon’s course enough to keep their line of escape open, then looked back at Leia.
“I don’t see why this code key’s so important anyway,” Han continued. “They must have updated it by now. It’s ten years old.”
“Nine years old,” Leia corrected. “And the code is updated every sixth broadcast. But even an old key would help the Imperials break the new codes. Worse, it would alert them to the existence of a network they haven’t detected in nearly a decade. It would cost the lives of thousands of former agents still living on enemy worlds. And there’s no telling how long it would take us to replace Shadowcast—or how many current agents we’d lose in the transition.”
Han looked away, his gaze dropping to his instruments, and Leia knew she had him. He would play hard to get, pretending to think it over, but Han Solo always came through when it counted. That was his weakness, and she loved him for it.
“Han, I really do want Killik Twilight back,” Leia said. “When you see it—”
“When I see it?” Han interrupted. “You’re taking a lot for granted.”
Chewbacca stopped monitoring the incoming assault shuttle long enough to turn and growl.
“I know she’s my wife,” Han said. “That doesn’t mean I’m responsible for dragging us out here. I can’t control what she does.”
Chewbacca dropped his eyes in exasperation, then awrooed at Han … twice.
“Me? I’m being Huttish?”
Chewbacca snorted an affirmative, turned back to the sensors, and reported that the TIEs were starting to accelerate ahead of the assault shuttle. Han spent a moment considering his copilot’s charge, then glanced at Leia again.
“Me?” he asked. “Huttish?”
Leia held her thumb and forefinger a few millimeters apart. “Maybe,” she said. “Just a little.”
Han’s expression turned from disbelieving to chagrined. He nudged the Falcon’s nose back toward Tatooine, angling for the planet horizon, where the twin suns were casting a crescent of white brilliance.
“I’m not doing this for the council,” he said. “I’m doing it for you.”
“I know you are.” Leia’s smile was perhaps a little too broad, and she could not resist adding, “And the council is grateful.”
Han scowled, but his retort was cut short when the comm speakers crackled to life.
“CEC transport Regina Galas,” a gruff Imperial voice said. “Maintain position and stand by for inspection.”
Regina Galas was one of a dozen false transponder codes the Falcon used when traveling anonymously. Han turned to C-3PO.
“You’re on, Goldenrod.”
C-3PO tipped his head. “On, Master Solo?”
“Stall.” Han pointed to the microphone above the auxiliary navicomputer interface. “Try Gand. They’ll have to rig for ammonia, and that’ll buy us some time.”
“Of course,” C-3PO said. “Perhaps I should suggest—”
“Regina Galas,” a smoother voice said. “This is the Star Destroyer Chimaera. Stand by for boarding, or we will open fire.”
“Threepio!” Leia pointed at the comm unit.
C-3PO activated the transmitter and used his vocabulator to emit a staccato burst of drones and clicks. There was a long pause while the Imperials summoned a translator droid.
Han smiled, satisfied, and rose from the pilot’s chair.
“You know what to do, Chewie.”
Chewbacca groaned and took the yoke, continuing to angle for the bright crescent at the planet horizon. Han reached past C-3PO’s shoulder and linked the comm speakers to the Falcon’s intercom, then motioned for Leia to join him.
“I’ll need you in back with me,” he said.
Leia unbuckled her crash webbing, her heart rising into her throat. “Han, I don’t know if shooting our way out of this—”
“Do I look like a gundark?” he asked. “If we shoot, we’re dead.”
Happy to know they agreed, Leia followed him down the access to the rear hold. By the time they opened the hatch, the Imperials were back on the channel with their translator droid, and it was conversing with C-3PO in a cacophony of buzzes and clacks. Han retrieved a small cargo pod, then took it into the main ring corridor and opened one of the smuggling compartments in the floor. He began to extract the cases of fine Chandrilan brandy that he kept to pay off spaceport masters, passing them to Leia to stow in the cargo pod.
“What are we going to do, bomb them with intoxicants?”
“You might say that,” Han said. “It’s called ‘bribe-on-the-run.’ This stuff is good currency, especially to a junior officer who probably hasn’t seen a payment voucher in months.”
“Han, didn’t you hear what I said about Pellaeon?” Leia asked. “He won’t go for that.”
Han smiled. “He won’t have to.”
By the time he explained the details to Leia, the cargo pod was loaded and the Chimaera’s officer was back on the comm channel, sounding as irritated as only C-3PO could make a sentient.
“Regina Galas pilot, our droid assures me there is no reason a Gand can’t speak Basic.”
C-3PO replied with a long rattle of a question.
There was a momentary translation delay, then the officer replied, “My point is that I know you understand our instructions. Maintain position or you will be fired upon. Our targeting computers have you locked in.”
Leia nearly fell as Chewbacca suddenly decelerated and started what felt like a turn back toward the Chimaera. She knew it was really a maneuver to put the assault shuttle between them and the Star Destroyer’s powerful turbolasers. Han and Chewbacca had been running Imperial checkpoints since before there was a Rebellion. They knew every smuggler’s trick in the data banks—and a few more.
“I said maintain position, not come about,” the Chimaera officer barked. “And speak Basic!”
C-3PO replied with a stream of flustered clicking. Han and Leia chuckled with appreciation; they knew how frustrating the droid could be when he was agitated. They sealed the pod and ejected it through the air lock. When they returned to the engineering station in the main hold and brought the tactical array up on the display, Chewbacca had already brought the Falcon around and was accelerating away, with the assault shuttle now squarely between them and the Chimaera.
The officer began to yell. “Halt! Halt, or we’ll open fire!”
“Open fire?” C-3PO said, still in the voice of a Gand but now speaking Basic. “Oh my!”
Chewbacca closed the channel and, laughing so hard his roars rumbled out the cockpit access tunnel, continued to accelerate. Unable to make good on the officer’s threats without risking her own assault shuttle, the Chimaera held her fire. The Falcon’s new bearing ran roughly parallel to Tatooine’s surface instead of toward it. But Leia knew that once they were beyond turbolaser range, or masked by the electromagnetic blast of the twin suns, Chewbacca would turn. Leia continued to watch the tactical display, expecting the Star Destroyer to maneuver for a clear shot or divert her shuttle, but she did neither.
“Good,” Han said. “They think we’re just spice runners. They’ll stop to collect our jettisoned cargo, and then we’re home free. The boarding officer won’t want prisoners around to tell Pellaeon what was really in the pod.”
“You’re sure about that?”
Leia watched with growing alarm as the three TIEs passed the cargo pod, now angling to put themselves between Tatooine and their quarry. As long as Chewbacca continued on a straight course, they would be unable to catch the Falcon—but the instant she turned toward the planet, the TIEs would be in good position to cut her off.
“They don’t look all that interested in a bribe.”
Han studied the display, his jaw falling a little more with each kilometer the TIEs put between themselves and the ejected cargo. For a moment, it looked as though the assault shuttle would also ignore the pod and stay behind the Falcon. Then a tractor beam activated in its stern, and it veered toward the bribe. Han sighed in relief, but grabbed Leia’s hand and started for the laser cannon access tunnel.
“C’mon.”
“Han, what happened to no shooting?” Despite her protest, Leia allowed herself to be dragged along. “ ‘If we shoot, we’re dead.’ You said that. I remember.”
“I say a lot of things.” They reached the access tunnel and Han jumped in, not climbing down so much as using the handholds to slow his descent. “But they’re trying to grab the pod on the fly. The boarding officer needs us to make this look good, or his commander won’t buy our escape.”
Leia was already climbing into the upper turret. “How good?”
“Good. That Pellaeon must be a real stickler.” The Falcon shuddered as Han test-fired his weapons. “Just don’t hit anything. Hit something and we’re—”
“Dead.” Leia buckled herself into the firing seat. “I know.”
She slipped on the headset and spun her turret toward Tatooine’s lambent disk.
The canopy dimmed against the sapphire flash of an incoming turbolaser strike, and Leia’s pulse stopped. She steeled herself to vanish in the crash of heat and light she had been half expecting to take her since the Rebellion began, then saw the tiny block of the assault shuttle silhouetted against the blossom of a distant eruption.
“What was that?” Leia gasped.
Chewbacca’s rumbled answer made her stomach go hollow.
“They blasted it?” Han cried. “The brandy alone was two thousand credits!”
“It does eliminate our bribery plan.” It was a bit of a struggle to keep her voice even. “What now?”
Han answered by laying a wall of laser bolts in front of the TIEs. “The shuttle, we can outrun,” he said. “But we need to check those fighters. Just don’t—”
“Hit anything.” Leia activated her range finder. “I know.”
At this range, the TIEs were little more than blue barbs of ion efflux. She brought her sensor-augmented sights on-line, and the claw-shaped images of three TIE interceptors appeared on her targeting display. She set her lead ahead of the TIEs an extra length, then another one. She added another half length to be certain, and squeezed the triggers.
The quad laser cannons fired in diametric sequence to minimize discharge shudder. Even so, the turret shook. Leia checked her sights, found the interceptors still trying to cut them off, and fired again. The Falcon was still at maximum range, and the bolts took an eternity to reach their destination. Most winked out well ahead of the TIEs, but some—Han’s, she hoped—merged with the blue glow of the starfighters’ ion drives. She fixed her gaze on her targeting display and continued to fire, praying that none of the images vanished. The Imperials were accustomed to smugglers running and generally did not work very hard to chase them down, but they would prove a lot more determined with any vessel that actually destroyed one of their own craft.
The distance between Han’s bolts and the TIEs continued to diminish on Leia’s display. She cut one of the lengths out of her own targeting lead, and their fire turned to an impenetrable storm. The Imperials lost their nerve and turned toward the Falcon so they could bring their own guns to bear.
“Barge drivers,” Han sneered. “What kind of plasti-heads is the Empire recruiting for pilots these days?”
The TIEs opened fire, and tiny lances of green light stabbed out of Tatooine’s yellow glow. The lines faded to nothingness kilometers shy of the Falcon, but distant blossoms of laser energy began to burgeon against the shields almost before Leia could disengage the lead adjustment on her sights.
Han’s laser cannons began to stitch space alongside the TIEs. Leia followed his lead, and they forced the trio back toward the Star Destroyer. The image on her targeting display switched to true size, and the interceptors became thumb-sized blurs coming dead-on. Chewbacca continued ahead, keeping the assault shuttle between the Falcon’s tail and the Chimaera’s guns.
They were going to make it, Leia saw. No Star Destroyer in the galaxy was a match for Han and Chewbacca together. Once Leia and Han forced the TIEs into the Falcon’s rear quarter, Chewbacca would hide behind them and dive into Tatooine’s atmosphere, and the Chimaera’s big guns would be useless—unless Pellaeon cared to attack a whole planet to stop one vessel.
And even the Imperials would not do that, not unless they knew the true identity of the Regina Galas.
The TIEs kept closing, swelling to the size of fists in Leia’s display. She grew bolder, timing her shots to seize the area vacated by their dodges, forcing the interceptors to slip farther into the Falcon’s rear quarter with each swing. Han shaved his attacks even closer, nearly scorching their solar wing panels, daring them to try to cut off the Falcon.
Then the blast-tinting went black, though not quickly enough to spare Leia a moment of flash blindness as another turbolaser strike—this one much closer than the first—erupted. Her shoulders hit crash webbing as the shock wave bucked the Falcon. Again her pulse stopped, and she hung suspended in that last infinitely long instant between life and atomization, and she did not realize she was still holding her triggers open until the synthetic rumble of the targeting computer announced the destruction of a TIE interceptor.
Leia cursed and released the triggers, struggling to blink the blast-dazzle from her eyes and not quite able to believe they had survived the strike.
“Sorry! I didn’t mean—”
Chewbacca cut her off with an astonished yawl.
“The Chimaera hit it?” Leia gasped. “By mistake?”
“To make a point.” Han’s laser cannons opened up again. “She didn’t like her TIEs being pushed around.”
Leia checked her display and found the last two interceptors weaving wildly as they rushed for the Falcon’s forward quarter. She swung her turret around but was too distracted to open fire safely. Something here did not make sense.
“Pellaeon would never destroy his own interceptor,” she said. “The Empire is too short of good fighters.”
“A lesson the survivors’ll never forget.” Han’s cannon bolts were dancing around the lead TIE in a tightening web of light. “If there are any.” Finally, the interceptor had no place left to maneuver and flew into a dash of laser energy, exploding in a white cloud of fire and light. “He’s using us as a training mission. I hate that.”
“Han, you said don’t hit—”
“Change of plans.” Han began to fire at the last TIE. “Now we make it cost them.”
Leia joined in, forcing the TIE into Han’s stream of fire. It bobbed and weaved in ever-smaller oscillations, but maintained discipline and continued on course—no doubt mindful of the lesson the Chimaera had delivered earlier.
Finally, it turned directly toward the Falcon, and the space beyond bloomed into brilliant smears of color as it opened fire. Leia kept her eyes fixed on the targeting display and held her triggers down, spraying bolts at the interceptor in tightening spirals, trying not to think about how large its image was growing, or how her display kept dimming, or why the turret’s blast-tinting had gone black.
Finally, the TIE had no room left to maneuver. The pilot broke high, his wings and spherical cockpit rotating so smoothly that Leia did not realize he had changed attitude until the cannon bolts stopped coming.
“He’s yours!” Han yelled over the intercom. “Roll me up, Chewie!”
Leia raised her cannons and thumbed the automatic lead active, but the TIE was already too far ahead. She managed only a few more shots before the computer designated it out of range.
“That’s it, he’s been recalled,” Han said. “They aren’t going to give us any more trouble.”
Leia checked the tactical display and saw the assault shuttle still trailing them. No match for the Falcon’s speed, it was out of range and steadily falling farther behind, but it was coming.
“You’re sure about that?” Leia asked.
“I’m sure. Experience isn’t much good to dead pilots.”
“What about assault troopers?”
As Leia spoke, the shuttle broke off pursuit and angled for the planet. Chewbacca was quick to parallel its course, keeping the shuttle between them and the Star Destroyer, now traveling more or less in the direction they wanted to go. Leia kept waiting for the shuttle to turn toward the Chimaera, to weave or bob or try anything to give the turbolasers a clear shot, but it only continued its dive toward the planet, still angling in the Falcon’s direction.
Leia swung her turret around, unsure whether she should thank the shuttle pilot or open fire.
Han figured it out before she did. “Chewie, cut behind them! Go sandside, fast!”
Chewbacca didn’t ask why. He brought the Falcon around so sharply that Leia had to close her eyes against the starspin, and then Han began yelling for her to bring her guns to bear.
Leia opened her eyes again and wished she hadn’t. Space was flying past the canopy in a flashing whirl of stars and sand as Chewbacca spiraled toward Tatooine. She still had no idea what Han wanted her to be ready for, but she focused on the display and swung her cannons toward the assault shuttle.
Half a dozen blips appeared at the edge of the tactical screen, and her heart had barely finished falling before the interceptor symbols confirmed what Han had realized two moments before. Another flight of TIEs was coming fast from the blind side of the planet.
Leia forced her attention back to the firing display. With the Falcon gyrating so wildly, the turret broke into a nauseating whirring spin-dance as the servomotors struggled to keep the shuttle centered in the crosshairs.
“I have a lock.” Noticing that Han had not yet opened fire, she asked, “Should I—”
“Not yet,” Han said. “Chewie, see that sandstorm? The really big one?”
An affirming grunt came over the intercom. Leia glanced out and saw only dizzying smears of yellow and stars whirling against a violet backdrop and felt instantly sick to her stomach. She fixed her gaze on the targeting display and hoped she was wrong about why Han had pointed out the sandstorm.
The Falcon shuddered and slowed abruptly. Leia wondered if they could have reached the outer edge of the atmosphere so soon, but there was still too much darkness outside, then Han was cursing and asking no one in particular if all the Chimaera’s pilots had a death wish. She saw the assault shuttle tumbling around the tactical display like a flitnat, connected to the Falcon by the invisible ribbon of a tractor beam that was pulling the two vessels slowly, steadily closer.
“Now, Han?”
“Not yet,” Han said. “Chewie, launch the—”
A soft thud reverberated through the Falcon as two concussion missiles shot from their tubes, riding the tractor beam toward the shuttle. “Now, sweetheart!”
Leia squeezed the triggers. The turret shook as the quad lasers loosed their fury. The center of the targeting display erupted into a dazzling glow, and her canopy darkened to black as the shuttle returned fire. All non-essential systems diverted power to the shields, and an ominous silence fell over the Falcon. She tried to aim down the tractor beam, but with the Falcon reeling half out of control, Leia was doing well just to hit the thing.
Then the missiles vanished into the glow. The tractor beam twinkled out of existence, and the brightness behind the crosshairs dissolved into a fading starburst.
Chewbacca wrenched the Falcon out of her tumble and dived straight for Tatooine. The tactical display showed the interceptors closing, but they remained well out of range. Leia brought her turret around and finally found the sandstorm Han had pointed out to Chewbacca—a raging swirl of amber that covered a tenth of the planet’s visible surface. Even from space, she could see clouds of turbulence eddying up far above the primary plane of the storm.
Chewbacca sent the Falcon corkscrewing into a new helix of evasion. Leia checked her tactical display and found the TIEs still out of range and likely to stay that way. They could not cut off the Falcon without entering the atmosphere, a prospect even slower than taking the long route around the planet. Nor was the Chimaera, still sitting in a remote orbit, near enough to launch another boarding mission. There was only one thing the Star Destroyer could do to block the Falcon.
A bright line of turbolaser strikes erupted ahead, trying not to hit the Falcon but to force her toward the approaching TIEs. Chewbacca flew directly at the nearest blossom. The shields crackled with sapphire energy as they passed through the dissipation turbulence; then the Falcon was plunging into Tatooine’s atmosphere, bucking wildly and engulfed in entry flame.
Han was instantly out of his seat, half tumbling and half climbing up the access corridor as Chewbacca struggled to control the ship at an air velocity approaching meteoric. The Chimaera did not fire into the atmosphere—no doubt because the captain believed the Falcon was about to crash anyway.
“Stay put.” Han started toward the main hold. “Pellaeon’s got to be as mad as a rancor. Those TIEs may follow us down.”
“So where are you going?”
“Flight deck,” he said. “When we slip into that sandstorm—”
“Into the sandstorm?” Leia started to object, but saw the TIEs dropping into the atmosphere and knew they had no choice. “Okay, Han. Just don’t—”
“Hit anything,” Han finished. “I know.”
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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.
Introduction to the LEGACY Era
(40+ YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)
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 mini-mam 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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