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A long time ago in a galaxy far, far away .…




ONE

“THIS IS IT, EADEN. THIS IS THE DAY WE ONE-UP SOLO.”

Dash Rendar sat back in the pilot’s chair of the Outrider, feeling an almost palpable sense of satisfaction. It was a good feeling—nearly tingly, in fact. And he expected to relive it every time he bragged about how fast he’d done the Kessel Run. It was, after all, acknowledged to be the ultimate test of a pilot’s skill … and propensity for risk taking. Every time you ran it, you risked your cargo, your life, and your reputation, but you got your goods where they were going faster than more cautious pilots and you could walk into any port with a swagger in your step. The faster your time, the bigger your swagger.

“Hubris,” said Eaden Vrill, his dark, liquid gaze on the tactical display. His voice was a low rumble, more suited for underwater communication than atmospheric, and his Basic took some getting used to, with its hard-edged fricatives and sibilants. Dash was used to it; he and the Nautolan had been partners for some time.

“Confidence,” Dash retorted, annoyed at being pulled out of his pleasant reverie. “The Outrider is twice the ship the Falcon is.” As far as he was concerned Solo’s boat was a scow compared with Dash’s heavily modified YT-2400.

Eaden glanced at him. “You confuse pride of possession with a distinct entity. The ship is not you, nor did you build it. Its speed—”

“Is largely the result of my expert modifications.”

“Beg to differ,” the Nautolan replied. “The improvements are almost entirely the result of repairs carried out by LE-BO2D9. The rest is unarguably the result of my superior navigation skills.”

Dash glanced at his navigator. “Now who’s overweening? Hubris, my—”

“You imply that I’m boasting. I’m not—but feel free to correct me if I’ve misinterpreted your colorful patois. I am concentrating.” He hesitated, then added: “We’re entering the Pit.”

Reason enough to concentrate, Dash knew. He rocked his seat forward, hitting the comm button on the pilot’s console as he did. “Hey, Leebo, we’re headed into the Pit.”

“Imagine my excitement.” The reply came back in the sarcastic voice of the repair droid’s previous owner, Kood Gareeda—a stand-up comic who toured the Rim perpetually. Dash had seen Gareeda’s routine; he was wise to keep moving.

“I guess I’ll have to,” he said in response.

“Try not to break the ship—again,” Leebo added. “And try especially hard not to give me anything to shoot at.”

“Do my best.” Dash took the steering yoke and turned off the autopilot. “Course?” he prompted Eaden.

The Nautolan navigator locked the course coordinates into the navicomp, and Dash watched them appear as a bright saffron arc on the tactical display. He frowned at the solid yellow line. “Hey, this isn’t a leisurely holiday tour.”

“You refer to the arc of our course?”

Dash sighed and pointed at the navicomp monitor. “Look at the blasted line. Do you see red?”

Eaden looked. “I see no red.”

“That’s because the course you set is safe.”

“And this is a problem because?”

“Because safe isn’t gonna better Solo’s time.”

Eaden Vrill blinked his extraordinarily large maroon eyes. Two of his fourteen tentacle-like tresses lifted their tips toward Dash. “You wish me to recalculate?”

“What I wish is to beat Solo’s alleged record.”

“I’m simply being careful. We have an expensive cargo that we have yet to be paid for.”

“All the more reason to get it to port quickly,” Dash said. He gestured at the monitor. “So reset the course, please. We have to skate as close to the Maw as Solo did. Closer, if possible.”

Eaden made an almost subsonic rumble of disapproval and ran nimble fingers over the console. The arc of light on the tactical display shot forth again. The curve was more pronounced now, running closer to the Maw, where the color deepened from yellow to orange to a satisfying shade of crimson.

“Keep in mind,” Eaden cautioned, “that nothing in the galaxy is static. The orbital trajectories of stars, systems—”

“Are negligible within the context of human and humanoid life spans. If I were a Cephalon, say, it might be something to worry about.” Dash took the steering yoke in hand, aimed the Outrider along the flaming arc, and punched the hyperdrive.

It was just a microjump to put them in the vicinity. To fly hyper along the edge of the Pit was almost impossible. For one thing, the gravity well could yank you out of hyperspace in a heartbeat even if you’d tinkered with your failsafes—which, of course, Dash had. Then there was the fact that the hard radiation from the nebula that cradled the asteroid field played havoc with instrumentation—adhering to a set sublight course that skirted the fringes of the Pit was about the only way Dash knew he could come through in one piece. Deviation on one side could result in clipping a wandering asteroid; deviation on the other would send the ship into the gravitational pull of the Maw, a cluster of black holes that warped local space. Fly too close to one of those singularities and all kinds of bad things could happen—not the least of which was having one’s atoms stretched to an infinite length by the tidal forces that waited to tear everything apart.

He was counting down to the end of the jump when the Outrider trembled abruptly, the unexpected vibration passing through Dash’s hands and up his arms. He frowned. That wasn’t right. He opened his mouth to say something to Eaden when the ship bucked like a fractious tauntaun and dropped out of hyperspace.

“What the—”

“Oh, mother of chaos!” Leebo’s bleat came through the com in a wash of static. “Incoming!”

“Incoming what?” Dash looked frantically at the tac display—which made no sense. There was no gravity well here—

“Incoming Imperials! There’s an Imperial cruiser bearing down on us from astern—Interceptor-class!”

Dash swore in three languages—adding several choice moans in Wookieespeak. The Interceptors had gravity generators—four of them—that could suck a smaller ship right out of hyperspace or keep it from fleeing by producing a false gravity well. They’d flown right into a trap—probably set up here at the top of the Kessel run for the express purpose of catching smugglers.

The ship rocked violently to port and Leebo uttered a shrill, metallic squeal.

Before Dash’s eyes the tac display finally made sense. Outrider had dropped back into realspace close enough to the contents of the Pit that they were practically kissing the asteroid field. If the cruiser’s gravity well had hit them a few seconds sooner, they might have hit something big enough to hurt. Bad.

He pushed the thought down and focused on the display. A slowly rotating planetoid the shape of an egg and the size of an old-style generation ship lay several hundred klicks off their port bow. It was moving lazily across the general flow of rocky traffic, rolling on its long axis. In a split second, he’d made his decision. They’d hide behind that and use it to guard their flank while they made their getaway.

He manhandled the steering yoke hard to port and hit the ion drives hard. The Outrider leapt toward the egg-shaped planetoid, nosing down slightly in anticipation of dropping beneath the great rock.

When they were close enough that the bulging flanks of the planetoid filled the forward viewport, there was a resonant ping from the proximity sensors and Eaden sat bolt upright. “Target dead ahead!”

“And up!” Leebo screeched through the intercom. A barrage of laser fire erupted from the Outrider’s cannon emplacement at the upper horizon of the planetoid. Dash looked up and felt his blood run cold. Over the close horizon of the great gray egg loomed the bow of an Imperial light cruiser, its laser ports glowing red. Leebo’s useless salvo had pattered harmlessly against its heavy shielding.

Dash thrust the steering yoke forward. The ship plummeted in response, accelerating as she dived beneath the planetoid. A trail of laserfire from the Imperial ship lit up her wake.

“What are you doing?” cried Leebo.

“Proving that size isn’t everything!”

Dash continued to accelerate, giving the Outrider even more juice as they passed beneath the long axis of the planetoid and began ascending. The cruiser was five times bigger than the Outrider, which meant it was, at minimum, at least five times less maneuverable. By the time the captain figured out what Dash was doing and was able to turn the ship or order up a new firing solution, the target would be gone.

He hoped.

The Outrider described a perfect semicircle in the void of space, pressor beams providing maneuverability in the vacuum. It sailed around the planetoid upside down relative to the cruiser and whizzed over it toward the Maw.

“I need a quick course adjustment,” he told his navigator, then spared a second to glance at the rearview screen. As he had hoped, the Imperial captain had read his move as an attempt to flee and had started to turn his ship in anticipation of pursuit into the Pit. He was still swinging to port as the Outrider streaked away in the opposite direction, toward the cluster of black holes.

“I sometimes think,” said Eaden, as his webbed fingers played over the instrumentation, “that you are a certifiable madman. I assume you want a course that the Imperials will be loath to follow.”

“I want the Imperials to think I’ve chosen death over dishonor.”

The Nautolan gave him a sidewise glance. “You may well have done just that.”

“Cute. Range to the rim of the Maw?”

“Two-point-three light-hours and closing.”

Dash’s gaze swept the tactical display, taking in the diffuse rims of the gravity wells, depicted in the display as broad, glowing bands of faded orange. If they eluded the cruiser, and went to hyperspace at the right moment and dived into the Maw at just the right angle, they could, with more luck than anyone had any right to expect, use their superluminal velocity to skip them along the outer edge of the region like a flat stone across a lake. Theoretically, anyway. If the gravitational waves generated by the various collapsed masses didn’t muck up their navigation or suck them out of hyperspace again. If they could maintain a safe course through the complicated orbital arabesques being performed by the singularities. If they could get far enough from the Imperial’s gravity generators to make the jump in the first place.

Eaden pointed out these various risks with maddening calm, and Leebo chimed in over the comm with even more maddening hysteria. Dash shouted them both down.

“As much as I hate to quote an adversary,” he said, “remember what Han says in situations like this?”

“Enlighten me,” Eaden replied. It was, Dash thought, hard to believe that an amphibious humanoid could manage so dry a tone.

“Never tell me the odds.”

The navicomp beeped, and he punched the ion drives. Hard.


TWO

I LOVE TO WATCH YOUR SHOW, AND WILL ALWAYS COME Back for more. I’ll be Coming For about the tenth time to see You At Your Next Concert. —a Die-Hard fan

Javul Charn stared at the holographic message that hovered in the air before her face. On the surface it looked just like all the other fan mail she’d gotten in this packet, but her gut told her it wasn’t fan mail at all. It was a warning.

Reading it over for the second time, she used the tip of her finger to select the oddly capitalized words from the text and drag them to a separate line, wondering how it had gotten past Kendara Farlion, her road manager and professional worrywart. Dara was used to seeing quirky holomail, but quirkiness usually had a pattern to it.

This wasn’t a pattern.

Javul looked at the finished sentences hovering before her eyes: Watch Your Back. Coming For You At Your Next Concert. Die-Hard.

Was that last just a throwaway line or something more? A clue, perhaps?

At your next concert, the message said, but that didn’t guarantee that something wouldn’t happen before then. Her next concert was a little over a week away on Rodia, and would kick off a tour that would take them all the way to the Core Worlds, ending on Alderaan.

Panic fluttered beneath Javul’s breastbone and she felt suddenly, unutterably alone. Beyond the door of the luxurious cabin on her equally luxurious private yacht, the Nova’s Heart—named after her first holo-album to sell ten billion copies—her entourage and crew went about the hundreds of daily tasks that were integral to producing and maintaining her seemingly endless cycles of live concerts, holocasts, personal appearances, and travel. And yet—here, in her private sanctum, no less—someone had managed to breach the battlements of her life.

A slender arm the color of burnished bronze thrust over her shoulder, its index finger pointing at the curt warning still hanging in the air. “Chaos Hell, JC! What the blazes is that?”

Javul only just kept herself from falling out of her chair onto the carpeted deck. “Blast it, Dara! Can’t you make some noise when you enter a room? Can’t you ping?” She killed the message and swung around, catching the crestfallen expression on the other woman’s face.

“Since when do I have to ping to come into your office? And—hey—language? You talk like that in front of a holocam, and your name will be mud in households from here to the Rim.”

Javul gestured helplessly. “I’m sorry, but you scared the fr—” She swallowed. “You scared me.”

“I’m not surprised. Who sent that?”

“Sent what?” Javul said innocently.

“Too late. I saw it. Watch your back? What’s up with that? I didn’t see that in your mail.”

“It was part of a longer communication. There were capitalized words that spelled out this—message.”

“Warning,” Dara said.

Javul worried her lower lip with her teeth, reluctant to admit that she’d come to the same conclusion. “I don’t know that warning is—”

“Oh, it is. Trust me on this one, JC.” Kendara’s dark violet eyes were huge. “You have a stalker. What remains to be seen is how serious he, she, or it is.”

A stalker. There—the word had been spoken, and made real. Okay. Deeeep breath.

“Yeah. Looks like it,” she said. “This … this isn’t the first one of these I’ve gotten. There was one in the batch of holomail after the previous concert, too. Remember the black fire lilies?”

“Do I? Yeah, I should say I do. You mean, that wasn’t a compliment?”

Javul shook her head, remembering the rain of gleaming black, pungently fragrant blooms that had fallen all around her and her entourage as they’d ascended the landing ramp of her yacht after an appearance on Imperial Center. “I think that was a warning, too. He wanted me to know the sort of thing he could arrange.”

“He?”

“I’m assuming—the messages are anonymous.”

“I see. Then all that stuff about cultural relativity and how the black lilies were especially prized by the Elom as—”

“I made it up. I didn’t want you guys to … you know.”

Kendara put her hands on her hips and glared down at Javul, one bright orange curl falling over her forehead. “Yeah, I know. You didn’t want us to know your life was in danger. Which is kinda—what’s the word I’m searching for? Oh, yeah—stupid. Of course, I’m just your road manager, the head of your entourage. What good’s an entourage if you won’t let us take care of you?

“I can’t believe you’d leave me out of the loop on something like this. I’m not just your road manager. I’m your best friend. I’m the one who’s been pulling you out of scrapes since we were teenagers. Do I have to remind you of the lengths to which obsessed individuals will go? Do you remember any of our so-called adventures on Tatooine? That Zabrak spacer who thought you’d make the perfect little wifey. That guy who wanted to buy out Chalmun and set you up as the house chanteuse? The stormtroopers who—”

Javul raised her hands against the volley of words. “You’re right. Of course, you’re right. I should have said something before. But … well, at first I was thinking it was just an overzealous fanboy and then … I don’t know. I figured if the guy was on Coruscant—I mean, Imperial Center—and we were leaving …”

“Yeah, well, apparently he’s taking his show on the road, too.”

The truth of that statement made Javul’s throat tighten. She clasped her hands together in her lap, flexing her fingers to make the rainbow stones inlaid into each nail glitter and flash. “So now you know. What do you think we should do?”

Kendara tilted her head to one side in thought. Then she said, “Two things. One, I’d split us into two travel parties. Second, I’d hire bodyguards.”

“Okay on the splitting up—but bodyguards?”

“Yeah. Steely-eyed, laser-toting, massively intimidating bodyguards.”

Javul shook her head. “I don’t know, Dara. It’s already freakishly hard to keep a low profile in this business, and if we contract with a security company, we increase our footprint, our baggage … and the number of people who have to have oversight.”

“I’m not thinking of hiring from a security firm.”

“Then where am I supposed to come by these steely-eyed, laser-toting … characters?”

A smile curved Kendara Farlion’s lips and her teeth showed, white and even in her face. “I never thought I’d say this, but there are advantages to being from Mos Eisley. I know exactly where to look for that kind of character.”


THREE

LEEBO OBJECTED TO THE IDEA OF JUMPING TO HYPERSPACE at the very edge of the Maw. Vociferously.

“Stop shrieking like a stuck mynock and secure the weapons battery,” Dash ordered, while inwardly kicking himself for ever thinking that having a droid whose subroutines included a fear of mortality that bordered on paranoia was in any way a good idea. Especially subroutines so deeply embedded in its firmware that it would require major restructuring to root them out, and would likely leave Leebo the cybernetic equivalent of a ripe purnix.

Still, at times like these it was hard to see that as a downside …

To Eaden, Dash said, “Give me a mark at …” He checked the tactical. “Point-oh-three.”

“A bit close.”

“You think? Leebo, prepare countermeasures.”

“You want me to jettison some junk, boss?”

“Yeah, but prepare countermeasures sounds more professional.”

“They are continuing to fire on us,” said Eaden.

“Good. In a moment, they’re going to think they got lucky.”

“Mark,” said Eaden dubiously.

Dash adjusted their attitude and increased their speed again. The tactical display tracked the cruiser’s last shot. The ship shivered as it glanced off her shields.

“Release countermeasures.”

“Junk away.”

In the rearview screen, Dash saw the debris field spread across their wake in an arc as gravitational waves and eddies tugged it this way and that. A second later the Outrider began to fight him, the yoke pulling at his hands as if she were yearning to be at the heart of one of the singularity fields—which, in a manner of speaking, she was. He gritted his teeth harder and began to count: “One-one-hundred, two-one-hundred, three-one-hundred, four-one—”

“Mark point-oh-three.”

Dash yanked back on the yoke and accelerated, yet again, hauling the ship out of her dive into a shallow reverse arc. They were about as close to superluminal speed as they could get without jumping to hyperspace. The Maw pulled at them like an undertow, drawing the little ship toward its crushing depths. The Outrider quivered; the quivering became a steady vibration that increased until the vessel shuddered as if caught in the throes of a seizure.

“Our port engine is approaching failure,” said Eaden quietly, his dark gaze on the internal sensor display. Unlike the tactical readouts, those were working just fine.

Blast. Why couldn’t it have at least been the central drive? That could go belly-up without causing instability, even if they lost some thrust by using just the peripherals. Cursing steadily, Dash wrenched at the yoke, flipping the ship over by ninety degrees and—he hoped—increasing their arc.

“Port drive intermittent.”

He could feel that as a series of tiny bumps punctuating the trembling of the ship. There was a moist tickle between his shoulder blades. He was sweating. The realization made him sweat harder. Perspiration stood out on his forehead and began to trickle from his hairline down the sides of his face. He didn’t dare spare a hand to whisk it away—and if they didn’t pull out of this climb into free space in the next several seconds it wouldn’t matter. The drive would fail and they’d go into a spin. But if he cut the drive they’d be sucked into the Maw.

Unless …

“Kill the failsafes. We’re going to hyperdrive.”

“We are too close—”

“I know! Do it!”

“We are headed into Wild Space.”

“I know! Do it!”

Eaden cut the hyperdrive’s failsafes. Dash activated the drive. Nothing happened.

Dash glared at the Nautolan. “I said kill the failsafes!”

“I did.”

“Then what the hell is—”

“Clearly, we have sustained damage.”

“Great. Go to secondary drive.”

Eaden shunted the power to the backup hyperdrive. It ramped up quickly—more quickly than was strictly safe, especially in this situation—but it still felt like a long, miserable year to Dash. He felt his navigator’s gaze on him.

“We are in jeopardy of—”

“I know what we’re in jeopardy of,” Dash snarled, his own eyes never leaving the power-up gauge on the console. The second the drive came fully online, he activated it.

The ship seemed to hesitate for an instant—an illusion, but terrifying nonetheless—then the stars blurred comfortingly and they leapt out of realspace and away from the Maw and into the Wild.

“We-e-e-ell,” said Leebo’s voice through the com. “That was a lot of fun. Please tell me we won’t be doing it again in the near future. Or, for that matter, the far—”

“Hey! A moment of congratulations is in order, okay?” Dash relaxed back on the steering yoke and took a moment to wipe sweat from his forehead and brush his hair back. “We just foiled an Imperial ambush, escaped certain death and …” He checked the chrono. “Hah! And cut point-three-three-three parsecs off the Kessel Run.”

“Except,” said Eaden, “that we are headed away from Kessel … and Nal Hutta.”

Dash made a dismissive gesture. He felt exhilarated and lightheaded. “No problem, we’ll drop out of hyperspace as soon as we’re out of this bad neighborhood, then set course for Nal Hutta. We’ll be ahead of schedule and earn enough to get the drive fixed twice over.”

Eaden was staring morosely at the control console. “Alas, I think not.”

“And why is that?”

As if in response, Outrider dropped suddenly and emphatically out of hyperspace, stranding them at the edge of the Wild.

“Because,” said Eaden, “our secondary hyperdrive has also expired.”

A cursory examination of both drives showed that there was no hope of swiping enough working parts from one to repair the other. In the end, they were left with no choice but to patch up the ion engines and make the nearest port at sublight speed, which would take—

“Thirty-two-point-six Standard hours,” Eaden announced after consulting the bridge navicomp. “But there is no repair facility there.”

So much for the nearest port. Dash stared, unfocused, at the sparse points of light beyond the viewport. “And Nal Hutta?”

“Forty-four-point-seven.”

Dash did some quick calculations. With the Imperials patrolling the well-used smuggling corridors, trying to make Nal Hutta on ion power alone was chancy. It severely limited their ability to escape another trap.

“What’ll it take to get to Tatooine?”

“Roughly thirty-six hours. Why Tatooine?”

Why, indeed. Tatooine was the lint-stuffed belly button of the universe, but—

“Because that’s where Kerlew is. And Kerlew knows these drives inside out. He’s the only mech-tech I trust to mess with Outrider’s innards.”

“Humans,” observed Eaden, “are so sentimental.”

“They’re soft in the head, is what they are,” observed Leebo dryly from his post in engineering. “You realize, of course, that the cargo will have to be shipped on to Nal Hutta on a different freighter, which means we’ll have to share the take with another space jockey. I mean, who knows if we’re going to have any creds left after that to even get this bucket fi—?”

Dash killed the feed from Leebo’s comlink, cutting him off mid-rant. “Well, what are you waiting for?” he asked Eaden. “Set course for Tatooine.”


FOUR

THE BAD NEWS WAS THAT THE OUTRIDER WAS GOING TO be in spacedock for a while. The worse news was that it was going to cost them. And since they were now going to have to farm out the cargo delivery to another spacer, it might eat up all their profits. Then, of course, there was the difficulty of finding someone in Mos Eisley who was (a) trustworthy, (b) in need of quick credits, and (c) willing to take freight to Nal Hutta in the middle of a particularly nasty bit of business between the Jiliac and Besadii clans—mostly orchestrated by the ever-scheming Jabba.

To that end, Dash and Eaden left the ship berthed in Docking Bay 92 behind Spacers’ Row and made their way to Chalmun’s Cantina, just off Kerner Plaza. Few actually called the place Chalmun’s Cantina. It was simply the Cantina or the Mos Eisley Cantina, with emphasis on the. There were other cantinas in Mos Eisley, but of them all, Chalmun’s was the largest and the easiest to lose oneself in. This, when one was doing business that was less than legitimate, was a plus. Chalmun’s possessed a warren of booths and small back rooms for private conferences. And, of course, a back door and a cellar retreat that led to yet another escape route.

Dash was not in a good mood when he and Eaden stepped down from the cantina’s foyer into the noisy main room, but he plastered a false smile on his face and gave the room a once-over, scanning for familiar faces. He saw quite a few, but only a handful were pilots he’d trust with their cargo. Most of the patrons, in fact, were aging Podracers, recognizable for the most part by their various honorary badges. Which, among other things, entitled them to free drinks.

“Must be a convention in town,” Dash muttered. “Eaden, how about you take the left side of the room. I’ll take the right. We’ll shmooze a little bit—see if anyone’s looking for a quick turnaround.”

The Nautolan fixed him with an eloquent maroon stare. “I do not … what was that word? ‘Shmooze.’ ”

In the many months he’d been working with the Nautolan, Dash had yet to arrive at a definitive list of all the things Eaden considered beneath his dignity. “How do you know you don’t do it? Do you even know what it means?”

“Whatever it means, I don’t do it. I will ask likely candidates if they are in need of a cargo and are willing to take it to Nal Hutta. That’s all.”

Dash raked his fingers through his thick hair and sighed. Probably not a good idea to tell him that’s a textbook definition of shmooze. “Okay, look. Let’s at least make sure we’re in the same starlane when it comes to what we’re looking for.”

His partner gave him another impenetrable look. “Free of current commitments and desperate for credits?”

“And trustworthy. Don’t forget trustworthy. It’s bad enough we’re losing the full commission. If whoever we hire to take it to Nal Hutta is dishonest …”

Eaden Vrill surveyed the cantina. Then he turned his oversized eyes back to Dash with a blink so exaggerated it used both sets of eyelids, and produced an audible click—the Nautolan equivalent of an eyebrow raised in irony.

“Smart guy. Just help me find us a freighter. And a relatively honest pilot.”

Eaden moved off with the languid grace that was common to his species, leaving Dash to peruse the side of the room he had assigned himself. A number of spacers were standing clustered in the areas between tables, others were seated at those tables, and still others had sought the more private booths. It would be rude—and dangerous—to poke his nose into those dark little cubbies, but he could chat up any folks in the common room and let himself be seen by those in the booths.

Strolling, trolling, and meeting as many gazes as would allow that privilege, he had gotten about halfway up that side of the large room when he spied a Sullustan spacer of his acquaintance. The Sullustan, Dwanar Gher, saw him at precisely the same moment and waved him over to his table. Seated there as well were a Toydarian Dash didn’t recognize and a human he did—to his considerable chagrin. Her name was Nanika Senoj and they’d had a bit of a thing at one point in time. That had stopped abruptly, for the simple reason that she’d driven him swamp-bat crazy. She was gorgeous, no question about that, with her copper-streaked burgundy hair, milk-pale skin, and big, dark brown eyes. But she also had a competitive nature that was perpetually in hyperdrive. No matter where she was or what she was doing—or who she was with—day or night, awake or asleep, she had to be the best.

Seeing her sitting there, smiling at him, chin propped on one fist, he almost excused himself and walked away. That would have been the sane move. But he was a man with a mission. “Hey, Nani. How’s the vacuum treating you?”

“Can’t complain. Except that it’s a bit colder out there without someone to come home to,” she said pointedly. Dash saw Gher turn away to hide a smile.

“Bantha poo,” he said. “You moved on, babe. I heard all about it from Leebo.”

“Leebo?” Her eyes widened. “What’s a droid doing spreading gossip? I would never let my droid get away with that—I don’t care who programmed him. And false, malicious gossip at that! I’m telling you, babe—”

“Cap it,” Dash said. He looked past her at the Sullustan. “Dwanar, what’s up?”

The Sullustan’s wide mouth turned up in a grin. “My associate here”—he nodded toward the Toydarian, a plump little specimen whose wings Dash doubted could carry him more than ten meters before he dropped dead from exhaustion—“is looking for a pilot of an adventurous bent to take on a particularly lucrative job.”

Dash’s heart rate spiked momentarily. For a second the tantalizing words lucrative job had made him forget his circumstances. He shook his head. “Love to oblige you, Dwanar, but the Outrider is out of commission at the moment. In fact, I’m looking for someone to take my cargo the rest of the way to Nal Hutta.”

Gher snorted. “I’m trying to steer clear of Huttdom these days. Very unstable situation.”

Nani didn’t say anything; she merely sipped her drink and watched Dash over the rim of her cup. If looks could maim, he’d be doing his smuggling from inside a bacta tank.

“He can’t do it,” said the Toydarian waspishly, glaring at Dash. “You’re wasting my time, Gher. You promised you’d find me a spacer who would undertake—”

“And I will,” said the little Sullustan, matching his earnest tone with a soulful look from his impossibly large eyes. “Have patience, Unko.”

“Easy for you to say,” growled the other. “You’re not losing fifteen hundred credits an hour!”

“Why don’t you and Nani take his job?” Dash asked.

“We’re otherwise engaged right now. And Unko needs someone who can leave immediately.”

“Well, then he’s right. Talking to me’s a waste of time. I’m going nowhere.” He sketched a salute at the table and turned to continue his promenade, stewing over the implications of Gher’s words. If a Toydarian was paying someone to help find him a pilot and a ship, the pickings must be vanishingly slim.

His stroll netted him exactly nothing. Everyone was either engaged, reluctant to go to the Hutt home system, or demanding too many credits. Far too many credits. He reached the back of the room and turned to look at the bar, feeling a bit down. The fact that Eaden hadn’t commed him meant the Nautolan was having no better luck.

Might as well go for a drink, then … if he could thread his way through the screen of old racer pilots who ringed the central bar trading stories about their glory days.

Kill me if I’m ever so used up that the most exciting thing I can do is drone on and on about past exploits, Dash thought.

He managed to force his way to the bar and was surprised to see that Chal himself was tending today. The Wookiee usually spent his “working” hours behind the scenes in his office while his staff tended bar and waited tables. But he had a fondness for Podracing and Podracers, and the bar was full of the latter. He was listening to a pair of the codgers argue some rule or other, and seemed as happy as Dash had ever seen him.

“Hey, Chal, can I get a drink, or do I have to get me one of those astral badges?”

The Wookiee looked up and, with a bleat of pleasure, reached across the bar to give Dash an affectionate pat on his shoulder that almost dislocated it. “Whiiinu dasalla?” Chal moaned in his native tongue. What would you like?

“Corellian ale. And by the way—you know anyone with an empty cargo bay who might be looking for a quick score?” Dash’s gaze was still roaming the crowded room. Chal, setting Dash’s ale before him, harned and moaned to the effect that he just might at that. It was a good thing, Dash reflected, that over the years he had picked up enough of the big furry bipeds’ language to gather the gist of their statements—mostly, anyway. He could still get tripped up by the inflection. Shyriiwook was a tonal language, which meant intonation contour was vitally important. Depending on the phonology, the same phrase could mean either “You honor me with your presence” or “You smell like a dead dewback.”

He understood the Wookiee’s statement well enough, accompanied as it was with the jerk of a shaggy head toward the nether regions of the cantina. “Really?” He brightened. “Where?”

In answer Chalmun pointed to a small cubicle on the other side of the bandstand and closest to the rear exit. There was but one table in it and he could see nothing of the individual sitting in it, save for a hand gripping a mug. Several empties already cluttered the tabletop.

“Thanks, Chal.” He lifted his ale and, sipping it, headed for the corner booth. He could’ve sworn he heard a smothered chuckle from behind him, but when he peered back over his shoulder the big guy was busily serving drinks.

Just shy of the doorway he bumped into a Kubaz who was nattering at the band to set up faster and begin playing immediately, if not sooner. Dash staggered back a few steps, amazingly spilling none of his ale. Hence the smile he showed his potential mark when he slipped into the cubicle was genuine.

Genuine or not, it faded just inside the doorway. “Sith spit! You.”

Han Solo looked up from his drink, his eyes coming into relatively quick focus on Dash’s face. “Oh, nice. Is that any way to greet an old friend, old friend?”

“Old friend? You’re kidding me, right? I’ve heard all the trash you’ve been talking about me and my ship up and down the space lanes. I seem to recall that the last time we met, you took a swing at my head.”

“Hey, I was a little drunk. Okay?”

Dash considered the number of empty glasses on the tabletop. “Not like now, huh?”

“No, I’m not drunk. Yet. But give me some time and I’ll manage.”

Frowning, Dash sidled into the booth and sat down. “What’s up? And where’s Chewie?” An uneasy thought made him sit up straighter. “Nothing’s happened to Chewie?”

Han waved a dismissive hand. “Not unless you consider fatherhood something. He’s back on Kashyyyk with Malla and their new baby boy.”

“Yeah? What’d they name the kid?”

“Lumpawarrump,” said Han with some difficulty.

“Lumpa … Lumpa—?”

“Yeah, that’s usually as far as I get, too.”

“So Chewbacca’s home with the family and you’re hanging out at Chal’s drinking yourself under a table?”

Han gave him a fierce look. “I’m relash—relaxing.”

“Is that what you humans call it? I had wondered.” Eaden Vrill stood in the cubicle doorway, thumbs tucked into his weapons belt.

Han smiled broadly. “Vrill, old buddy! Good to see you. Still hanging around with losers, I see.”

“So it would seem.” Eaden tilted his head toward Dash. “Luck?”

“None … unless …” Dash regarded Han speculatively. When Solo was this cocky, it usually meant he’d scored some profits. If that were the case, maybe he could be induced to part with a few. Maybe just enough for Dash to complete repairs on Outrider and avoid having to hire another ship.

“Luck with what?” asked Han.

“I don’t suppose you could see your way clear to lend me a few credits, old friend.”

Han poked a finger into his right ear and wiggled it. “Wait a minute, I can’t have heard that right. You’re asking me for a favor? No—better yet—you’re asking me for money? Oh, that’s rich.”

Dash grabbed hold of his temper with both hands. “Can we be serious for just a moment? The Outrider is out of commission and I’ve got a whole lot of cargo sitting in the hold needing pretty desperately to get to Nal Hutta.”

“Huh. What’s wrong with the old boat?”

“Blown hyperdrives.”

“Both of ’em? How’d you manage that?”

“We ran into Imperials on the Kessel Run. Almost got blasted out of space, then almost ran into a planetoid, then almost got sucked into the Maw. We fried our primary and secondary drives getting out again.”

Han sat up straighter and leaned toward Dash across the table. “You’re messing with my head.” He glanced up at Eaden. “Isn’t he? He’s joking, right?”

“If only. We nearly perished.”

Han leaned back in his seat again, taking a slug of his drink. “I guess you’re lucky to be here then, aren’t you?”

“Sure. Except that I’ve got a ship that can’t fly and a cargo to get to Nal Hutta with no way to get it there.” Dash leaned forward, elbows on the table, trying to look earnest. His mom had always fallen for his earnest look. “I just need enough to get the drive up and running …”

“Even at Kerlew’s best prices that’s gonna come to quite a pile of credits. More than I’ve got. You think I’d be sittin’ here if I had a commishun—com-miss-ion?”

Unfortunately, Dash’s mom was unique.

“Just a few credits to—”

Eaden made a sound like steam venting, then said, “If I may: We have a cargo. Han has a ship. The purchaser has the credits we need so that we can have a ship. Again.”

Dash looked at Han. Han looked at Dash. It fried Dash’s circuits to have to hire Han Solo, of all the people in the galaxy, to take his load to Nal Hutta, but—

Han’s slow smile was crooked. “Sounds like you need me.”

Dash came to his feet fast enough to reach orbit. “Forget it! I don’t need—” He felt a heavy hand fall on his shoulder.

“Pride rises before disaster falls,” said the Nautolan philosophically. Then he addressed Solo. “What percentage would you charge to take a full hold to Nal Hutta … and a few items to Nar Shaddaa as well?”

Han considered. “Forty percent.”

Now Dash leapt to his feet, fists on the table. “That’s piracy!”

“It’s business.”

“It’s space lane robbery! It’s—ow!” Eaden’s fingers had tightened on Dash’s shoulder in painful warning.

“Twenty percent,” said the Nautolan calmly.

“I should strangle you with your own tentacles,” Dash muttered.

“Thirty-five,” said Han.

Dash exploded anew. “We almost died for that cargo! We dodged Imperial ordnance for that cargo! We flew into the sucking Maw for that cargo! In other words, Han, old friend, we did all the hard work!”

Han made his eyes as wide and innocent as possible and shrugged eloquently. “All right. All right. Ice it, okay? Always was a sucker for a sob story. Thirty. And I off-load everything on Nar Shaddaa.”

“Twenty-five,” said Eaden. “And you deliver to Nal Hutta.”

“Hey, I could be putting my life on the line going back to Nal Hutta right now. Things are kind of tense there, case you hadn’t noticed—what with the assassinations and all. And I hear Jabba’s in a bad mood. Something about a dropped spice shipment.” Han scraped at a smudge on his glass. “Twenty-seven.”

“Done,” said Eaden and pushed Dash inexorably back into his seat. Dash slumped, defeated.

Han smiled broadly. “Great. Where’s the old Outrigger stashed?”

Dash ground his teeth audibly. “It’s Outrider. The usual place—Bay Ninety-two. How soon can you leave?”

“As soon as you can shift the load.”

“As soon as we shift it?”

Han slid out of the booth and stood, polishing off his drink. “Sure. If you’d been able to do thirty percent on the cut I’d’ve been happy to help with the cargo transfer, but I don’t have a first mate right now and you do. So if you don’t mind, I’ll just go and prep the Falcon. Your hold’s full, is it?”

“Yeah.”

“No problem. The Falcon’ll take that on with room to spare. See you at the docks in a few, boys.” Han sketched a salute at Dash, returned Eaden’s attenuated bow, and left, whistling.

Dash watched him go, then tilted his head back to look up at Eaden. “Gotta admire your nerve, Eaden. I’d’ve caved at thirty.”

“Which is why we have our respective roles. I knew he would go lower.” He flexed a couple of his head-tresses to emphasize the point.

“I thought you said that empathy trick doesn’t always work out of water.”

Eaden gave the Nautolan version of a shrug—a lifting of side locks. “What can I say? It was a good hair day.”


FIVE

“YOU’RE NOT THE LEAST LITTLE BIT NERVOUS?”

“Nope.”

Javul Charn adjusted her weapons belt and checked herself in the mirror of her suite aboard the Nova’s Heart. The wide belt had several utility pockets containing stun pellets, a length of monofilament, a limited-range confounder, and other “gadgets,” as Dara disparagingly referred to them. In addition, a customized DH-17 blaster was holstered on one side and a vibroknife on the other, both riding low across her hips. The synthsilk jumpsuit beneath looked like it had been painted on.

You look bad, she told herself. You look lean and mean.

In reality, she was distressingly sure that she looked about as dangerous as a Corellian spukamas, no matter how much she tried to convince herself otherwise. She hoped she sounded more confident than she felt.

Behind her, Kendara looked on in admiration. “You amaze me, boss,” she said. “I’m a little uneasy about going into that den of thieves and I probably know half of ’em. What if someone recognizes you?”

“I’ll just say how exciting I think it all is,” said Javul, putting on a look of wide-eyed innocence. “How daring. How I’ve just always wanted to meet a real pirate.”

Dara raised her hand. “Excuse me? May I just take this opportunity to say that I think you’re more than a little nuts.”

Javul laughed. “I’m eccentric, not nuts. All celebrities are eccentric. I’m just more adventurous than most, I guess.” And scared. And it wasn’t Dara’s “den of thieves” that scared her. “Besides,” she continued, “you forget my official biography. I was born in the lightless sublevels of Coruscant. Grew up with predatory gangs shooting up the neighborhood.”

“Which is all poodoo. You know, I find it insulting that our PR guy actually thought an Imperial Center Slum was somehow more respectable than Tatooine.”

Javul grinned. “Not more respectable. More inspiring. And more dangerous.”

Dara snorted. “That’s a matter of opinion.”

Javul settled a bright teal turban over her gleaming silver hair and said, “Let’s go shopping for bodyguards.”

The news on the Outrider got worse, if that was possible. The engines had not only crispy-fried their various components, but destroyed the housing assembly as well. The cost of total repairs would have taken a healthy bite out of their commission even if they’d managed to retain all of it. Having to pay Han essentially ate up any profits. Worse, the docking fees were more than Dash could afford to squeeze out of his credit account.

Kerlew, a fellow Corellian, was a good guy and was even willing to make a start on the repairs in his spare time, trusting Dash for the payment, but Dash knew that trust would evaporate quickly if he failed to pay his docking fees. They needed some sort of work—pilot and navigator, trade liaisons, something.

With that in mind, after seeing Han off for Nal Hutta, Dash and Eaden returned to Chalmun’s day after day, making the rounds of other freighter watering holes as well, looking for a ship sans crew.

On day three, Dash sauntered into the Cantina to see Dwanar Gher and his lovely associate at their favorite table. He went over to pay a visit.

“What happened to your being otherwise engaged?” he asked Dwanar.

The Sullustan blinked at him—an impressive gesture coming from eyes the size of ash angel eggs. “What do you mean?”

“The last time I saw you, you were entertaining that Toydarian character—what’s his name …”

“Unko.”

“Yeah—Unko. You fed him some line about not being available to run his stuff wherever it needed to go.”

Nanika rolled her eyes. “We weren’t so much unavailable as disinclined,” she said wryly. “He wanted one of us to run some contraband to Imperial Center and we’re both persons of interest to the Imperial Security Bureau right now.”

“No kidding? How’d you manage that?”

Nanika and Dwanar shared a glance. The woman shrugged.

“We’re suspected of having helped remove some wanted criminals from the ISB’s clutches.”

“Why would you do something like that?”

“Who said we did?” She smiled at him slyly. He knew that look well enough to distrust it.

“Is he still looking for a ship?” Dash asked, an idea beginning to form in his head.

“As far as I know,” Nanika said.

“Well, I was thinking that, since the Imperials don’t really know me from a mynock’s mother, maybe I could take one of your ships and deliver his goods. We’d split the commission, of course—”

Nanika laughed brassily. “Oh, c’mon, Dash. I’m not a noob. There is no way I’d let you pilot my ship into Imperial space. They know me, they know the Imp. Dwanar can let you take his boat—”

“No one will be taking my craft anywhere,” said the Sullustan. “Most especially not you.”

Dash’s temper flared. “Look, my reputation as a pilot is—”

“Your reputation as a pilot,” Dwanar informed him, “is that you take risks that are stupid even for a Corellian. You’re not going to play Kick-the-Rancor with my ship.”

And that was that. After an hour spent in Chalmun’s with no better results, Dash dragged himself to the bar and ordered a Corellian whiskey he couldn’t really afford. When he finished the first, he ordered another and was beginning to feel pleasantly morose when he realized the Rodian bartender was speaking to him.

“What?” he looked up glaring. “I’m paid up, goggle-eyes.”

“Hey! Attitude, pink-skin. I’ve done you no grief. I am, in fact, about to do you a favor. You’re looking for a commission?”

“Yeah, what of it?”

“Well, a commission is looking for you.”

Dash’s head cleared at lightspeed. “Where away?”

The Rodian pointed over Dash’s shoulder. He turned. It was the same booth he’d found Han Solo in only days ago. He closed his eyes, seized by the impression he’d been here before. The Equani had a word for it—Dash frowned, trying to remember it. Ah, yes: çenõ-ka. Maybe he could no longer hold his liquor. Maybe he’d slipped into a temporal loop and was destined to live out the rest of his life in Chalmun’s. Okay, then. He bolted the last of his whiskey, thanked the Rodian, and headed for the booth.

His surprise when he stepped into the little cubicle was complete. Two women looked up at him. Two young women. Two very human, very beautiful women. One had short spiky hair that was several different and contradictory shades of orange; the other’s hair was concealed beneath a turban of vivid teal.

His smile was automatic. “Ladies!” He sketched a bow. “My friend Kendo at the bar there tells me you’re looking for a pilot.”

The two women looked at each other, sequined eyebrows lifting.

“No,” said the one with the turban. “Actually, we’re looking for a bodyguard.”

As usual, it took Dash’s brain a moment to catch up with the booze. “A bodyguard,” he repeated stupidly. “Look, I’m a pilot—and a damn good one, at that. I don’t—”

The spiky orange woman said, “And we’re willing to pay handsomely for the service. Money is no object.”

Those last four words went a long way toward clearing the fumes. Maybe money was no object to them, but right now it was Dash’s only object. He slid into the booth and studied his prospective employers. Both wore poly-prismatic lenses that cycled a rainbow of colors over the irises of their eyes. There was no telling what color they actually were; nor could he read their expressions clearly. Camouflage, instinct told him. These fems were in disguise. Why?

Maybe the answer was in why they felt the need of a bodyguard.

“I’m listening. Let’s hear your pitch.”

Again the exchange of glances. The spiky one leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Here’s the deal. My boss, here, has picked up a stalker. Probably nothing. Just an overzealous fan. But we’re not willing to take any chances. We need someone to keep an eye on her.” She jerked her head toward the turbaned girl, drawing Dash’s attention to her.

“Overzealous fan? Are you somebody I should know?”

“Only if you’re breathing,” Spike muttered.

“My friend exaggerates,” said the other woman, with a smile that managed somehow to be both coquettish and self-deprecating.

“Are you going to tell me who you are?”

“If you take the job, I’ll have to, I guess.”

Dash couldn’t tell if she was being serious or sarcastic. Fine. “So what’s the situation? Where would this guarding take place?”

“Aboard my yacht, mostly. At our ports of call. Wherever I go. This … person … has let it be known that he can get pretty close to me and so you’d have to stay pretty close to me, too.”

“Darlin’, that would not be a hardship.” He smiled at her.

“Pretty close, she said,” interrupted Spike. “Not skin-close.”

That can change, Dash thought, his smile never wavering. “Normally,” he said aloud, “I wouldn’t take a job like this—I’m a merchant pilot by trade—but my ship is under repair right now, so I’m at loose ends. Until I can get repairs completed. That’s gonna take a while.”

“How long?”

“I’m flexible.”

“I’ll just bet you are,” said Spike drily.

“So you can start right away?” asked the other.

“Well, actually, it’s not just me. I have a partner. A Nautolan. Who happens to be a teräs käsi master.” He watched for the reaction from the two women and was gratified by the response. They apparently knew something of the sort of threat the masters of the “steel hand” discipline represented.

“We can definitely use someone with those talents,” said the turbaned woman. “And it doesn’t hurt that he’s Nautolan. There are rumors that a high percentage of them are a little Force-sensitive.”

“Well, Eaden claims to be able to read emotions even out of the water, but I think he’s just showing off. I also have a droid.”

“Of course you do,” said Spike. “Every pilot I’ve ever known has a droid. You’d all be dirt-fliers without ’em.”

Matching her aggressive, elbows-on-the-table stance, Dash leaned into her across the table. “I beg your pardon, but I’ll have you know that I’ve successfully completed any number of missions without a droid’s assistance. And I’ve gotta say that Leebo’s not much of a space-monkey, but he’s good company, so I keep him around.”

“Really.”

“Yeah. He tells jokes. Not very good ones,” Dash admitted, “but still—the amazing thing is not that he tells them badly, but that he tells them at all.”

The spiky woman snorted. Very unbecoming in a female, Dash decided. At least in a human female. A Zabrak might think it was sexy, though.

“What do you think, JC?” she asked her boss.

“What’s your name?” her boss asked him.

“What’s yours … JC?” he asked in return.

Turban Girl blinked her lenses off and looked out at him through eyes of pale, luminous silver. He almost swallowed his tongue. With an expression that was suddenly deadly serious, she lowered her voice and said, “Javul Charn.”

He sat back in his seat, feeling as if a bantha had just sat on his chest. That name he knew, just as he knew those silver eyes. They’d gazed out at him from so many holoposters and performance vids, he’d lost count. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, suddenly in complete sympathy with the overzealous fan.

“I’m, uh, I’m Dash. Dash Rendar. I’m a pilot.”

“Yeah,” said Spike. “So you said.”

Eaden Vrill was not entirely pleased with their new job. At least Dash didn’t think he was. It was hard to tell with teräs käsi adepts—they were so disciplined. And a Nautolan’s huge, dark eyes were hard to read anyway. Standing in the docking bay, he and Leebo listened to Dash’s glowing description of the job in complete silence.

Eaden was stone-still for a full ten seconds, then said, “What will it pay?”

He nodded when Dash named the figure, then turned on his heel and went up into the ship to pack his kit.

Dash turned to Leebo and said, “Well? You gonna say something? Crack a joke? Take a shot at me?”

“Defensive, aren’t we? We needed credits. You got us credits. So you get the credit for getting us the credits.” The droid added an uncannily accurate reproduction of a percussive three-note trap skin riff. Dash rolled his eyes. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard Leebo accentuate jokes in such a manner, nor the hundredth. But add a few more zeros and we’ll be getting close, he thought.

Leebo then raised one metal arm, servos whining delicately. “Question.”

“What?”

“We’re going to be working on this woman’s yacht?”

“Yeah.”

“What’s her name?”

“Her name? I told you her name. Javul Charn. You know—Javul Charn, the holostar?”

Leebo made a sound somewhere between a snort and a clatter. “Not the fem. What would I care about a girl? The ship, protein-brains. What’s the ship’s name?”

Dash laughed. “I keep forgetting your taste in females is toward the hard and ion-powered. She’s the Nova’s Heart—a SoroSuub PLY-3500.”

“Ooh,” said Leebo, managing to sound rhapsodic, “I’m in love.” He turned and tilted his head toward the Outrider, sitting forlornly in the center of the bay. “Don’t worry, old girl. I’m sure they’ll never let me near the engine room.” He returned to the ship himself, then, muttering PLY-3500 specs in a mechanical undertone. “Twin ion/hyperdrive nacelles … programmable transponders … state-of-the-art gyrostabilizers … be still, my recirculation pump …”

Dash sighed. He’d still rather be piloting the Outrider than be a paid passenger on some personal luxury yacht, no matter what the specs. And he somehow suspected that, as bodyguards for the rich and famous, he and Eaden would be more passengers than crew. They would, after all, have to go where the big holostar went, eat where she ate, be quartered close to her. He had no experience in the field to base that on, but he intended to be as professional about this as possible. It might be a nothing job, but he was going to take it seriously.

He’d arranged with his new boss (damn, but it was hard to even think that word—he doubted he could say it aloud) to transfer an advance payment to his account, had dispersed some to Eaden, and used most of the remaining credits to pay several weeks of rent on the docking bay with just a little left for Kerlew as a good-faith gesture. When all was arranged, Dash, Eaden, and Leebo reported to the spaceport, where a shuttle waited to take them up to the orbiting yacht. Dash thought it a little odd that the Nova’s Heart didn’t dock dirtside, but he supposed that had something to do with Javul Charn’s celebrity status. Maybe she was afraid of calling too much attention to herself—or giving her “overzealous fan” a heads-up that she was on Tatooine. That made sense. Dash Rendar understood well the need to keep a low profile. Over the years he had, perforce, become a master of disguise, subterfuge, and just plain hiding. He had every confidence that between Eaden’s abilities and his own innate wariness, they’d be as good a set of bodyguards as the lovely fem could wish for.

The PLY-3500 was everything the SoroSuub press campaign said and more. As they were greeted by the ship’s steward—an E-3PO protocol droid—and shown to their quarters just forward of the observation deck, Dash noticed quite a few “enhancements” that weren’t in the manufacturer’s literature. He made a mental note to get the ship’s schematics and acquaint himself with the vessel, paying close attention to any nook or cranny in which a stowaway might hide. When he’d brought up the idea that someone might sneak aboard her ship unobserved, the celebrity had denied that such a thing was possible—but she had blanched at the suggestion, her skin becoming, if possible, paler than it already was. He’d scared her, but the fact that she hadn’t considered the possibility that Fanboy might be able to get real close only showed that she deserved to be scared.

Dash and Eaden were quartered in a suite of rooms at the head of the aft quarterdeck immediately abaft a set of emergency doors. Kendara Farlion’s suite was next door to theirs, while Javul Charn’s chambers took up the opposite side of the aft quarterdeck, her door cattycorner to Dash and Eaden’s.

“Rarefied water,” said Eaden philosophically as he surveyed the surface of Tatooine from the expanse of transparisteel that ran the entire outer wall of their quarters. Softly lit by clever indirect lighting, the stunning main chamber featured adjustable coloration and lighting schemes, original work from a dozen well-known artists, and sleek, designer furniture, which included state-of-the-art antigrav form couches upholstered in the finest Corellian leather.

“Yeah, there’re definite perks to the position of royal bodyguard—having to room near the royal mark being one of them.”

“You’d be wise not to let her hear you call her that,” observed Eaden.

“Not to worry, I’ll be a good boy.”

The Nautolan smiled—a peculiar curling of his wide mouth. “Highly unlikely. Perhaps you should practice saying, Yes, boss.”

A strange, metallic sigh issued from just inside the door to the opulent quarters, making both men turn. Leebo stood behind them, looking somehow bereft; an attitude communicated almost entirely by posture, as of course the droid’s facial features were immobile.

“What’s wrong with you?” Dash asked him.

“Like you care. So engrossed in your silly sentient squabbles while I stand here doing everything. I mean, really, you two may have jobs, but me? I might as well be turned off and used as a clothes rack.”

“There’s a thought,” said Dash. “What do you want me to do?”

Leebo’s head came up with a faint squeak. “Introduce me to the ship’s engineer. Tell him what a genius I am. That you’d never be able to keep the Outrider in trim without me, that—”

“Excuse me,” Dash said, interrupting the droid’s recitation. “Okay, point one: I’d never be able to keep the Outrider in trim without you? I hate to spoil this droid fever-dream you’re having, boyo, but I kept the Outrider shipshape long before you came on the scene. And point two: may I remind you where the Outrider is at this moment? Hardly great advertising for your genius.”

“That,” said Leebo, drawing himself to his full height, “was not my fault.”

“Are you saying it was mine?”

“I wasn’t the one who piloted the ship into an ambush then tried to get out of it by sideswiping a singularity … or three.”

“Now, that just hurts. Look, you whiny bucket of bolts—”

“Do you realize that you’re arguing with a mechanism?” Eaden said.

Eaden’s question, mildly asked, brought swift embarrassment. “Yeah, yeah, you’re right. I oughta just turn him off.”

“Hey!”

“When he might actually be useful?” Eaden asked. “Unwise. At the very least, he’s another pair of eyes—metaphorically speaking. And he doesn’t need to sleep.”

Dash grinned. “Night watch, huh? Good idea.” He turned back to Leebo. “Looks like you’ll earn your keep after all.”

“I’m ecstatic with relief.”

The door chimed just then and, to Dash’s affirmative, slid open to reveal Kendara Farlion. She’d removed her pinwheel lenses to reveal deep violet eyes that exactly matched her sequined eyebrows. “You know, I can hear you arguing all the way out in the hall. And this ship is pretty well insulated. You sure you can all work together?”

“We’re fine,” said Dash. “Just fine.”

“Glad to hear it. Ready for a tour of the ship?”

“More than ready,” Dash said, and followed her from the cabin.


SIX

DASH WAS PREPARED TO BE DISAPPOINTED IN, EVEN DISPARAGING of, the Nova’s Heart. It was, after all, not a working vessel. It was a yacht, which in Dash’s mind translated to toy. But five minutes after the tour began, he was grudgingly willing to admit that the ship was pretty well put together, and ten minutes in he’d decided that Nova’s Heart was a stunning piece of craftswork. He kept that assessment to himself, however.

Every angle was precise and smooth, every curve delighted the eye, every joint was flush. The interior was a tasteful combination of brushed durasteel and fabrics that emulated the metal’s satiny sheen. He’d been aboard Lando Calrissian’s Lady Luck—a PLY-3000—and had been amused at the way the gambler had hidden the secret muscles of the craft beneath layer upon layer of opulent, even gaudy, luxury appointments. Nova’s Heart was a different sort of creature. Her trim, muscular, graceful frame was draped only lightly with opulence. She was, in a word, a lady: sleek, feline, and—though not afraid of showing off her strength—unmistakably feminine. Definitely not the transportation equivalent of an odalisque.

Dash gave the quarters and living areas of the ship only the most cursory examination. It was the working decks, engineering, and the bridge that fascinated him. He assumed these also interested Eaden, but really, who knew?

In engineering, Dash slowed the tour to a crawl by checking out every nuance of the ship’s drives and systems. This caused Spike to roll her eyes roughly every twenty seconds, but the captain, an imperturbable Zabrak named Serdor Marrak, seemed … well, imperturbable. Having the captain and Eaden Vrill standing on each side of him made Dash feel as if he were getting serenity in stereo—an eerie feeling. Spike’s prickly impatience was almost a relief.

“Your shield generators are Chempat-6s, I see,” Dash observed as he crawled around the gleaming deflector system. “But that resonator coil up there doesn’t look stock to me.” He pointed upward to where a meter-long, half-meter-wide coil of flat optical-quality transparisteel wound its way around the power conduit to the deflector array.

“It’s not,” said Marrak placidly. “It’s a modified Chem-6. I’d almost call it a 6.5.”

“Why do you have to call it anything?” asked Spike, glancing at her chrono. “It’s a machine.”

“Yeah?” said Dash, ignoring her. “May I ask about the nature of the modifications?”

The captain said, “Javul Charn has sufficient reason to want to run silent and to be … difficult to track or trace. We modified the unit along those lines.”

Dash looked over sharply from the resonator coil. “A cloaking device? You modified this to be a cloaking device?”

The captain shrugged. “More of a smudging device. It kicks in once we’re in open space. We’ve installed maximal confounders; the coils have been torqued and the harmonics realigned so that they distort and blur our communications signature … among other things.”

“What other things?” asked Eaden, betraying his own interest in the ship’s construction.

“We beefed up the ablative capacity of the shields while we were at it. They’re virtually impenetrable to communications signals when we want them to be. They’ll also fling off pretty big space debris and, if we ever should find ourselves under attack for some reason, they’ll do a fine job of repelling energy weapons fire as well.”

Dash frowned, puzzled. “They block communications. Why, exactly?”

“Keeps people from eavesdropping on us,” said Spike. “We don’t want everybody to know Javul’s plans, do we? I can’t begin to tell you what a pain it is to get into a port of call and find a literal fleet of overeager fans waiting in orbit. Javul likes to keep a low profile. I think you can appreciate that.”

Dash moved to peer out through a long, narrow viewport at the port engine nacelle. “Combined ion/hyperdrive, huh?”

The captain nodded while, behind him, Leebo gave an ecstatic sigh. Dash stifled a grin. “Those modified, too?” he asked.

“A bit. They were rated to just lightspeed. We managed to push them a bit farther than that. My engineer is quite an innovator.”

Dash nodded. “I’d like to meet him.”

“Her.”

“Oh. Droid brain?”

The captain blinked. “Excuse me?”

Dash laughed. “Not your engineer—although I guess she might have a droid brain. Mine does.” He jerked a thumb back toward Leebo, who was gazing around like a lovesick Wookiee. “I meant the ship. I have a … an acquaintance who installed a full-faculty droid autopilot and system controller in his ship.”

“Ah, I see. As it happens my engineer is a Twi’lek named Arruna Var. Our steward has a droid brain, though. So does the ship’s doctor.”

“It’s too bad you don’t have a droid brain,” Spike told Dash, “we could download all this information right to your cortex. Save a lot of time.” She checked her chrono again.

Dash grinned at her. “That is a fantastic idea. In fact, if you could take Leebo, here, and get those schematics downloaded into his neural net, that’d be stellar. Eaden and I can go over them with him later.”

She stared at him a moment. “All right, but do you think you could hurry this tour up just a bit? We need to make sure we’re secure before we leave Tatooine.”

“What did you think I was doing? This tour, as you like to call it, is my way of making sure we’re secure. If I don’t go over every centimeter of this ship, how can I foresee problems?”

She aimed those violet laser cannon eyes at him for a moment more, then ordered Leebo to follow her back to the upper decks.

“Nervous little thing, isn’t she?” Dash murmured.

Somehow she heard him. She turned on her heel and marched back to meet him nose-to-nose, eyes narrowed to slits. “Who’re you calling little, space-monkey? I’m not little. I’m almost as tall as you are.”

He glanced down. “You’re cheating. You’re standing on your toes.”

She let herself down to her heels with a bump, pivoted, and marched away again, pulling Leebo into her wake.

“These schematics you mentioned,” the droid said as she led him away, “would they happen to be holographic schematics? Three-dimensional schematics?”

“Sure.”

Dash, Eaden, and Captain Marrak continued making their way from stem to stern, even going out over the fantail on the observation deck to gaze back at the hull from that extreme point. Dash cocked his head to one side and eyed the lower hull.

“She seems … deeper than the average 3500. More girth below the centerline.”

“Indeed,” said Eaden, tilting his head in the same direction.

The captain joined them in peering down the ship’s graceful flank. “Another modification the boss made. Increased stowage. Takes a lot of equipment to stage one of her shows. And a good-sized crew. Of course, we’re only part of the picture.”

“What do you mean?”

“We recently split the setup between two vessels: the Nova’s Heart and a freighter—the Deep Core. Each carries just enough equipment for her to be able to pull off a creditable performance if something should happen to the other ship or its cargo. Javul hates to let her fans down.”

“Has she ever?” Dash asked.

“No, but we had a near disaster about six months ago when one of our containers turned up empty. It was supposed to house a setup for a big cityscape performance framework that she uses. But somehow that got left behind … or stolen.”

Dash wondered how much the captain knew of more recent developments. “Has Charn told you why we’re here?”

“Of course. You’re security consultants.”

Dash nodded. “So you’ll understand why I’m asking you if anything else … suspicious or strange—or even dangerous—has happened recently.”

Marrak gave him a knowing look. “You mean the sort of thing that might have led to hiring a security consultant?”

“Yeah. That sort of thing.”

The Zabrak captain showed the first sign of emotion since Dash had met him. The emotion was unease. “Well, she will have told you about the black lilies … yeah, I thought so. So I knew perfectly well that if the person who arranged that little present understood the symbolism … let’s just say it could be construed as a threat. But before that—about three weeks before that—we had a stowaway. A fan concealed himself in one of the containers and wasn’t found until we reached our next port of call. I understand he was in pretty bad shape when they found him. No food, water … little oxygen.” The Zabrak shuddered, his ritual tattoos horripilating as though momentarily imbued with life.

“Really? Anybody aboard now who’d know more about the incident?”

Marrak shrugged. “Dara would. And of course, the cargo master—Yanus Melikan. Since that incident he’s double-checked every container.”

“Well, I may just have him triple-check it,” Dash said and drew a droll sidewise look from Eaden.

“Would they have informed Javul Charn of this incident?” the Nautolan asked.

Captain Marrak snorted. “Don’t know. Farlion will go to great lengths to keep our holostar from being rattled by stuff like that. She can be very protective.”

“Really? I hadn’t noticed,” said Dash wryly. Chances were good Dash was going to find out to exactly what lengths Spike would go to protect her stunning boss.

They worked their way from the observation deck down to the well-deck where Dash, in inspecting the life pods, discovered that the Nova’s Heart was equipped with a secondary shuttle—a prettier, glossier counterpart to the stubby little planet-hopper they’d arrived in. This shuttle was about eight meters long, held six people and a nav droid, and was sleek as a dart. Its long, tapered hull ended in a deadly-looking point that, slanting down as it did from its backswept stabilizer planes and V-shaped forward viewport, gave the little ship the threatening look of a raptor. He was convinced he was looking at a fighter—not the kind of vehicle you took on a pleasure outing.

“Whoa. That’s different. One of Charn’s upgrades?”

Marrak shook his head. “It came with the ship. It’s a Falleen design.”

Dash’s insides squirmed. Falleen. That explained the faint sense of menace about the thing. Dash had no love for the Falleen—least of all for a particular Falleen, Prince Xizor, with whom his limited contact had been both deadly and disastrous. In Dash’s estimation all Falleen were duplicitous and cagey.

He felt suddenly as if Dantari fire ants were crawling across the nape of his neck. He shook the feeling away and studied the Falleen shuttle warily. “Came with the ship, huh? Well, it’s definitely not stock—”

“Of course not. It was something the previous owner added, apparently. Maybe he liked to take day trips.”

Day trips into danger, maybe. Dash shook himself—damn thing was just a shuttle craft. “I’d like to see the bridge.”

“So would I,” said Eaden.

The bridge was spectacular. It was a large, open, teardrop-shaped chamber with formfitting seats for the captain and mate, and seats of only slightly less impressive design at three other consoles along the sloping bulkheads. Between the flight console and the viewport was a holographic tactical display that made Dash’s mouth water. Lando didn’t even have one of those on the Lady Luck.

Of course, Dash reminded himself, Javul probably makes in a day what Lando—or I—make in a year. If it’s a good year.

“That’s not stock equipment.”

The captain smiled. “No, it’s not. And let me tell you it is worth the cost in an asteroid field or maneuvering in close quarters.”

“Indeed,” murmured Eaden, moving toward the flight console as if drawn by a magnet.

“I see communications and security consoles,” Dash said, waving at the stations along the port side of the bridge, “but what’s that over there?” He gestured to a station just starboard of the copilot’s seat.

“Weapons control,” said Marrak. “Another artifact of days gone by. The previous owner had laser cannons mounted on the fuselage.” He pointed up, then down. “They’re still there, but we’ve never had occasion to use them. It’s not polite to shoot at your fans, even when they’re really annoying.”

“Yeah.” Dash’s eyes were drawn back to the captain’s chair. “Um … can I?” He tilted his head toward the flight console.

Marrak’s smile deepened. “Be my guest.”

When they at last finished their tour, Dash was weary and his head felt as if the ship’s specs were leaking from his ears. It would all sort itself out during a good night’s sleep, though; that he knew from experience. By the time he woke tomorrow to his first full day of work as Javul Charn’s “security consultant,” he would have the various decks, rooms, and passageways of the Nova’s Heart categorized, cataloged, and classified. His mind worked best, Dash liked to say, when he wasn’t using it.

He was forced to use it, though, during dinner, at which he and Eaden were introduced to the ship’s complement as the “new security officers.” This was greeted with some interest by the crew, who exchanged knowing looks with one another. The officers present in the mess included the Twi’lek engineer Arruna Var, Marrak’s human first officer, Bran Finnick, and cargo master Yanus Melikan, who was also human, and from Corellia.

Melikan was of great interest to Dash because he, of everyone aboard the Heart, had the most intimate knowledge of the ship’s lower decks—which would be the most attractive point of entry for someone who wanted to get a bit too close to the lovely Javul Charn. He’d make a point of chatting with the cargo master as soon as possible.

It was not to happen immediately, however. The moment the meal was concluded, the officers scrambled to their posts to prep the ship for departure. Dash’s effort to tag along with Melikan was thwarted by Javul Charn’s insistence that he brief her immediately on his first impressions of the ship’s security issues.

“What do you think?” she asked him when she, Eaden, and Dara had repaired to her quarters.

“I think,” he said, “that it would have been a good idea for me to follow your cargo master through his hyperspace flight prep. From what Captain Marrak tells me, the cargo hold may be the weak point in your defenses.”

Her brow furrowed. “What did he tell you, exactly?”

Dash glanced at Spike before directing his attention back to Javul. “Well, I may be speaking out of turn, but he mentioned an incident with a fan who hitched a ride in a cargo container.”

He’d expected her to be shocked and horrified—or even incredulous. She was none of those things, though she did blush to the roots of her pale hair. The effect was strangely charming. She almost looked like a Zeltron.

“Yes,” she murmured. “That was … awful.”

“It points to some access points that might need to be bolted down.”

Spike spoke before her boss could. “I’m sure they have been.”

“Can I ask what happened to the fan?”

“It’s hardly—” began the road manager.

“He died in a medcenter on Coruscant,” said Javul. She looked honestly grieved. “Mel was devastated. He took all the blame on himself. He wanted to quit. Said he’d fallen asleep at the controls.” She shook her head. “I couldn’t let him do that. He’s a good man. The best.”

“I assume you won’t mind if I ask him some questions about his protocols and procedures.” Dash felt more than saw Eaden’s burgundy orbs slide into a sidewise look.

Javul shook her head, still looking so forlorn that Dash had a strong impulse to put his arm around her. One look at Spike, however, was enough to nip that impulse in the bud. If only it would deter the stalker.

“Protocols and procedures?” asked Eaden when they’d returned to their own quarters. “When have you ever been on speaking terms with protocols and procedures?”

It was late evening by the ship’s chrono and Dash was fuming a bit at having to put his investigation of the hold off until the new day. He shrugged and looked around for Leebo, but the droid was nowhere to be seen. Probably off whispering sweet nothings to the Heart’s ion engines. “I was just trying to sound … security-officer-ish.”

“You were trying to impress a female.”

“What’d I just say?”

“What are our protocols and procedures going to be, Officer Rendar?”

“I intend to do this job right. Okay, so we may be just glorified nursemaids for a pretty prima donna, but I intend to give this little prima donna the best care I can.”

“And how do you wish me to employ my highly talented cortex during our voyage?”

Dash rocked forward in the chair, ignoring the panorama of stars beyond the viewport. “I’d like you to attach yourself to the engineer, Arruna—you might mention what a pretty name that is, by the way—and find out as much about the ship’s systems as you can. Specifically, keep your magnificent maroons peeled for systems that might be most easily sabotaged. If someone is really serious about getting to our new boss lady, becalming her ship might be a component in the plan.”

“You think this threat she received is linked to the incident with the black lilies.”

“I think it would be stupid to assume it wasn’t.”

Eaden stood and moved toward his room. He paused in the doorway. “I don’t know if it’s important, but there’s an exchange of energy happening between Kendara Farlion and the captain.”

“Exchange of energy? Could you be more specific?”

A couple of tresses bobbed and quivered slightly. “Let us just say they seem very aware of each other.”

“Oh, that’s helpful. I’m very aware of Spike, too.”

“Not, I think, in the same way the captain is,” said Eaden as he disappeared into his sleep chamber.


SEVEN

LEEBO DID NOT RETURN UNTIL THE FOLLOWING MORNING. In fact, Dash and Eaden woke to his off-key whistling.

“You’re a droid,” complained Dash as he threw himself into one of the formchairs in the suite’s parlor. “How can you possibly be off key?”

“I am merely paying homage to the sentient who programmed me. He couldn’t carry a tune in an antigrav pod.”

“He was naturally tone-deaf. You are not naturally anything. You can be perfectly in tune if you want to be.”

The droid approximated a shrug, lifting one shoulder with a whine of servos. “Think of it as an artistic choice.”

Dash opened his mouth to retort when Eaden, who had appeared silently in the door of his sleep chamber, said, “Dash, once again I’ll remind you that you are arguing with a mechanism. Leebo, where were you all night?”

Dash closed his mouth, his teeth meeting with an audible click. If Eaden noticed the sign of human irritation, he gave no sign of it, but merely waited for Leebo’s answer.

“I was in medbay,” the droid replied.

Dash and Eaden exchanged glances. “I’m afraid to ask,” said Dash, “but—why?”

“As it happens, I got on quite well with the ship’s medic. She’s fascinating. Knows more about the officers and crew of this ship than anyone alive.”

“She?” repeated Dash. “The ship’s medic is a sentient? That’s kinda weird, isn’t it? Most ships this size would staff a medical droid.”

“She is a medical droid. A GA-7, as it happens, but with programming that’s definitely gender-biased. I said she knew more about the ship’s complement than any one alive.”

“Okay, okay, so it’s—”

“She.”

Dash rolled his eyes. “She’s a source of intel. Good to know. On to the big-credit question—do you have the schematics?”

“The med droid’s schematics? I should say not. I only just met her, after all.”

Dash ground his teeth. “I meant the ship’s schematics, you circuit-challenged drone! You know, what you were sent to get?”

“Oh, those.” The droid made a dismissive gesture. “Of course I got them. You want to go over them now, I suppose.”

“No time like the present.”

“True. Unless it’s the past or the future.”

The schematics were not as impressive as the ship herself. They were the SoroSuub factory specs and reflected none of the post-factory modifications. Nor did they note where modifications had been made.

Dash and Eaden consulted with the engineer over a hot beverage in the officers’ mess. Going over a holo-readout of the schematics Leebo projected over the center of their shared table, she indicated several points at which the Heart did not match her stats, helpfully amending the record.

“Isn’t it unusual that no one’s done this before?” Dash asked.

The Twi’lek’s blue lips parted in a smile, revealing teeth that were startlingly white in comparison. “Not unusual for someone who procrastinates whenever there’s vapor work to do.”

“Vapor work?” repeated Eaden as he used a laser pen to graft the updated data about the ablative shielding. The schematics, hanging in the air before the Nautolan’s face, shifted to accommodate the new information.

“I love engineering. I hate engineering specs. Well, let me amend that: I could easily get lost in someone else’s specifications—great late-night reading—but I hate having to write and edit the annoying things. They just get stuffed into some tin can’s rattling brain case—no offense to present company—and forgotten. However, I love watching someone else edit them for me.” She turned her smile on Eaden, who pretended not to notice, though at least three of his tendrils twitched.

“You said the hull is fortified with an over-coat of bandorium,” he remarked blandly. “That’s quite an upgrade.”

“Normal ablative shielding and jammers are fine for the average hotshot yacht owner,” she said, watching Eaden annotate the files in Leebo’s memory. “But Javul isn’t your average hotshot yacht owner.” She shrugged her lekku dismissively. “Besides, I’d bet everyone who buys one of these babies modifies it in some way. I hear they’ve become pretty popular with smugglers.” She gave Dash an oblique look from the sides of her startlingly azure eyes.

“I wouldn’t know,” he said easily. “Who’d this one belong to before Javul Charn bought it?”

Again, the shrug of lekku. Dash thought a couple of Eaden’s tresses curled in response.

“I’m not sure. I’ve heard rumors, of course.”

“Such as?”

“I’m not comfortable peddling rumors. You’ll have to ask Dara or Javul.”

Dash agreed without rancor. Interviewing the charming holostar was no hardship, after all. He spent a moment more studying the changes Arruna had noted on the schematics, then left her with Eaden and headed for the hold.

He found Yanus Melikan in his office on the main cargo deck going over the manifest. Double-checking, no doubt. The cargo master greeted him with a smile, told Dash to call him Mel, and took him on a tour of the hold.

It was tidy. Obsessively so. Every row of containers was arranged according to size and shape; every aisle was even and straight with no odd pallets or boxes sticking out. Everything was clamped down. Tight.

Which made Dash wonder …

“How could anybody stow away in here?” he asked as they meandered down one of Mel’s scrupulously neat aisles. “I mean, saying you run a tight ship is an understatement.”

The cargo master shook his head. “Near as I can figure, the guy got into the container while it was at the venue. Maybe took advantage of a momentary lull in loading or someone being called away to another task. It would only take someone looking away for a moment to allow time for the guy to slip in and hunker down. Then the container gets buttoned up and it’s all over … except for the dying.” The expression on Mel’s long, angular face was grim. “Starvation … asphyxiation … Hard way to go, if you ask me.”

“There an easy way?”

Mel chuckled ruefully and shook his head. “Maybe—maybe not. But you’d know something about that, wouldn’t you?”

Dash stopped and swung to face the other man, pretty sure he wasn’t going to like the sudden turn the conversation had taken. “What d’you mean?”

“I read about what happened to your brother in the newsies. Hardly seemed fair, what Palpatine did to you and your family afterward. There was talk at the time … people saying Stanton got off easy, dying in the wreck. I don’t imagine you feel that way about it.”

Dash scanned the other man’s face but saw no hint of derision. “No. I’m glad Stan wasn’t around to be punished by the Empire, though. And I’m glad he didn’t have to see what happened to the family or the family business.”

“You were at the Academy on Carida then, weren’t you?”

“Yeah. It was a long time ago. How’d you know?”

“You’re kidding, right? Your family wasn’t exactly anonymous, Dash. It was in all the newsies: Native Son Accepted to Academy. Takes some talent to be accepted at Carida. I suspect you’re a good pilot.”

Dash pulled himself a little straighter. “The best, as it happens.”

Mel grimaced. “With your ship under repair, I understand. Tough luck.”

Dash nodded, glad to be tacking away from the previous subject. “That’s why we were available for this gig. Charn caught us at just the right moment.”

Mel nodded and turned to continue down the aisle between stacks of cargo.

Dash moved with him. “So, about your system: Who loads the crates—sentients or droids?”

“Both. After the incident with the stowaway we’ve made sure there’s one droid for every sentient in the cargo crew. New rule is—never leave a container open if you have to go do something else. And never open a container that you’re not planning to load or unload immediately.”

Dash stopped and rested a hand against the side of a large carboplas container the size of a ship’s life pod. Half a dozen people could cram themselves in there if they tried, he knew. “Do you think there’s any way that could happen again? I mean that a fan with a deep desire to get close to Charn could distract someone and either sneak in or … leave her a nice, deadly little present?” Melikan gave Dash a positively bone-chilling look from his almost colorless eyes. “That’s not fannish adoration. It’s sabotage.”

“Can’t they go hand in hand?”

The cargo master raised a ginger-colored eyebrow. Before he could comment, a klaxon pierced the hold’s quiet, making Dash just about jump out of his boots. A calm, female voice followed, expressing every spacer’s worst nightmare in dulcet tones: “Hull breach on the aft quarter deck. Venting atmosphere. Hull breach on the aft quarter deck. Venting atmosphere.” The klaxon resumed its wailing as the Nova’s Heart dropped back into realspace.

“Shut that stupid thing off!” Mel bellowed, racing for the turbolift with Dash on his heels.

“Sir?” An owl-eyed young Sullustan crewman and an Otoga 222 series maintenance droid met them just outside the door to the cargo master’s office. “Did you mean—?”

“Yes, blast it! Shut the klaxon off and stay here.”

“But if there’s a hull breach—”

“Stay on the comm, Nik. If it’s bad, you’ll be told to abandon ship. If it’s not you’ll get the all-clear. In either case, do not leave this area unless and until you’re ordered off the ship. Do you understand?”

“Yessir!”

“Do you wish me to stay, too, Cargo Master Melikan?” the droid asked politely as Mel and Dash stepped into the turbolift.

“Yes!” roared the cargo master as the door slid shut. “Droids,” he added for Dash’s benefit. “Gotta spell everything out for them.”

Despite the fact that Nik had turned off the klaxon in the hold, it was going full-tilt on the upper decks, nearly deafening the two Corellians as they stepped from the lift onto the forward section of the quarterdeck. They were not the first ones to respond. Arruna Var and her new Nautolan sidekick were some meters up the corridor, as were Leebo and the med droid, Gea.

Arruna, her face covered by a breathing apparatus, was in the process of obtaining atmospheric readings from the aft section of the deck, which had self-sealed automatically after the alarm sounded. As new as he was to the ship, it didn’t take Dash more than a moment to recognize his surroundings. His quarters were on the other side of those emergency doors … as were Javul Charn’s.

He ran.

He reached the group clustered about the emergency doors with Yanus Melikan at his side. He was just in time to see Arruna rip off her breath mask and turn her attention to the doors’ controls, which were in a panel set into the port bulkhead. She was reaching for the emergency override.

Dash put out a hand to stop her. “What’re you doing?” he shouted above the klaxon. “You want this whole section to vent?”

She shook her head, making her lekku swing. “There’s no leak. Ask your droid.” She pulled her arm away from him and hit the override. Nothing happened.

“Frang!” she said explosively.

The klaxon cut out just then, and the expletive echoed harshly in the suddenly silent hallway. Mel slid into the corner beside Arruna as she began punching codes into the control pad.

“What’s she mean there’s no leak?” Dash asked Leebo. “The ship seems to think there is.”

“With all due respect, the ship is wrong. There’s no difference in pressure on that side of the bulkhead and no sign that the air is going anywhere it doesn’t belong.”

Dash pointed at the emergency doors. “Is Javul Charn in there?”

“We don’t know.”

“Well, have you tried to communicate with her?”

“Communications seems to have been affected by the event,” said Eaden. “Whatever the event was.”

Dash turned to Mel and Arruna, who were still poking at the control panel.

“Any luck?”

Arruna glanced back over her shoulder. “The controls are dead.”

Dash nodded. “Leebo, open it.”

The droid’s head swiveled toward him, optics glowing. “What—you mean by brute force? Like that’s gonna happen. Do I look like an 11-88 factory droid to you?”

“Move back,” Dash said sharply, waving aside Mel and Arruna.

They moved back. He pulled his blaster pistol, aimed, and drilled the control panel right above its transparent faceplate. It flew open with a small explosion of sparks and a fizzle. He holstered his pistol.

“Now open it,” he told Leebo.

“You didn’t say the magic wo—”

Dash’s blaster was back in his hand. Leebo finished smoothly, “—but you’re under a lot of stress. I understand.” As the droid spoke, it moved to the door control and inserted an index finger into the servo mechanism. Nothing happened.

“Huh. That’s odd. There appears to be no power reaching this panel at all.”

He put a second hand to the controls, completing the circuit, and fed a jolt of energy into it. The servo whined, and the doors began to slide open. They got no more than a half a meter apart when they stopped.

“That’s all I got, boss.”

“It’s enough.” Dash slipped through the breach and into the aft section of the quarterdeck. It was dark—the emergency lights had apparently been affected as well—and eerily quiet. The air was devoid of the countless background noises—the muffled clicks of relays, the gentle exhalation of recycled air, the felt-more-than-heard thrum of generators—that are a starship’s usual ambience. More than just the lights had been shut down in this section. Eaden came through right behind Dash, every tendril on his head on full alert.

All along the corridor the doors were sealed shut. At the far end, Dash could see the blur of light and dark as they hurtled through hyperspace. Leak or no leak, his skin still crawled and his jaw hurt from gritting his teeth. He tried to relax his face. Didn’t help much.

He waved Eaden to the starboard side of the corridor while he stepped to port. He sensed Mel and Arruna behind him. “Arruna,” he whispered to the Twi’lek, “get up to the engineering station and see if you can figure out what happened to the power back here.”

“You got it,” she said, and headed back. She sounded relieved. Sensible, he thought.

“Mel, how good are you with a blaster?”

“Scale of one to ten? Twelve.”

“Good.” Dash pulled a second pistol out of the hidden holster inside his jacket and handed it to the cargo master. “Just in case.”

Mel examined it somewhat dubiously. “Of course, that’s a scale where one is the best …”

Dash stopped short and looked at him. The other gave a sheepish shrug. “Sorry. Can’t hit a cargo hold wall—from inside.”

Dash blew his breath out, and noticed that it fogged the air. Even with the yacht’s state-of-the-art insulation, it was getting cold fast. He quickly adjusted Mel’s hand on the weapon, ensuring that the man’s finger was inside the trigger guard. “Squeeze here; death and destruction comes out here. Right? Good. Leebo, stand by.”

“No worries, boss. I was planning on doing just that.”

Dash passed the door to his own quarters, moving with intent toward Dara’s rooms. Eaden was slightly ahead of him and reached Dara Farlion’s door first. He raised several tendrils, tapping their tips lightly across the smooth surface and taking on an attitude of intense listening.

After a moment he withdrew his tendrils and shook his head. “No one in there. At least, no one eager to get out.”

“If Spike was home, we’d’ve heard it all the way from the cargo hold.”

“Spike?” repeated Mel.

“Pet name.” Dash stepped closer to Javul’s door. He didn’t need head-tresses to tell him what his ears and fingertips could—someone was behind that door making a very noisy, violent effort not to be behind that door.

He signaled Eaden, who crossed the corridor to join him. “I make two voices,” he said.

Eaden nodded. “Agreed. It would seem they’re both in there. And very much alive—at least as long as life support holds out.”

Dash moved to inspect the exterior control panel. Dead.

“Dash.” Eaden stood with one hand and a couple of tresses in contact with the door. “They’ve stopped shouting.”

“What?” Dash turned back to the door and pounded on it with his fist. “Javul! Dara! Hey!”

No response. He pounded the door again. “Hey! Javul! Dara! If you can hear me, bang on the door!”

Nothing.

“Leebo!”

The droid pushed through the half-open emergency doors and moved down the corridor at less than top speed. “Oh, yes, Master. Of course, Master.”

Dash gestured at the door. “Can the chatter. I need you to work on this door control.”

“My pleasure. But let me take care of the faceplate this time. Your methods are so … brutish.” The droid eyed Dash’s blaster while moving to the control panel and pressing an index finger to the upper left-hand corner of the defunct control plate. There was a tiny tink! and the plate popped out. Leebo poked an index finger into the guts of the door control. There was a zap! followed by a hum and, with a whisper of sound, the chamber doors slid back—to reveal an empty room. The lurid glow of emergency lights washed into the corridor; here, at least, they worked.

Not that they helped much, as Dash, Eaden, and Mel quickly learned by checking the entire suite.

There was no sign of either Dara Farlion or Javul Charn.


EIGHT

“OKAY, FACT ONE,” DASH SAID. “THE SHIP’S SECURITY system thought it detected a hull breach on this deck and set off an alarm. Fact two: there was no hull breach, which means that either there was a malfunction in the security system, or someone tinkered with it. Fact three: the power was cut to the aft quarterdeck just after the emergency doors slammed shut. Which might have been caused by the aforementioned malfunction … or by something else. Fact four: Javul and Dara were locked in this suite by the emergency shutdown. Fact five: they’ve disappeared.”

“Fact six,” Leebo added. “We are in so much trouble …”

“The power was not shut down from either the bridge or engineering,” offered Arruna, who’d returned to the quarterdeck as soon as she’d restored the deck’s functionality. “It was interrupted at the section hub.”

Dash frowned. “Manually?”

“I’ll have to check the hub. I was able to push a power-up command through from the bridge to the terminus amidships, but only a physical inspection of the terminus itself will tell us if it was spliced manually or remotely.”

“Wait. What are you suggesting?” First Officer Bran Finnick had come down from the bridge with Arruna, while Mel had returned to his cargo bay to run through his own security protocols. “You think someone’s stowed away again?”

“Maybe not,” Arruna said. “It could’ve been done remotely, as I said.”

“How? We were in hyperspace when this happened. If it was triggered by another vessel, they’d have to have set this up before we jumped. Which means they’d have been shadowing us. Closely. We’d have detected them.”

“Not if they were outfitted like this boat,” Dash observed. “Might’ve been pirates.”

“Who got onto the ship and sabotaged it?” asked Finnick dubiously.

“Or somehow got access to its passcodes.”

Arruna was shaking her head. “If it had been pirates, they would have forced us out of hyperspace and tried to board us. More likely it was a timed event.”

“Or an inside job,” Dash mused.

Everyone turned to stare at him. He raised his hands as if to ward off the intensity and incredulity of their looks. “I’m just sayin’ … anyway, we won’t know until we’ve done some more detective work, will we? Meanwhile, I think we need to broaden our search for the missing women.”

“Broaden our search?” repeated Finnick. “They were in this room. You heard them.”

“Yeah, and now they’re not in this room. Meaning that somehow they got out.”

Finnick snorted in disbelief. “How?”

Dash gazed around the luxurious quarters in which they now stood, trying not to look as if he were mentally scratching his head. This was absurd. There was no place the women could have gone. There were no exterior hatches in the room; they’d searched the closet and peered under every article of furniture that had an under. The two women had vanished as thoroughly as if they’d been vaporized.

Maybe they had …

Dash slapped his hands together in a single brisk clap. “Oh-kay, we’ve checked all the furniture for hiding places; now let’s check it for possible exits.”

“Exits?” Finnick repeated, and Dash bit back a sarcastic crack about echoes.

“Tables that are on movable plates,” he explained. “Wardrobes with false bottoms. Wall shelves that slide or swing and—look, can we just have everybody check for that kind of stuff?”

Finnick snorted again; Dash was getting extremely tired of that particular mode of disagreement. “Spy story nonsense,” the first officer muttered. Nevertheless, he started to search, as did Leebo. The droid stopped when Dash added, “Not you, Leebo. I want you to scan for hidden weaponry.”

That stopped everything. Dash once again became the cynosure of everyone’s gaze. “What are you thinking?” asked the first officer.

“Let’s get real,” said Dash. “The previous owner of this ship was most likely doing less-than-aboveboard business. The stealth shuttle is sort of a clue, right? That, and the amount of ablative shielding and other safety features that your boss didn’t have to install because they were already here. At a guess, I’d say Nova’s Heart belonged to a smuggler—who just might have installed a high-security system in this suite that included defensive weaponry to take out intruders. Maybe something tripped it before or during the emergency and—”

All the color had leached out of Bran Finnick’s face. “And it thought Javul and Dara were intruders? No. There was no such system.” He looked at Arruna. “Right?”

The Twi’lek looked paler as well. “There’s no record of it in the original schematics.”

“Doesn’t mean it’s not there,” said Dash. “I don’t like the idea any more than you do, but it has to be either validated or invalidated.” He turned to the droid. “Leebo, call up the schematics and see if there are any logical places to hide surveillance and defensive equipment.”

Leebo uttered a chirp of assent and brought up the schematics’ holos without argument. Dash watched for a moment as Eaden, Arruna, and Finnick began pushing and pulling at the cabin’s furniture. Then he began a slow tour of the perimeter of the room. It struck him, as he turned from the interior bulkhead between the living room and the bedroom in the small but luxurious suite, that there was something odd about the room, but he could not, for the life of him, put a finger on what it was. As he was trying to figure it out, Leebo’s head came up with a snap.

“Huh.” The droid turned to face the interior bulkhead on the opposite side of the cabin. “Hey, boss—check this out.”

Dash moved to where the droid stood, the quarterdeck schematics projected onto the burnished brown surface of the wall in front of them. “What is it?”

“That area I’ve so helpfully highlighted in red for you is the original schematic for this row of suites.”

“Yeah, so what am I looking at?”

“Boss,” Leebo said, in what was, for the droid, a patient tone. “What’s wrong with this picture?”

Dash peered at the red area and noticed something right away. He also realized why the room had struck him as peculiar.

“This schematic shows these cabins as all being the same size.” He swept an index finger down the line of renderings. “But they’re not. This one is smaller than our suite. Or at least the front room is smaller, by about half a meter.”

“Hurrah—you’re teachable,” said Leebo.

Dash stepped through the schematic’s lines of light and pressed his hands to the wall. “There’s something behind here,” he said. He moved to the front corner of the quarters as the others left off their poking and prodding and came to see what he was doing.

“The schematics show this wall as being about half a meter farther aft,” he said as he continued to run his hands over the surface, searching for unevenness or seams.

“Unless you’ve got bionic fingers, boss, I’m pretty sure I’m better qualified to find what you’re looking for.”

“The droid’s right,” said Finnick. “If all else fails we can burn through the metal.”

“I really wish you wouldn’t. I just had it refinished.”

The entire group turned as one to see Javul Charn standing nonchalantly in the doorway of her suite. Dara and Mel were with her.

Dash just kept from letting loose with a scalding expletive. “Where have you been?”

Dara rolled her eyes. “Sounds like my dad.”

Mel stepped into the room. “They scared the hell out of me by appearing in the cargo bay, literally out of nowhere.”

“Not nowhere,” Javul corrected, looking contrite. “We came out of a escape panel that connects—”

Dash pointed at the wall. “Here.”

“We didn’t know what was happening, Dash,” Javul said. “The alarm went off, the power cut out, and we thought there was a hull breach back here. We tried to raise somebody by banging on the door, but then we figured if there really was a hull breach, we might be in pretty bad shape if the doors failed. So we used the escape tube.”

“I’ve already explained to them,” Mel said, “that there wasn’t a hull breach. It was something else.”

“Yeah. Sabotage, apparently,” said Dash and was gratified when Javul paled, her flesh looking almost translucent.

“Is there any way to be sure?” she asked.

“I’m going to go check that power terminus, first off,” said Arruna grimly. “I’d like some company. Someone with a blaster and more than a little experience using it would be nice.” Her gaze turned to Eaden, who bowed, then followed her from the room.

“You’re sure you’re all right?” Finnick asked Javul.

She nodded. “I’m … I’m fine. Why don’t you secure the ship, run diagnostics on everything, then get us back in hyperspace as soon as you and Arruna and the captain feel it’s safe. We don’t want to be late for our Rodian engagements.”

The ship’s systems showed no sign of damage or further sabotage, the hull was fine, and a G2 repair droid was scrambled to fix the broken door panels. Arruna determined that the power outage in the aft quarterdeck had been triggered remotely, and immediately disappeared into a conference with First Mate Finnick to pore over the computer records. If an event had triggered the outage, she reasoned, it would show up somewhere as a surge, a blip, or even, if they were far luckier than they deserved, a clear command sequence.

Meanwhile, Dash and Eaden examined the access tube that led from Javul’s suite to the cargo hold—Dash wondering how his easy celebrity-sitting job had suddenly become dangerous.

The tube was pretty slick, actually, equipped with hand- and footholds that would serve a broad variety of sentients (Hutts being an obvious exception), a standalone air filtration system (which allowed it to double as a hiding place), and a strip of light-emitting plasteel that required very little energy to burn virtually forever. The ship’s a-grav had been shut off within the tube so as not to register as an inexplicable power drain.

“I gotta get me one of these,” Dash said as they finished their inspection and emerged into the ship’s cargo bay. “Straight shot from the Outrider’s bridge right down to the hold.”

“And what would you propose we gut to make room?” asked Eaden mildly. “The dimensions of the Outrider won’t allow for this sort of … excess.”

Dash grinned. “We could take it down through your quarters. You keep bragging about how little sleep you need.”

“I do not brag,” returned Eaden. “It is a statement of simple fact. The teräs käsi discipline allows me to sleep less and more lightly than most diurnal sentients.”

Dash was about to offer a sarcastic retort when he looked down the aisle between shipping crates and saw Yanus Melikan striding toward them with a grim expression on his long face.

“Arruna and Bran have found something,” he said before Dash could ask. “They want you up on the bridge.”

“Approximately one minute and twenty seconds before the alarm sounded, we contacted the Rodian Space Authority for approach protocols,” said Finnick. “We sent the standard approach sequence and received the standard acknowledgments. Except that this came in, riding a subsidiary carrier wave.” He indicated a long string of Rodian characters that scrolled down the flat display of the bridge engineering terminal he, Dash, and Arruna were hovering over.

Arruna leaned in and ran a finger along the sequence of symbols and numbers. “It exchanges the correct protocols, here, then tells the ship’s system there’s been an event of some sort in the aft section of the quarterdeck, which the ship interpreted as a hull breach. Then it tells the system to shut down power to the affected area.”

“It actually targeted a specific area of the ship?” asked Dash. Arruna tapped the code with a pale blue fingernail. “This command, right here, targets the quarterdeck abaft the beam. Where Javul, her guests, and the officers are housed.”

“That’s pretty specific.”

Arruna’s left lekku quivered. “And peculiar. The command sequence doesn’t cause a disaster—which, theoretically, it could have. It simply fakes one. Why?”

“Sending a message?” suggested Dash.

“What message? It’s not exactly along the lines of I’m your biggest fan.”

“No. It’s more along the lines of I’m your biggest threat.”

The Twi’lek’s lekku twined about each other—a sign, Dash knew, of extreme anxiety. “Again, why?” Arruna asked.

“I don’t know, but I have to think someone does.”

He excused himself from the bridge and went aft to find Javul Charn. She was on the observation deck with her road manager, but she dismissed Dara as soon as she saw the look on Dash’s face.

“Talk to me, Javul,” he said when Spike had left the deck. “Tell me everything you know about this overeager fan of yours.”

“I’ve already done that.”

“Okay. Then let me tell you what I know about him … or her, or it. He isn’t just overzealous. He’s obsessed. And he’s not just a nut. He’s clever. And he’s not just wealthy. He’s got resources some small planetary governments don’t have.”

She paled. It made her eyes look huge in her heart-shaped face. Dash swallowed. Whoa. That was some look she had there. Once again he was reminded why fans became obsessed with her.

“What makes you say that?” she asked.

“The black lilies might’ve taken some credits—buying and bringing in all the flowers, bribing port officials, setting up the stasis field over your docking slip. But that was a parlor trick compared with this. The signal for the ship to respond to a fake hull breach and shut down power to the quarters was riding the carrier wave from the Rodian controller. It gave all the appropriate handshakes, and it knew where in the ship you lived … or at least the guy behind it did.”

“What do you want me to say?” she said, her voice unsteady. “I guess I have overzealous fans with too much time and credits on their hands.”

“Banthaflop.”

She blinked. “What?”

“You have something a lot worse than that and I think you know it.”

“What do you think I have?”

“Someone with a serious gripe against you. The kind of someone who can and does hold grudges for life—and beyond, if he can possibly manage it.” Dash folded his arms. “It’s time to come clean, little miss Star Bright. It’s not that this guy likes you too much—it’s that this guy really doesn’t like you. And I’m not real happy myself,” he added. “I don’t like flying backward and blind through an asteroid field, I don’t like facing a rancor with one hand tied behind me, and I don’t like this. At all. So ’fess up. What’d you do—kick someone out of your backup band? Refuse to date some high roller? Trash his pad? Break his heart?”

She stood silently for a long moment, her forehead resting on the transparent canopy of the observation deck, gazing out into space while Dash watched her reflection in the transparisteel surface. Then she said, “Not exactly.”

Dash exhaled sharply. “Not exactly what? You didn’t exactly trash his pad or you didn’t exactly break his heart?”

“I didn’t do anything.” She lifted her head to glance at him before returning her gaze to the stars. “It’s like this—there was this Vigo—”

A prickling of primal hatred crawled up Dash’s spine. “A Vigo? As in Black Sun?”

Javul made a face. “Is there any other kind?”

Dash wanted nothing to do with the notorious and powerful interstellar crime syndicate—even once-removed. He wasn’t afraid of Black Sun … but he was afraid of his own deeply buried hunger for revenge.

“How soon do we get to Rodia? If you’ve got bad blood with a Vigo, I’m catching the next transport back to Tatooine.”


NINE

JAVUL EYED DASH NARROWLY. “YOU DIDN’T LET ME FINISH. This Vigo had a girlfriend—her name was Alai Jance, as I recall. She started out the same way I did—as a small-time singer on the Corellian circuit. She hooked up with this Vigo—I don’t remember his name—and her singing career took a turn for the better. Then she dumped the Vigo and dropped out of sight, which probably wasn’t her best career move.”

“And this has to do with you, how?”

“I’m getting to that,” she said patiently, as if she were talking to a one-function service droid. “When I … burst onto the scene, I occasionally got mistaken for her. Apparently, we bear a striking resemblance to each other. As a result, I had to do a massive PR campaign establishing that I wasn’t a pirate’s brat from Nar Shaddaa, my hair wasn’t really red, I wasn’t just a glorified lounge singer, and I wasn’t the same woman who’d stupidly hitched herself to a Black Sun crime boss and was now trying to make a comeback.”

“Really.”

“Yes, really. I had no idea about any of this until I started getting increasingly strange holomail. And then, the black lilies …” She rubbed her hands up and down her arms as if she were suddenly cold.

“So you’re suggesting your stalker is somebody who doesn’t believe you. Big surprise there.” He held up a hand to halt her protest. “Any idea who that might be?”

She shook her head. “A rival maybe. Maybe one of this guy’s lieutenants—someone who thinks he might get in good with the boss if he—I don’t know—teaches the boss’s ex a lesson. Maybe none of the above. I don’t know for sure.”

“Well, fine then. If it’s a rival or a lieutenant, then the thing to do is let this Vigo know about it and let him take care of the problem.”

She grimaced. “I did mention that she’s his ex-girlfriend, right? He doesn’t really care what happens to her … much less to me.”

“If he’s a fan, he might. I mean, look—you’re big business. Chances are good he’s already got credits invested in you, right? If he thinks the galaxy is about to lose the considerable talents of Javul Charn because of some rival of his—or worse yet, one of his own guys …”

“Trust me,” she said. “He won’t care. Alai Jance, wherever she is right now, is of no concern to her notorious ex.” She straightened away from the window and brushed her hands off on her tunic as if wiping the problem away. “Look, we’re going to be docking on Rodia soon. I need to be thinking about my performances.”

“You’re kidding me, right? You’re not seriously going to go through with these gigs?”

She shrugged. “I don’t have a choice, Dash. I’m under contract. A lot of people are depending on me. I can’t let them down.”

She turned away from him and disappeared through the sliding doors that gave onto the quarterdeck, her head held high.

The performances on Rodia were in Equator City. No surprise there … except that Equator City was a hotbed of Black Sun activity—mostly credit laundering—that centered on the network of casinos operating there. Dash would have thought that, under the circumstances, Javul Charn would want to steer clear of the Rodian capital. He was surprised she’d brought her tour anywhere on Rodia.

He said as much to her as they took a shuttle to the venue from the ultraprivate landing facilities at the spaceport. The venue—the Holosseum—was a huge structure of transparisteel and durasteel big enough to house three Nova’s Hearts, the Outrider, and the Millennium Falcon all at once. It looked, Dash thought, like a giant crystalline egg half buried in the ground, pointy-end up.

“Actually,” she told him, “I feel a bit safer here than elsewhere. Whoever’s after Alai Jance is apparently afraid of the Vigos headquartered here.”

Dash glanced at her sharply. “Vigos headquarter here?”

“One or two—or so I’m told.”

“Yeah? By who?”

“By me, as it happens,” said Spike.

He looked across the shuttle to where the road manager sat facing him. Beside her, Eaden sat cross-legged on the couch, seemingly half asleep. That’s what his lidded eyes said, but his head-tails told a different tale. They were poised in an attitude that Dash thought of as stealth mode.

“You? What do you know about Black Sun?”

“I was raised on Tatooine. My daddy owned a grog shop until he got bought out by Chalmun.”

“The Cantina?”

She shook her head. “Naw. Little place in Kerner Plaza—Chalmun turned it into a café for his wife. Daddy made a pretty pile of credits on the deal, too. Anyway, you hear lots of interesting things in a grog shop.”

“Yeah. Did you hear which Vigos are holed up on Rodia?”

“I’ve heard a few names tossed around.”

Blasted spiky fem. “Which names?”

“Guy named Clezo, for one. A Rodian.”

“Sounds familiar—little wiry guy with buggy eyes?”

“Yeah, Clezo’s pretty short. And all Rodians have buggy eyes.”

“His are buggier.” Dash thought about the implications of this for a moment. Then he asked, “Who’s the other one?”

She made a face, thinking. “Not a native. Lemme see … oh, a former Mandalorian named … what was it?” She looked at Javul, who shrugged and shook her head.

“I try not to pay attention to stuff like that,” Javul demurred.

Dash kept his mouth shut, because if he opened it the frustrated scream that would result would be audible only to an Ortolan.

Spike snapped her fingers. “Kris. That was it, I think. Rumor had it that he sort of wandered in and out of Rodian space and made Clezo nervous.”

“As I recall, just about anything makes Clezo nervous,” Dash said.

Javul turned to look at him. “You know a Vigo? And you were concerned because you thought I knew one? Isn’t that kind of a double standard?”

“I wasn’t concerned because I thought you knew a Vigo. I was concerned because I thought you’d crossed a Vigo. There’s a big difference.”

“But you know a Vigo.”

“Not socially.”

Javul laughed and turned to look out the shuttle window as the vehicle pulled up at the front of the giant crystal egg that was the Holosseum. “And that, I suspect, is Dash-Rendar-ese for I-don’t-wanna-talk-about-it.”

Dash stifled a retort and asked, “Why are we pulling up to the front of the building? Shouldn’t we enter through the stage area?”

“The front is more public. Look.” She canted her head toward a barricade behind which a large crowd of devoted fans waved and jumped up and down and did whatever else it was that devoted fans did—all at the tops of their lungs, air sacs, bronchi, or whatever respiratory organs they owned.

“You like being noticed, don’t you?”

“I like being safe. I figured our zealot wouldn’t be likely to try something major in such a public place—and besides, I can’t exactly sneak past these guys, can I?”

“Sneak past them? You let them know you were coming.”

“No—the adverts did that.”

“Down to the day and hour?”

Spike leaned across the space between them. “They’ve been there all night, laserbrain. Look at the camp gear.”

Dash looked. She was right, of course. Most of the people at the front edge of the crowd had vac-paks, canteens, and expandable sleep-cocoons with them. He even saw a couple of little enviro-tents pitched along a grassy sward. These were the hard-core fans, obviously here for the long haul.

They stepped out of the shuttle onto a broad swathe of glittering duracrete. The humidity hit Dash like a soggy mallet. He looked up at the energy dome over the city. It seemed that, no matter how many advances in technology the Rodians acquired, they couldn’t quite govern their homeworld’s environment. The entire planet seemed like a bog to most humans—a cool, misty bog in the extreme southern and northern climes and a hot, steamy one at the equator.

Dash and Eaden stood flanking Javul Charn, while she waved at the cheering crowds gathered to see her. They were meters away and behind a force barrier, but still, Dash’s gaze swept the fringes and beyond, looking for anything that might be a weapon.

“You’re too exposed here,” he said, taking Javul by the upper arm. “Let’s get inside.” He was a little surprised when she didn’t resist the suggestion.

It was measurably drier inside the Holosseum, and cooler as well. They made their way into the main hall through a gigantic circular atrium that rose to immense heights, creating the impression of an egg within an egg. Inside, Dash revised his estimate of how many ships the place could hold—he’d been too stingy. The entire broad bottom of the venue was taken up by the stage. The audience would sit in antigrav seats arranged in sections in the curve of the dome. At the moment, those seating sections were sunk into the floor, stacked one atop another so that only the topmost ones were visible. When the audience was admitted, they would file into the seats, filling each section, which would then lift toward the ceiling. Most holo-halls were like this, but Dash had to admit being awfully impressed with the Rodian venue. The only one bigger was the Holodome on Coruscant, and it was of an older design—the audience had to take lifts and mono-jets to fixed seating built into the walls or suspended from high-tensile cabling.

Javul smiled as she stepped up onto the stage. It was made of white, translucent plasteel that glowed like the shell of a Nautolan moon-snail, lit from beneath with soft, ambient light.

“I love performing here. It’s like a shrine.”

Dash followed her onto the stage, peering suspiciously at the gleaming surface underfoot. “Yeah, right. I feel like I’m about to have a religious experience.”

The words were no sooner out of his mouth than a hole appeared in the middle of the stage and irised out as if they stood on the eye of a titanic beast.

“Drop!” he shouted, going into a half crouch, blaster already aimed steadily at the hole—out of which appeared the heads and shoulders of Yanus Melikan and his cargo droid.

“Come on,” said the cargo master, his pale eyes focused on the business end of Dash’s weapon. “Do you have to draw that blasted thing every time something surprises you?”

Dash glanced at Javul, who was staring at him, wide-eyed … and obviously holding back laughter. Spike didn’t bother to hold it back. She burst into a cascade of unfeminine guffaws that grated on his ears. A second later Javul was laughing, too, though much more attractively. She held out a pacifying hand to Dash, who could only glare from the women to Mel and back again.

“I’m—I’m sorry, Dash, but the look on your face …”

He holstered his weapon and turned to look behind him as a strangely musical hissing caught his ear. Eaden blinked at him, lips drawn into a straight line.

“You did not just laugh at me,” Dash told him, pointing an accusing finger.

The Nautolan blinked and said, “As you wish.”

“Well, what am I supposed to do? A hole opens up in the floor—”

“We have to bring the equipment in from somewhere,” said Mel mildly. “In a three-dimensional performance space, that somewhere must be below.”

Dash and Eaden explored that “below” as much as possible as the stage gear and holo-emitters were put in place by a mixed stage crew of droids and sentients. It was big and open with few places to hide … until flat after antigrav flat moved Javul Charn’s equipment into place. Then it became a warren.

“Do you have to travel with all this stuff?” Dash asked the star of the show as she watched her setup grow. “Isn’t the whole point of a holoperformance that it’s all—you know—holo?”

“That’s just it,” she said earnestly, leading Dash to discover another look that made it hard to remain professional. “Holography has reached such a level that nothing is real. I mean, if those people hadn’t seen me walk in the front door, they’d have no way of knowing—if I didn’t make a point of showing them—that I’m really here and not in some studio in Imperial Center. To enhance that effect, I do some of my acts with real props. Wire frames and gantries and fly-hooks.”

“Fly-hooks?” He was confused. “You mean skyhooks?”

She pointed up into the gigantic rotunda, which Dash was sure was big enough to have its own weather system. “I fly. I literally fly, Dash. Not virtually, but really. Not antigrav, either. I use an opti-fiber tether.” She grinned at his horrified expression, then leaned toward him and added, “It’s so thin, it’s invisible.”

For at least the second or third time that day, Dash was speechless. He’d played catch-as-catch-can with Imperial cruisers, navigated asteroid fields, confronted pirates, bounty hunters, Imperial goons, Black Sun operatives, rancor beasts, and even an Inquisitor, but this … For a moment his mind held a horrible image of her dangling, hundreds of meters above a very public stage, suspended by a glowing opti-fiber the thickness of a Gamorrean’s nose hair. If someone were to cut that slender lifeline …

“Under normal circumstances, Javul, none of this would bother me—well, okay, it would bother me a little. But these aren’t normal circumstances. If they were I wouldn’t be here.”

She put a hand on his arm. “I’m a pro at this, Dash. I’ve done it hundreds of times. I’m as much in my element up there—” She nodded at the faraway ceiling. “—as you are piloting your ship. Don’t you have anything you do that most people think is just nuts, but you do it anyway … because you can?”

He flashed for a moment on the Kessel Run and the maneuver that had gotten him and Eaden into this situation. He hated that what she said almost made sense to him. Almost.

“Eaden,” he said.

His first mate responded with a grunt.

“You stay here and keep an eye on our little holostar. I’m going to take Leebo and head back to the Rodian flight control office at the spaceport. I want to see if I can scare up any intel on that coded piece of sabotage we picked up. Like for instance who sent it.”

Javul made a pouty face. “You’re going to miss my rehearsal.”

He gave her an icy look. It had been known to terrify younger, less experienced space jockeys. She just laughed.

The Equator City Flight Control Authority was abuzz with activity. Dash’s polite request to review the outgoing messages to the Nova’s Heart got him exactly nowhere. Frustrated, he filed a formal complaint with flight control, stating that the ship had been sent erroneous information. That at least got him some attention.

“What sort of erroneous information?” asked the midlevel Rodian functionary.

“Information that caused the ship to register an imaginary hull breach. Our security systems went berserk and shut off part of the ship. The ship’s owner was almost suffocated in her own quarters.” A bit of an exaggeration never hurt.

The Rodian flight admin consulted his holo-terminal. “The Nova’s Heart docked two standard hours ago. Presumably this exchange of false information occurred somewhat earlier?”

“On planetary approach. It was part of the second packet of instructions our navicomp received from your control.”

The Rodian shrugged. “A diagnostic would have been run since then. I’m sure the anomaly was cleared up.”

“This wasn’t an anomaly,” said Dash carefully, just managing to quell the urge to drag the bug-eyed imp out of his seat and dig into the guts of the system himself. “It was a very specific and very dangerous instruction set.”

The Rodian blinked. “You’re suggesting it was deliberate?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out. Now if you’d be so kind as to let me go back over the communications between this facility and the Nova’s Heart?”

The little toady was shaking his head. “I’m sorry, Captain … I didn’t catch your name.”

“Dash. Dash Rendar.”

The functionary pushed and stroked the virtual buttons and pads that floated in the air between them. “Pardon me, Captain Rendar, but the commander of the Nova’s Heart is registered as a Serdor Marrak.” He pulled up a flat image of Marrak, not bothering to perform even the small courtesy of spinning the pic toward Dash so that the stats weren’t reversed. “A Zabrak. You,” he continued, “are not Zabrak. Or, if you are, you should shoot your cosmetic surgeon.” He uttered a rude quack intended for a laugh.

“I’m not the ship’s captain. Never claimed otherwise. I’m Charn’s security officer.”

The bug eyes blinked. “Charn? As in Javul Charn?”

Now he was getting somewhere. He smiled. “The very same. She’s setting up over at the Holosseum even as we speak. She asked me to come down here and see to this matter. So if I might go over those flight logs?”

“I’m sorry, Rendar, but I can’t let you do that.”

Dash regarded the admin for a moment, cast a glance at the silent Leebo, then pulled on a jaunty smile. “I can make it worth your while.”

“No, you cannot.” The Rodian sounded genuinely regretful, but he also sounded firm. “There are regulations to uphold. I cannot grant civilians access to the system. Under any circumstances. You’ve filed an official complaint. It will take several days to process, but it will be dealt with.”

“In several days, we’ll be moving on to our next stop!”

“That is not my affair. Good day.”

Stung by the dismissal, Dash removed himself to the corridor outside the flight control office. Of all the admins that might have been on duty, he had to trip over an honest one. “What are the odds?” he asked himself softly.

“Well, what now, boss?” asked Leebo.

“I suppose we could wait for the next admin shift. Find someone willing to be bought off. Of course, that’ll take hours.”

“Seven-point-oh-four-four, to be exact,” offered the droid. “We don’t—”

“—have that kind of time,” they finished in unison.

Dash frowned, peering up the corridor, wondering where the communications systems were housed. “If we could find the communications hub, we might be able to slice in and—”

He stopped. Leebo was shaking his head slowly. “There’s a reason they call it Comm Central, Boss. It would be too well guarded—not to mention having security protocols up the exhaust pipes.”

There was a moment of silence as Dash pondered the situation; then Leebo uttered a tinny sigh. “Do I have to say it?”

“Say what?”

“I’ve got an idea, boss. Of course, I always have an idea.”

Dash glared at him. “So spit it out.”

“Housekeeping.”

“Excuse me?”

“Housekeeping bots and droids have to plug into protocol terminals to receive instructions. The ports are unguarded. Who cares if someone steals the trash compactor schedule? You see, all systems are connected at some level in a facility like this. They have to be, because if it’s ever necessary to reboot the entire system or to power it up after a disaster, you can’t initialize every system independently; it’d take forever—well, actually, only seventeen-point-nine hours, but still—I’m sorry; did you just make a noise?”

Dash made the noise again. “I get it,” he said. “There’s built-in redundancy and subsystems that tie the whole mess together. Like housekeeping.”

“You do get it. Imagine my delight.”

“Shut up,” said Dash, “and find a terminal.”

Even down in the sublevels of the building there weren’t many maintenance droids of Leebo’s class engaged directly in the housekeeping activities. They were overseers, leaving it to the smaller, simpler service droids to scurry about doing the grunt work—cleaning floors, scooping up trash, sucking up dust. Noting this, Leebo snatched up an MSE-6 cleaning droid, tucked it under one arm, and pretended, quite credibly Dash thought, to be adjusting its communications port.

Such a task required that the droid plug the MSE-6 into one of the many maintenance ports integrated into each doorway along the service corridors. Leebo did this with mechanical panache, uttered the droid equivalent of a “Tsk,” then sliced in himself, using the MSE-6 as a conduit.

Dash, watching from where he pretended to be awaiting a lift, froze when a Rodian maintenance supervisor stopped to see what Leebo was doing.

“What’s wrong with the MSE unit?” he asked. “If it’s broken, just take it down to the shop and have them issue a new one. It’ll save time.”

“Not necessary, sir,” Leebo said. “It seems merely to be misinterpreting its instruction set. I believe I can have it set to rights in moments once I determine the source of the problem. I am currently,” he added as the Rodian’s gaze took in the fact that he was linked into the system through the maintenance droid, “ascertaining that the fault does not lie in the instruction set itself.”

“Oh. Yeah. Sure. Good idea. Carry on, then.” The Rodian departed, Dash relaxed, and Leebo continued his tunneling through the port authority’s housekeeping system.

Dash’s hope that the hallways would remain empty was a forlorn one; when the lift opened for a trio of Sullustan mech-techs, he was forced to enter and ride it up several levels until they got off. Then he rode it down again. In fact, he rode it up and down several times while waiting for Leebo to finish.

He’d returned to the maintenance level for perhaps the fourth time when the doors of the lift opened and Leebo stepped in.

“Mission accomplished.”

“You got the records?”

The droid tapped his durasteel skull with a finger. “Got ’em.”

“Anything interesting?”

“I didn’t have time to analyze them. That maintenance super came back.”

Dash glanced down. “You still have a cleaning droid tucked under your arm.”

“Yes. I do, don’t I? Can I keep it? I’ve always wanted a pet.”

“You’re joking.”

“Droids don’t joke—not really. We just regurgitate learned responses. Fact is, I may have to keep it. I told the maintenance super I was taking it down to the shop after all, but this lift is going up … and up and up. He may have noted this.”

“So just turn the thing loose when we get out.”

“Bad idea. It’s got a unique ID. If anyone suspects I was tampering with it, they could track it down and discover that that’s just what I was doing—using its protocols to slice into the system.”

“You can’t have left fingerprints.”

“Shows what you know. In connecting to the MSE-6, I left my own indelible mark on the little guy. Unless I completely wipe its core, they might be able to identify me by my unique ID.”

“So? Wipe its core.”

Leebo reacted with a shocked stance. “How rude.” He patted the top of the droid’s metal casing. “Pretend you didn’t hear that, Mousie.”

“Mousie?”

“An MSE-6 cleaning droid. Serial number E3E3EEK. Mousie seems an appropriate, if unimaginative, name.”

“Uh-huh. And you’re going to get it out of here how?” The lift doors hissed open, and Dash nodded to the broad, crowded hallway that gave onto the port authority’s entry.

“It’s rather a warm day, sir,” said Leebo blandly. “Allow me to carry your jacket.”


TEN

JAVUL WAS NERVOUS. NERVOUS IN A WAY SHE HADN’T felt since she’d embarked on her career. Before a performance she was always keyed up, always edgy, amped, eager to be onstage. That came with the territory. But right now, she was just plain jumpy. “Jinky,” as Dara would say.

And why not? Before she’d acquired her “stalker,” the most she’d had to fear was a missed lyric, a missing prop, a mechanical glitch. Now … now she didn’t know what to expect.

She stood on the stage below the Holosseum dome and looked up into the vast scaffolding that served as the framework for her show. Flown in the ether beneath the crown of the Holosseum were four separate sets. One was a stylized forest with treetops suggested by vertical masts of aluminum swathed in synthsilk. “Clouds” of zoosha fabric—able to be rendered invisible at a command from the rig master—floated in among the tree limbs.

The second set was a balcony that formed the only solid surface in a cloud city described in sheets and streamers and billows of translucent material.

The third and fourth pieces represented the duality of Coruscant/Imperial Center—the first gleaming and grand, reaching up toward the distant sun; its alter ego dark and enigmatic with edges that were cold and hard and unforgiving.

These, Javul had designed herself. She didn’t openly proclaim that they represented Coruscant’s past and present, of course. That would have been subversive, and Javul Charn stayed as far from subversive in her stage act as possible. But she was not averse to admitting a little nostalgia.

The costumer brought out a pair of wings and began securing them to her back, carefully adjusting them so they wouldn’t foul the opti-fiber cable attached to Javul’s ultralight harness. They looked like gossamer—slender arcs of the finest metal overlaid with panels of zoosha. A tiny power generator poured colored light into the threads of the fabric and up the length of the tether, cycling through all the colors of the spectrum—even colors visible only to nonhuman eyes. The little power source also generated an emergency antigrav field just in case the opti-fiber were to fail. In the average venue, the field would let Javul down to the stage gently.

The Rodian Holosseum was no average venue, either in size or opulence. It was easily the largest, most luxurious indoor concert hall she’d ever performed in, and that domed ceiling seemed a kilometer away just now.

She took a deep breath, voice-activated the antigrav field, and bobbed up from the floor.

“Make sure of the coshtumes, please,” said the wardrobe designer, a Bothan woman named Tereez Dza’lar. “I’d hate to have you acshidentally turn thish into a holo-peep-show.”

Javul smiled and murmured, “Act One, Scene Two.”

The pale gray one-piece body stocking she wore shimmered out of existence to make way for a diaphanous dress of sky blue with a shower of golden glitter that seemed to migrate over the surface of the fabric. The ragged hem of the skirt floated about her hips and knees. Her hair framed her face in a pale, lustrous gold.

“Good,” said Tereez. “Try shomething a bit more opaque.”

“Act Two, Scene Three.”

The dress dissolved, and was replaced by a regulation Imperial uniform of the type worn by intelligence officers. In drab brown with gleaming rank insignia, it was about as far removed from the insubstantial fey blue gown as it could get.

Tereez laughed out loud—a sound somewhere between a hiss and a purr. “The wings!”

Looking at her projected image in an offstage holodisplay, Javul joined in. The Imperial getup clashed horribly with the wings, an irony that was not lost on her. “Wow, now there’s a new concept: an Imperial sprite. Think we could build a show around that?”

Tereez shook her head. “I think it would be shuicide to try. The Emperor would never approve. Try the Firsht Act coshtume. The cap was cutting out lasht time.”

Javul complied and faced her costumer wearing a green tunic with green leggings and a jaunty green cap with a bright red feather that nearly matched the new color of her hair. This time the costume accommodated the wings by making them seem to disappear. They weren’t programmed to do that with the Imperial intel costume because she never wore wings with that during the live show.

“Looksh good. Everything sheems to be functioning perfectly.”

Javul looked up at the rigging again, hyperaware of that old show business axiom that the one thing a performer didn’t want right before a performance was a perfect rehearsal. She found herself hoping something would go wrong.

“Places please!” she called to the crew. “Let’s take the first number, okay?”

Everyone faded from sight … except for Eaden Vrill, who stood impassively at the extreme edge of the stage, arms folded over his broad chest, tentacles waving gently about his shoulders.

Dara appeared behind him at the edge of the stage and tapped on his foot. “Sorry, big guy—you can’t stand there.”

With a last look up into the dome, the Nautolan bodyguard descended from the stage into the shadows between two sections of seating, his head-tresses dancing as if in an eddying wind.

Javul felt a tingle of apprehension. Where was Dash and what had he found out at the spaceport?

“It’s trashed,” said Finnick. He returned to the spot in the comm readout where the sub rosa message began. There was no clear instruction there, just a string of jumbled garbage that neither Leebo nor the ship’s communications computer could make anything of. “I’d guess it was programmed to deteriorate after broadcast.”

“But we’ve still got the substance of it on our end, right?” Dash asked.

“I doubt it.” Finnick called up the ship’s transceiver records and went to the time index in question.

More garbage.

Dash sat back in his seat next to Finnick on the bridge of the Nova’s Heart. “Then we’re stumped. There’s nothing we can determine from this.”

“Yeah there is,” said Arruna, leaning over Finnick’s shoulder to point at the very beginning of the message in the flight control record. “This was keyed in. Probably from the sender’s console.”

“How can you tell?” Dash asked, frowning.

“If it were sliced in from a remote source, you’d see some artifacts from the tunneling. There’d be, um, slicing and transport code, basically. That is, the code that created a hole in the data stream, then inserted the message. As you can see”—she pointed from the flight control readout to the one from the ship’s transceiver—“these two pieces of code, while pure garbage, are identical pieces of pure garbage. They’re deteriorating in the same predefined way.”

“Yeah. I get it,” said Dash. “There was no slicing code in our message, so if there was any in the port’s exchange, we’d see it as … different garbage.”

“Exactly.”

“But that means that whoever was sitting on the console in flight control deliberately sabotaged us. They’re part of the conspiracy.” He hated the word, but there it was.

“It might have been a flunky who was just told to enter this code without realizing what it would do,” said Finnick, “but yeah, there’s a chance it was someone who knew exactly what they were doing.”

Dash stood up and moved away from the console. “And they might’ve been doing it because they wanted to do it or because they were paid to do it or because they were ordered to do it by a superior. And there’s no way for us to know which.”

“One thing we do know,” said the Twi’lek engineer. “Someone with tentacles in the port authority set this up. Which suggests—”

“Someone with almost unlimited resources,” said Dash. Like a Vigo, for example. He rubbed at the back of his neck. This whole situation was giving him a headache.

Javul flew at the end of her lifeline high up in the dome, adorned in her sprite costume, her wings trailing glitter through the star-spangled ersatz heavens. Music soared around her—the opening strains of the centerpiece of the second act in which the sprite bemoaned the loss of her free-spirited love to the groundlings who could not fly and who therefore sought to keep all others from the sky.

Borne upward on the winds of melody and harmony, she opened her mouth and began to sing:


I see you in your tiny box;

My heart falls and breaks and bleeds.



The opti-fiber line played out and she plummeted right on cue, drawing up mere meters from the floor.


I would come to you.

I would rage for you.

I would free you.



She raised her arms in a graceful dancer’s pose and shot skyward again.


But if I come and if I rage and if I seek to free,

Will they not spring the tender trap?

Your pain is only bait … for me.



She’d reached the apex of the dome again and let the last note of the verse ring out long and mournfully before swooping into the aerial “steps” of her dance. She worked in a spiral, pushing the circumference of the dance out and out. With the seating in place, it would seem to her watchers that they sat within the forest of Kashyyyk or cloud city on Bespin or the heights and depths of Imperial Center. She would pass so close to them that they could almost reach out and touch her.

She looked down as she soared through the forest of Kashyyyk and saw the holographically projected trunks of the great trees reaching down and down.

Then she saw something else. She saw the aperture in the middle of the stage begin to iris open.

Before she could wonder what Mel was doing moving scenery during rehearsal, she felt a deep thrum, a mechanical rumble. The air trembled and the concert seats—all of them—shot out of their storage pits into the great, open dome.

Javul shrieked and jerked out of her spiral into a back-flip that carried her toward the center of the space. The seats were moving many times faster than intended … and all at once. Chaotic air currents struck her, buffeted her, redirecting her flight. She tumbled, saw a bank of seats flying up toward her, and pulled into a somersault. The seat assembly missed her, but clipped her wing, tearing at the fabric and twisting the aluminum struts.

She twisted—out of control for a moment—and reached up to grasp the opti-fiber. It cracked like a whip, then snagged on the corner of the topmost seating unit as it hit the limits of its flight. The unit swung in a crazy arc, dragging Javul with it at the end of her glowing leash … directly into the path of another careening bank of seats.

She was out of options. She reached up through the holographic fabric of her costume and twisted the emergency catch on her harness. It released. She plunged downward.

She heard someone else scream then, far below on that seemingly tiny stage. Dara. She heard an answering yowl from Tereez. She activated the antigrav unit in her wings. It caught her in an invisible net of buoyancy, stopping her descent. She was still falling, but in slow motion now. It was okay. She’d make it.

She tried to reposition herself so as to land on the stage rather than falling through the opening iris. No luck. She was in an antigrav bubble. There was no way to swim through the air outside of it. But that was okay, too. The iris was starting to close. She relaxed. She could see Dara and Tereez and Mel and Eaden awaiting her and could make out the shadows of others emerging from the sidelines in a gabble of speculation and shouted orders.

“Open it!” Mel was yelling at someone. “Open it!”

The antigrav generator gave out when she was about twenty-six meters from the stage floor, plunging her once again toward the closing iris. If it closed completely …

She was mere centimeters from the collapsing maw when somebody collided with her in midair, grasped her in a set of powerful arms, and turned her head over heels. She heard the iris snap shut and her rescuer utter a gasp of surprise or pain. She landed atop his body and the two slid to a stop.

There was a moment of silence, then a rush of sound—talking, crying … swearing. She realized her eyes were squeezed shut and opened them as hands explored her limbs. She looked up into Dash Rendar’s ashen face.

“I don’t think anything’s broken,” he said and lifted her away from …

She turned and looked down. Eaden Vrill, his face pulled into a tight grimace, sat up, then stood in a movement so fluid she wondered if he had antigrav tech built into his clothing.

“Oh. Oh, Eaden, thank you!” She shuddered as a sudden chill swept through her body. She needed to sit down or her body was going to shake apart.

“Yeah, big guy,” Dash said. “Way to guard the princess. That was one amazing leap you performed … You okay?”

“I am not okay. I am … injured.” The Nautolan glanced down at the several head-tresses that were sorting themselves out. One of them was missing about two centimeters of its tip, which had been sliced through as cleanly as if it had been taken off with a vibroblade.

Javul raised her hands to her face and trembled harder. Tears pressed for release. She held them in check with a will. “Oh. Oh, Eaden. I’m so sorry.”

Dash put his arms around her. “Hey. Hey. He’s just doing his job. Besides, it’s not that bad. Tell her it’s not that bad, Ead.”

The Nautolan looked at Javul, his facial expression softening very slightly. “It is not that bad.”

Not that bad? It was horrible. She felt her knees going wobbly. “I need to sit down.”

In seconds Dara and Tereez were flanking her, leading her away from the scene of her near-death experience.

Behind her she heard Eaden say, in an impossibly deadpan tone: “It’s not that bad?”

“It’s just one tiny bit of one little tentacle.”

“Really? What if someone were to cut off the tip of one of your little fingers. Not much, just the pad, just the part with all the nerves in it. The part you use to feel things.”

“Well, yeah,” said Dash, “but I’d still have nine fingers left. You got—lemme see …”

“Don’t. I doubt you can count that high.”

Javul giggled. And kept giggling. And wondered if she’d ever stop.


ELEVEN

“THE FIRST FAILURE WAS IN THE HOLOSSEUM AUDIENCE and stage subsystems. Specifically, there was a power surge that somehow triggered all the seating mechanisms to fire and then essentially put them into overdrive.”

Arruna Var sat cross-legged in a formchair in the main venue control center of the huge stadium. The large, crescent-shaped room—situated high up on the curve of the rotunda—offered a breathtaking view of the hall. Gathered around the engineer were Dash, Eaden, the costumer Tereez, and Yanus Melikan. Leebo, and Mel’s service droid, Oto, stood unmoving at the outer fringes of the group. Dara had whisked Javul off to the green room.

“The second failure,” Arruna continued, pointing out power linkages in the visual display of the building’s vast systems, “was in the iris control for the stage door.”

“Was the surge responsible for the iris malfunctioning?” asked Mel.

Arruna shook her head. “Not impossible, but improbable. The two systems are separate at the control level. Yeah, they’re ultimately linked through the power grid, but the stage door has an independent backup power supply in case of emergency. So if the main grid goes down for some reason, it can be opened to allow for evacuation. It also serves as a power modulation trigger. When hit with a surge of the type the diagnostic recorded, it’s supposed to cut itself loose from the system and go to the backup power supply. It appears to have done just that. I think it was instructed to open … and close … through the control net.”

Behind Dash, Leebo uttered the droid equivalent of a grunt. Dash glanced back at him. “You got something?”

“I scanned the stage door controls for genetic residue and fingerprints,” said the droid. “Nothing.”

“Okay, well, who had access to the controls?”

Mel looked down at his hands, fisted atop the venue control console. “We all did. Every member of the crew did. And, to be fair, so did the maintenance crew for the facility, though they were relegated to second-level support. The primary controls are beneath the stage in the pit, but those can be overridden from here. And that doesn’t address the second level of failures—Javul’s umbilical and her antigrav unit.”

“I was the lasht pershon to touch that,” said Tereez, the irises of her great golden eyes narrowing to slits. “If I did shomething to damage the unit—perhapsh when I attached the opti-fiber …”

“Whatever happened,” said Dash, “this was no accident. So it’s unlikely anything you did unintentionally caused the shorting out in the antigrav.”

Dash didn’t miss the fact that Tereez’s ears flattened at the word unintentionally. Well, too bad if her feelings were hurt. If this was sabotage, everyone was a suspect.

“The timing, also, was too perfect,” said Eaden. “But we must remember that Javul Charn, herself, disconnected the umbilical.”

“Yes,” said Arruna, “but she did it because the cable had fouled the seats, which wouldn’t have happened if not for the power surge.”

Dash frowned. “But even assuming the seats were sabotaged, whoever triggered that couldn’t count on the cable getting caught in them.”

“True, but the same surge that launched the seating arrays also charged the metal framework in the vault. Watch.”

Arruna rattled off a command to the diagnostic program she was running to display what had happened in the superstructure of the hall during the incident. The diagnostic showed a simulation of the power flow. The power surge, indicated by a flood of golden light, ran up the spines that supported the “eggshell,” into the coupling for the opti-fiber cable, and down into the cable itself. In the sim, the cable gleamed like molten metal, whipping through the air as if its passenger weighed nothing.

“Four separate failures then,” said Mel. His voice was tight, the glacial expression in his pale eyes somehow infusing his quiet words with violence. “Four well-timed or improbably coincidental failures.”

“Depends on how you do the math,” said Dash. “The power surge triggered the seats, and took the stage iris offline. Might it have kicked enough juice through the circuit as it did to short the iris and force it open?” He looked to Arruna, who nodded with a shrug of her lekku.

“Unlikely,” she said. “But …”

“But possible,” he finished. “The power surge also caused the opti-fiber to misbehave, so the only variable the power surge absolutely can’t account for is the failure of the antigrav unit.”

“Actually, boss,” said Leebo, “I think it can. If the power in that opti-cable hit the wing framework with enough of a charge, it might’ve destabilized the antigrav unit. I know I’m just a hunk of metal, but in my humble opinion the only facet of this fascinating sequence of mechanical events the power surge is unlikely to have caused is the freakishly well-timed closing of the stage iris.”

“I think he’s right,” said Arruna. “The power surge might have caused the iris to open, but once the backup power supply had kicked in it would have to have been closed from the stage control. In fact,” she said, paging back to the functional display of the venue’s control grid, “it could only have been closed from that console, because the stage system was independent at that point.”

Dash considered that. “I suppose it’s possible that someone saw the iris opening and, not realizing anything else was wrong, tried to close it.” He looked up and met Mel’s gaze.

The cargo master’s eyes narrowed. “An unfortunate sequence of accidents? Do you really think that’s what this is?”

“Nope. Not at all. I mean, it could be that, but it would be stupid to act as if it were. I’m saying I think whoever planned this was very clever. Maybe even clever enough to count on our reactions to make matters worse. The saboteur knows that once the iris goes offline, he loses control …”

Mel raised an eyebrow. “So he uses the power pulse to open the iris and hopes someone in the pit will try to close it? That’s a little risky, isn’t it?”

“Maybe it’s the best he can do. Unless, of course, he’s in the pit himself.”

Mel’s gaze was icy. “What are you insinuating?”

Dash raised his hands. “Not a thing. Not a blasted thing. I’m just saying—whoever closed the iris would’ve had to do it from the pit, right?”

Mel sat back, apparently deciding not to take umbrage over these insinuations. “Not necessarily. Frankly, it’s more likely that it was triggered remotely in some way. For one thing, if that closure was triggered from the console in the pit, whoever did it would have had to clean up after themselves well enough to pass a scan for traces of organic material.”

Dash turned to Arruna. “You’ve looked at the engineering involved in this. What sort of resources would have been necessary to pull this off?”

Arruna met his gaze levelly. “The power surge came from the city grid, Dash. The city grid. That’s beyond an irked ex-boyfriend. Even a Vigo.”

It was also beyond a single member of Javul’s troop. Which meant what—a conspiracy?

“Depends on which Vigo, though, doesn’t it?” Dash asked. He rose to pace the carpeted floor of the control room, looking down into the hall where the Holosseum maintenance staff—droids and sentients, alike—scurried to secure the rogue seating sections. “An offworld Vigo messing around on another guy’s turf would have to be nuts to try something like this. I mean, who’d risk it just to scare an ex-girlfriend?”

“Sentients,” said Leebo. “Who can figure ’em?”

“I think the intent was to do more than frighten,” said Eaden quietly. “I think this was intended to maim or kill.”

Dash let out a gust of breath. “Yeah. That raises the stakes a bit, doesn’t it? But it still doesn’t make sense. It’s overkill—you’ll pardon the expression.”

“And it would still seem to call for operatives in key places,” Eaden observed.

There was a long silence in which Dash could almost feel the several sets of eyeballs behind him exchange wary glances.

Mel broke the silence … and changed the subject. “We never asked—what did you find out at the port authority?”

“That someone rascaled the flight control messages to the Nova’s Heart. And according to Leebo they did it from the communications console in the C and C. So if we’ve got a lovelorn Vigo on our hands, Eaden’s right: he’s got operatives in some very key places.” Dash turned on his heel and headed for the door. “It’s time for me to talk to our boss-lady again. Something’s seriously out of whack here.”
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“I will not cancel the show,” Javul said doggedly for the third time. “We can work around this. The seats weren’t badly damaged, and the maintenance super thinks he can have them fixed by tomorrow night.”

“That’s not the worst of the problems,” argued Dash doggedly, “and you know it. Yeah, sure you’ve got redundancy built into your system, but how are you going to make sure something doesn’t happen to the backup equipment?”

“My crew will check every—”

“Someone on your crew,” said Dash, squatting next to her chair in the Holosseum’s luxurious green room, “may very well be on this guy’s payroll—whoever this guy is.”

She looked up at him, silver eyes wide. “No. I don’t—”

“C’mon, Javul! Look at the facts! Somebody was at that iris control when the power went down and timed the iris closing to your fall. Eaden barely got to you in time. If he wasn’t a teräs käsi master, he wouldn’t have and you’d have been sliced in two.”

“Who? Who do you suspect?”

He rose and started to pace, tugging at his lower lip. “Not Dara. She’s had too many other opportunities to do you damage. Unless, of course, your mysterious admirer has only recently gotten to her.”

Javul shook her head. “No. Not Dara. I’ve known her since before I was anybody.”

“Yeah, and she was topside when the iris went rogue. Arruna has the most technical knowledge. How well do you know her?”

“She’s been my engineer for about two years. Mel brought her on.”

“Okay. So she’s a maybe. Except she was allegedly aboard the ship running diagnostics when this whole thing happened. I’ll have Leebo check that. What about Mel?”

She shook her head. “No. It … it just can’t be Mel. He … he’s pulled me out of more situations than I can count. He’s run my backstage since the beginning.”

“He’s got the technical know-how to pull this off. And he had access. No one would have even questioned him being at the controls.”

“It’s not Mel,” she said stubbornly.

“How can you know that, though?” he insisted, equally stubborn.

“I—just—do.” The set of her jaw said she could outstubborn him any day of the week and knew it.

Something about the way she said it made Dash’s hair prickle at the back of his neck. “You know him pretty well, do you?”

“I … yes. I do.”

He took a deep breath. “Are you … close? As in … you know … friends?”

“Of course we’re—” She broke off and looked up at him.

He’d turned to face her. Their gazes locked for a moment and set him pacing again.

“You mean, are we lovers?”

He made a dismissive gesture. “Hey, it’s your own business.”

“No, we’re not lovers. Look, I trust Mel.”

“Is there anyone you don’t trust? What about Tereez? Could she be an operative for whoever’s behind this. After all, she said it herself—she was the last one to handle the antigrav unit. How long have you known her?”

Javul sighed. “Not that long. She came on about nine months ago at Cloud City on Bespin. We had an opening for a costumer and she applied. She does beautiful work. She’s a real artist.”

“On Bespin. That’s kind of unusual isn’t it? A Bothan costumer on Bespin?”

“She’d been working for an administrator of an urban mining corporation—name of Lando Calrissian—designing clothes for him, uniforms for his crew and—What? Don’t tell me you know Lando?”

Dash had stopped in mid-stride and done an about-face. “Yeah. Yeah, I do.”

Javul smiled. “Small galaxy.”

“Why’d she leave him?”

“She hated living on a floating platform. Said it made her feel as if the world was going to drop out from under her feet. Leave her treading air.”

As opposed to living in a space yacht? That seemed a thin excuse to Dash, but he didn’t comment on it. He could look more deeply into the Bothan’s background later. Right now, he had more important matters to address. He moved to stand in front of Javul.

“Okay, look, here’s the bottom line: Someone has raised the stakes. The black lilies might have been intended to make you nervous and the fake hull breach to make you respect your saboteur’s power, but this last thing—this could have ended with you and possibly others dead or maimed. I’m thinking if a Vigo is involved and he’s not a local, he’s just overstepped his bounds by messing around in another Vigo’s territory. So a word to whichever of the local guys is at the top of the heap should do the trick.”

She was shaking her head.

“But,” he added, his voice hard, “I’m thinking it’s more likely one of the local kingpins. Which leaves us with two prime candidates—Clezo and the Mandalorian, Hityamun Kris.”

“Hitch,” she said quietly.

“What?”

“He goes by Hitch Kris. He’s powerful. And he’s the one who’s after me.”

“You mean, he’s the one who’s after Alai Jance.” Dash felt a tickle of suspicion that had been growing since she’d told him the story.

She looked up at him, pinning him to the carpet with that gleaming silver gaze. “I mean, he’s after me. I was … am … Alai Jance. And I was also Hitch Kris’s bride-to-be.”

Oddly, Dash’s first impulse was to laugh.


TWELVE

THE GIRL HAD MOXIE, DASH HAD TO ADMIT IT. ENGAGED to marry a Vigo, beginning a career underwritten by a Vigo, and then—poof!—she ends it because of her fiancé’s violent tendencies.

“He was into the worst kind of crime,” she told him. “Murder, assassination, drugs, kidnappings. I just couldn’t handle it.”

He wanted to ask whatever had made her think she could have handled it, but he didn’t. Instead he asked the inevitable: “How’d you meet such a lowlife?”

“I was performing in a club on Coruscant—the Quarek’k, a favorite watering hole run by Neimoidians for all sorts of high-class lowlifes. Black Sun, Imperial, mercenaries—every sentient who considered itself a tycoon came through the place. I can’t even imagine how many business deals went down on an average evening. And to be truthful, I didn’t want to. I just sang and danced and did little dramatic scenes from different cultural mythologies. I think that was my claim to fame—my little send-ups of everybody’s favorite ancestral legend or cultural icon. It’s why Hitch noticed me. I was doing this song cycle about the human immigrants on Mandalore and he said it brought tears to his eyes.”

Dash choked on the sudden urge to laugh. A mercenary ex-Mandalorian Vigo brought to tears by a nightclub chanteuse. That was rich.

“So you thought he was just a big, cuddly art patron, huh?”

“I suppose I did for about five minutes. Until I saw the crowd he did business with. No, I had an inkling of what Hitch Kris was before I … got involved with him.” She paused, catching his expression of distaste. “Look, you’ve made bad choices, haven’t you? Don’t tell me you haven’t. Everybody makes bad, stupid choices. Sometimes we’re lucky enough to grow out of them.”

“Okay, so what caused you to grow out of Hitch Kris?”

She gave him a searching look, then said: “I thought he’d set me up in a career as a touring entertainer because he loved me. Because he believed I had talent. I came to realize through a series of blunders committed by his operatives that he’d done it because my touring provided him with a way to move certain items around the galaxy without anyone suspecting. His ships were known to the Imperials and to competing Vigos … and they were known to the Underlord Prince Xizor. Anything Hitch needed to move that he didn’t want those parties to know about, he arranged to have placed on my manifest. I was moving drugs, weapons, biological agents … and people. And no one was the wiser. Especially not me.”

“And then?” Dash asked.

“And then a diplomat on the Empire’s hit list turned up dead in one of my shipping containers. We found him completely by accident. We had a spot of trouble that caused us to have to drop out of hyperspace suddenly and the ship took quite a buffeting. The container was damaged, and in setting it to rights Mel found this poor man. Dead.”

“What did you do with the body?”

“We turned it over to the authorities on Coruscant and that was that. The official story was that he was a fan who had stowed away and died of asphyxiation.”

“Yeah. That’s also the story you told me,” Dash reminded her. “So what’s the truth?”

“The truth is that ambassadors to the Imperial court don’t usually stow away in the equipage of some holoshow.”

“Was that your first stowaway?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said, blanching. “But not our last.”

Even after she’d parted company with Kris, and gone off on her own to make a new name for herself—literally—she’d been vigilant because her ex-beau had continued to try to use her tours to move his contraband. Dash didn’t press her, but clearly losing his fiancée was the least of the Vigo’s vexations. Losing a means of moving his extra-special secret cargoes without drawing suspicion onto himself was probably all he cared about.

This led Dash to wonder about the intent of the unhappy accidents. Was Kris trying to kill his ex, or simply drive her back into his arms? Sure she might’ve been injured in the fall, but that’s what medical droids and bacta tanks were for—both of which were part of Javul Charn’s retinue. If he’d sabotaged the ship, he did it in such a way that a trip down the escape hatch saved the day. And Dash was willing to bet that Hityamun Kris knew the inside of the Nova’s Heart almost as well as her mistress did. Heart had clearly been a smuggler’s ship at some point in her career—all the extra bells and whistles pointed to that conclusion. And who knew smuggling better than a Black Sun Vigo?

Well, with the possible exception of himself.

No, it made no sense for Kris to maim or kill Javul. If he did, that would be the end of his sweet setup. Which meant that either Kris was acting out of sheer, irrational rage (unlikely), or that the perpetrator was someone who didn’t care about him losing his sweet setup—a rival Vigo, maybe, or possibly a lieutenant with his eyes on a higher rung on the Black Sun corporate ladder.

Javul was spunky and cocky, but Dash believed she had no idea what she was really up against. Finding that dead diplomat might have scared her, but it apparently had not taught her to respect the sheer power of Black Sun and its higher-up operatives. He, on the other hand, had all too clear an idea of what Black Sun operatives were capable of.

He considered bailing out at their next port of call. Considered it a hundred times between his revealing conversation with Javul (or Alai) and the night the show opened, but he needed the money and—who was he kidding?—he cared that Javul didn’t end up as a smudge on some stage floor. And then there was that other impulse—the one that made him want to give Black Sun a bloody nose … or worse.

So instead, he gave the entire crew a blistering speech on awareness, made sure everyone had a communications device, divided all offstage personnel into teams of two, and ordered them to buzz him or Leebo or Eaden if anything—anything at all—looked the least bit out of the ordinary or if they lost sight of their partner. Then he armed himself, assigned himself a territory—anywhere within sight of Javul—and patrolled it all during the performances she insisted on giving.

There were three of these, and Dash ticked them off one by one—uneventful, mostly uneventful (except for a momentarily missing prop), and oh-blast-it-all. For on the third night, with two nerve-stretching performances under their belts—and Dash finally seeing the light at the end of the wormhole—who should show up but Hityamun Kris. The Vigo appeared at the hall with a team of three Mandalorian bodyguards and headed for one of the private skyboxes permanently mounted to the vast inner haunch of the Holosseum.

Dash was curious about Kris. He’d met Mandalorians of several species, but he’d never met one who had left the mercenary clans and set himself up as a master of business, let alone risen to such heights in Black Sun. Kris was, in short, an anomaly.

Dash didn’t like anomalies.

He was standing in the below-stage area, half listening to Javul go over some costume notes with Tereez, when her ex swept into the Holosseum as if he owned the place. Actually, chances were good that he did own a piece of it. Did that necessarily mean he had something to do with the power fluctuations?

Mel, standing at the stage manager’s station, made a hissing sound to catch Javul’s attention. He gestured at a nearby security monitor with his head. Dash saw Kris before Javul did, so his gaze was on her face when she lifted her eyes to the display.

“He’s coming down,” Mel said tersely.

Kris walked right by the lift that would have taken him to the skyboxes and led his retinue toward the restricted-access lift that would bring him down into the broad, carpeted backstage hallway that housed the dressing rooms.

Javul went pale. Her fear of the Mandalorian was apparently sincere. Which made her next move completely unexpected. She handed the bit of fluff she’d been holding to Tereez and started for the hallway.

Dash, caught off guard, had to run to catch up with her. He reached her and grasped her arm. “Where are you going? You want me to run interference?”

She looked up at him. “I’m going to meet him.”

“Meet him? Are you out of your mind? He’s tried to kill you!”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

“Maybe not? You’ve gone mental if you think—”

She sighed and disconnected his hand. “Look, he’s not going to shoot me in a public venue. Besides, I don’t think he wants to kill me—if he’s even the one behind this.”

“You could’ve fooled me. And, having dealt with Black Sun before,” Dash said, “I can tell you that if he wants to kill you, witnesses will mean nothing. He’ll pull a blaster and burn you where you stand, even if it’s in front of the entire Holosseum. A hundred witnesses—a thousand witnesses—mean nothing to his kind, Javul. Not when he can have an entire planet swear he was a thousand light-years away when the deed was done.”

She put her hand on his arm. “I’m going to go make nice, Dash. You can come guard me, if you like, but stay out of it.”

“Whatever.” He glanced back over his shoulder and waved at Leebo, who was observing an interaction between Mel’s droid and his assistant, Nik. “Leeb, I need you.”

“Right there with you,” said the droid, “normally. But I’m under orders to stay with my buddy Nik here.”

“Yeah, they’re my orders. I’m rescinding them.”

Oto swiveled his round head toward Leebo. “I can monitor the activities of Nik adequately,” he said.

Javul was moving again. “C’mon!” Dash snarled and went after her, leaving the droid to follow or not.

The lift doors opened just as Dash stepped out into the hallway behind Javul. She hesitated only for a moment, then squared her shoulders and went on, meeting Kris as he exited the lift with his bodyguards arrayed about him—one behind and one to either side.

Kris saw Javul the moment he stepped out onto the thick carpet and stopped to watch her come to him. When she was a meter away he raised his eyes to Dash, quirked a blond eyebrow, then returned his gaze to the woman. He smiled.

Dash shivered. Those were without doubt the coldest pair of eyes he’d ever seen. They were the blue of ice—the blue of moonlight on a knife blade. His hair was pale, as well. Not the shimmering silver-white of Javul’s, but a shade of brilliant gold that rivaled the sun-washed rocks of Tatooine. They would’ve made, Dash thought begrudgingly, a beautiful couple … except for those eyes. How could she love a guy with eyes like that? It seemed … out of character somehow. But like she’d said, sometimes people made bad choices. Sometimes they grew out of them.

Sometimes they weren’t allowed to.

Javul stopped in front of Kris, leaving a little more than an arm’s length between them. Dash made sure he was closer to her than an arm’s length, himself. He heard the muted whine of Leebo’s servos as the droid took up a position just over a meter behind him.

The Vigo folded his long-fingered hands over his belt. “What? No kiss for me, Alai—or should I say Javul? I didn’t think you had it in you to be so … uncharitable.”

“I have my reasons to be standoffish. I think even you would agree. Why have you come here?”

Kris spread his big hands. “I love to watch you perform. You know that. And a live performance here in this splendid hall—well, that’s more than I could pass up even given our … falling-out. And besides, you know what they say about hope.” He laid a hand over his heart. “It never dies where love remains.”

“Hope?”

Javul turned to look back over her shoulder at Dash and he realized he’d said the word in unison with her. He snapped his mouth shut.

“Who’s this?” Kris asked gesturing at Dash with his chin. “New boyfriend? No. Wait. Not your type, is he? Wannabe boyfriend, maybe. Or bodyguard.”

His own guards, all but one dressed in full Mandalorian body armor, assessed Dash through narrowed eyes—and dismissed him.

He bristled. “Boyfriend,” he said as Javul said, “Bodyguard.”

Again, the look from Javul. “This is my security chief, Dash Rendar.”

The big, blond head tilted to one side. “Rendar. That’s a familiar name. That was the name of the family that owned RenTrans before Prince Xizor acquired it, if I’m not mistaken.”

Dash didn’t blink.

“Surely, you’re not related. I had heard the entire clan was wiped out.”

The bodyguard at Kris’s back—the one not in armor—leaned forward and murmured something into his boss’s ear.

“Ah! Of course. The outcast of the family who insisted on going to the Imperial Academy rather than take up the family business. Lucky move, that. But you’re a trained pilot then, aren’t you?” He put on a mask of theatrical confusion. “An Academy-trained pilot serving as a bodyguard for a spoiled, pampered holostar? How in the name of Chaos does that happen?”

“Security chief,” said Dash through clenched teeth. Then he smiled. “A clan-trained warrior in line to be the Mandalore serving as a Vigo to a spoiled, pampered pirate like Prince Xizor? How does that happen?”

Kris blinked, and the guard to his left took a half step forward. Dash’s hand was on the butt of his blaster when Kris put his arm out to stop his goon.

“Please, Dash—may I call you Dash? We have no reason to bandy accusations in this way. I merely came down here to see the show and renew my acquaintance with an old friend.”

“You sure you didn’t come here to strong-arm your ex-fiancée?”

Now Javul whirled on him. “Dash!” she hissed. She turned back to Kris. “I hope you enjoy the performance, Hitch. For old times’ sake. It’s the only hope you’re going to get from me.”

The big Mandalorian sighed dramatically. “After all I’ve done to prove my devotion to you? I’m hurt.”

“I doubt it. But I might have been. I’m sure your spies told you about our … problems. Starting the day of our arrival.”

“Problems?”

Now, if that wasn’t a disingenuous furrowing of the brow, Dash was no judge of bad character. “Yeah,” he said. “Someone tried to make the Nova’s Heart think she’d sprung a leak on the way in. She buttoned up tight, sealing Javul and her road manager into the supposedly ruptured area of the quarterdeck. And three days ago, there was a freakish power fluctuation that almost got our lady friend cut in half. If not for the fact that my assistant is a teräs käsi master, she’d likely be dead right now.”

Kris’s eyes narrowed. Surprise? Disbelief? Sly satisfaction?

None of the above?

“A teräs käsi master?” Kris said. “A martial arts adept and a crack pilot? What a waste of talent. I’d like to make you an offer, Dash. Leave this menagerie and come work for me … as a pilot. Bring your assistant with you. I could use someone like that in my own security team. I’ll triple what she’s paying you.”

Dash heard a low mechanical whistle of appreciation behind him—and had the absurd thought of how much more quickly he could repair Outrider with that kind of money. He shook himself. “Sorry. I got a job.”

“I’ll quadruple it.”

“No thanks.”

The Vigo shrugged. “Your loss, Dash. But if you should change your mind, the lady knows where you can find me. Don’t you, my love?”

When she didn’t say anything, he took a half step forward and lowered his head toward hers. Dash instantly went on full alert, but the Vigo only murmured, “Don’t be stubborn, Alai. You seem to forget what your stubbornness has cost you in the past.” He straightened, turned on his heel, and led the way back into the lift.

Dash and Javul stood a moment longer in the hallway, frozen in place. Dash realized suddenly that Javul was trembling. He moved to stand in front of her. For just a moment, her expression was unguarded—and so bleak it made Dash want to chase Hityamun Kris up to his skybox and push his face in. Then her show-must-go-on bearing was back in place.

“My, that went well,” she said and started toward the stage door.

Dash caught her arm. He wasn’t sure what he meant to say.

She shook her head and pulled her arm free. “Don’t,” she said. “I just need to get through tonight. Just get through it. Tomorrow evening we’ll be back on Nova’s Heart and out of here.”

Dash followed her backstage, wondering what the hell he should do. Leebo made a tiny interrogative noise as he passed the droid.

“What are you staring at?” Dash growled.

“Who me? Not a thing. I was just going back to work.”

Dash hesitated just inside the stage door, watching as Javul was swept into the final preparations for her evening’s performance—the fitting of her harness and wire, a final safety check of all the bits and pieces of stuff that went with her onstage. He sensed a presence at his side.

“Assistant?” Eaden inquired.

Dash rolled his eyes. “I had to think on my feet, okay? It just came out.”

“I prefer associate or possibly partner. And you should try thinking with your brain instead of on your feet. It would be vastly more effective. Assuming that your sense of balance is adroit enough to keep you poised on something so small.”

Leebo cocked his head. “Not bad for an off-the-cuff.”

Dash gave him a glare.

“Shutting up,” the droid said.

Dash turned back to Eaden. “Were you listening in on the whole conversation?”

“Yes.” Eaden lifted a tendril and uncurled it slowly. “Interesting dynamic, that. She is afraid—no surprise or secret there. Even you must have sensed it. But Kris … strong emotions, very muddled. And you …”

Dash turned to look at him. “What about me?”

“You turned down quadruple pay.”

Nothing in the Nautolan’s voice or expression gave Dash any indication of the emotion behind the statement. He hated that—it made him feel … off balance.

“Look, I’m sorry, but—”

“I’m not in disagreement with you. I merely find it remarkable.”

Dash expelled a gust of air. “Yeah, well … so do I.”


THIRTEEN

DASH WOKE IN THE MIDDLE OF THE NIGHT WITH HIS brain in hyperdrive. He had dreamed of Javul’s fall from the vault of the Holosseum’s fake night sky repeatedly. It had given him a dark epiphany: he had heard multiple descriptions of the “incidents” that had preceded the sabotaged rehearsal—had even witnessed one of them firsthand—and he knew, at an instinct-deep level, that this last one was different.

Why was it different? What had changed?

He got up. He got dressed. He got a cup of caf from the beverage bar in the suite’s main room and sat, staring out at the landing park beyond his bay of windows.

Whip the gray cells awake. Think, Dash, think. Why would the agenda change?

He went over in his mind again the confrontation between Javul and Hitch backstage—the weird dynamic between the two.

What was wrong with this picture?

He tried to put himself in Kris’s place—tried to imagine that she had been his fiancée, that she had gummed up his clandestine operations, then resisted his every effort to scare her and escaped his one effort to do her real harm.

Hell, he’d be spitting mad. On several levels. And if he’d seen her with another guy—a guy who seemed to be “attached” to her in some way—it would’ve deep-fried his circuits. But old Hitch was as cool and calm as a customer service droid on a HoloNet help node.

And that did not make sense. The escalation from scare tactics to all-out, gonzo vengeance bespoke a towering rage. All Hitch Kris seemed to be harboring was a towering and perplexed annoyance. He was methodical, Dash would bet—and patient and implacable—but he was not murderous.

What did that mean?

It means he’s a Vigo, said Common Sense. He’s too self-important to lose it over a woman. This is business to him, not revenge. There’s a method to his madness—you just have to figure out what the method is.

Dash set his cup down, snatched up his jacket, and headed out into the corridor. Leebo, stationed by Javul Charn’s door, swiveled to look at him.

“Did you know that metal creaks as it cools?” the droid asked.

“Do you know how easily I could pop your head off with a pair of extractor forceps?”

“Boorish threats.”

Dash crossed to the droid. “Been any activity out here?”

“I’ve been standing here for hours listening to metal cool. What do you think?”

Dash moved past the droid to the door. He hesitated only momentarily before punching the call pad. He could hear the ringing tone on the other side of the door—though just barely. He waited.

Nothing.

He hit it again.

More nothing.

He pressed the intercom switch this time and said, loudly, “Javul? It’s Dash. We need to talk.”

Not a peep from the other side.

A very bad, very dark feeling began to rise up from the pit of Dash’s stomach. In all likelihood, there was a mole in the crew … and the crew now knew about Javul’s escape route.

Cursing, he manually punched in the security override code for the lock. The door slid back, revealing the dimly lit living room.

“Stay out here in the corridor,” he told Leebo and stepped into the suite.

“And I wanted so badly to risk my life alongside you. But hey—you’re the boss.”

Dash ignored the droid as he moved deeper into the suite. The lights were on, but dimmed, and he knew before he looked that he wouldn’t find her. The bed hadn’t been slept in, the suite was empty, and she hadn’t gone past her guardian droid. That meant only one thing—it meant Dash Rendar was an idiot for not posting another guard at the far end of Javul’s no-longer-secret escape route.

“She’s gone,” he told Leebo tersely as he left the suite. “Roust Eaden, will you?”

“The last time I rousted Eaden, I ended up embedded in the bulkhead of his quarters.”

“This time it’ll be different.”

“How so?”

“Softer bulkheads. Now move!”

The droid moved off, grumbling, while Dash went next door and pinged Dara Farlion’s door … repeatedly. She answered within ten pings, her hair twice as spiky as usual, her eyes at half-mast. She was wrapped in a velvety-looking shawl.

“What’s up? Sheesh, Dash, you got a death wish? You’d better—”

“Javul is gone.”

“What?”

“She’s gone. Out through the escape hatch—I assume willingly, though I could be wrong. There was no sign of a struggle, but I suppose someone could’ve slipped in and drugged her.”

Dara’s eyes flicked toward Javul’s door. “Not with the alarm system …”

“Do I need to remind you that someone has been able to get close enough to her to sabotage her props and rigging?”

“What d’you want me to do?”

“Get everybody up and accounted for. I’m going to see if she left any kind of trail.”

Eaden was just entering the hallway from their suite as Dash crossed back to Javul’s door.

“Leebo explained,” the Nautolan said, tying the sash around the waist of his tunic. “Down the hatch?”

“Yeah … and Leebo,” Dash told the droid, “stick with Spike. She’s gonna wake everybody up and make sure they’re all here.”

Dash and Eaden popped the door on Javul’s secret gangway and descended carefully to the cargo hold. Neither saw any indication of a struggle in the narrow passage. The hold was surprisingly eerie without most of its crates and containers, which were currently stored beneath the Holosseum stage, awaiting the morrow’s packing. Dash was surprised to find a light on in Mel’s office. He was more surprised to see that it was Mel’s apprentice cargo master, Nik, burning the midnight photons. The young Sullustan jumped almost his height out of his seat at the computer console when Dash leaned into the office through the open door.

“Where’s your boss?”

“Uh … sleeping. Like most people.”

“Yeah? Why aren’t you sleeping—like most people?”

“Schoolwork. Mel insists that I keep up my education.”

“You’re doing schoolwork in the middle of the night after a three-night gig?”

The kid looked guilty. “I … sort of procrastinated this week. ’Cause of the gig. Mel says I have to finish this tonight or I don’t get to help with tear-down.”

Dash shook his head. Get to help? Whatever happened to adolescent laziness?

“You been up for a while, kid?”

Nik nodded solemnly.

“You see anybody come through the cargo hold?”

The Sullustan’s big dark eyes shifted from Dash to Eaden and back. “Anybody?”

“Charn. Did you see Javul Charn down here tonight?”

The youngster nodded, looking guilty. “Yeah. Yeah, I did. She, um, she went out.”

“We know she went out. Was she alone?”

The youngster nodded again.

“Did she say where she was going?”

“I didn’t talk to her. She just came straight through and headed for the cargo bay hatch.”

This was like pulling teeth. “She see you?”

“Yeah. I went out on the catwalk and she saw me and put her finger to her lips and went on out.”

“And you didn’t think to wake up Mel or report the incident to Dara?”

“No, sir. I mean, it’s like Mel always says: Whatever it was you just saw—you didn’t.”

“Says that often, does he?”

“Often enough.”

“Well, I’m sure he doesn’t mean when something like this happens. Someone tried to kill our boss three days ago, Nik. Given that, she shouldn’t be out roaming around the city, should she?”

Nik had the good grace to look contrite. “No. I suppose not.”

“Okay, kid, listen—this is important. What was she wearing?”

“Uh, she was dressed pretty wild. Lot of makeup—that glowy stuff around her eyes and a jewel in the middle of her forehead. She had this sparkly outfit on that …” A blush spread out across his dewlaps and over his large ears. “… Well, you could see through parts of it. And she was wearing one of those light-fiber hair things.”

“How long ago did she leave?”

Nik shrugged. “Sorry. I was doing homework. Lost track of time.”

Dash pulled out his comlink, called Leebo, and told him to let everyone go back to sleep. There’d obviously been no kidnapping. “I don’t suppose you saw which way she went when she left the landing park.”

Color suffused the Sullustan’s ears. “Actually, I did. I watched her all the way down the ramp and across the pad. I mean, I’ve never seen her dressed like that before. Ever.” He swallowed.

Dash scowled at him discouragingly, but he just shrugged.

“I think human girls are pretty. And Javul is one of the prettiest,” Nik defended himself.

“Which way did she go?”

“West. Toward Port Town.”

West toward Port Town led Dash and Eaden directly into a brightly lit warren of entertainment spots—cafés, music clubs, spice houses, pubs, gambling dens, and places that tried to corner the market by being all of the above. Middle of the night or no, the streets were alive with people of diverse species, drifting back and forth, staggering here and there, even dancing in the street. Equator City nightlife was in full swing.

The two men stopped at the top of the glittering main avenue to consider the sheer magnitude of the task before them. They had no idea when Javul had left the ship, where she was heading, or why. Which meant they were effectively groping in the dark.

“You got your comlink with you?” Dash asked Eaden.

The Nautolan nodded.

“Great. You take the right side of the street; I’ll take the left. If you see her or see anything that might—”

But Eaden was already gone, slipping into the traffic and somehow managing not to look horribly out of place despite his somber, almost monkish garb. Dash took a deep breath and muttered a prayer to any Corellian deities that might be eavesdropping. If that failed, he hoped maybe the Force might lend a hand if it had no more pressing business. He headed for the first establishment on the left side of the street.

Long after Dash had lost count of the number of doors he’d plowed through into too-bright or too-dim rooms, he came to the broad archway of a place that promised every delight. In fact, that was the name over the door: EVERY DELIGHT. Stepping through the entry, he realized it was a bazaar of sorts—a row of rounded arches along a broad central arcade, each decorated with a skillful painting that indicated what type of delight lay within.

Some of the doorways were bright and some were stygian or filled with shifting, muted light in a rainbow of hues; some blared music and some were silent or carried the sound of breezes or wind-bells or ocean tides. Dash moved slowly past the doorways, wishing he had some keen sixth sense that would light up like a targeting array when he neared his goal. Alas, he had no such sense, but Eaden did—sort of. Dash stepped into a niche that was half filled by a kinetic sculpture of something vaguely humanoid, then pulled out his comlink and called Eaden.

The Nautolan was there in short order, and Dash pointed him in the direction of the row of arches. “You’ve read Javul before—sort of. Think you could pick her out of a crowd?”

Eaden looked at him skeptically. “My sense is just that—a sense. It is not a scientific instrument.”

“Yeah, well—it’s all we’ve got.”

The Nautolan shrugged and started a slow walk down the broad, festively decorated gallery, his head-tresses turning this way and that in graceful unison. As they passed each doorway, he murmured a word or two about what he sensed from within.

“Dancing—much mindless celebration. Anger—ah, a gambling den, of course. Chaos—a spice parlor, I suspect …”

Toward the end of the bazaar, before a dark archway to the left, Eaden paused and tilted his head, his tresses moving in sinuous harmony. “Something is buried in there that does not belong.”

“Worth a look?”

In answer, Eaden moved through the arch, slipping past a clump of patrons clogging the entry. Dash noted their position in case he and Eaden should have to make a hasty exit. The large, long room was dark, lit by tiny table lights and wall sconces that only relieved the gloom within a bare meter radius. It created the effect of hundreds of little pools of illumination around which faces floated in the darkness like disembodied spirits. Occasionally, a hand or its equivalent would flash out into the light to snatch a treat from the array of containers on the table, then dart back into darkness.

There were other, smaller archways along the walls of the big room that hinted at privacy. All were protected by damping fields that served as curtains. You had to pass through the damper to see what was inside. Moving close to one of the fields raised the hair on Dash’s head—they were weak electrostatic fields as well, warning the careless wanderer not to enter.

Eaden led Dash straight to the far end of the room, past little groups of people who talked, drank, smoked scented death sticks—and who seemed to be predatorily intent on one another. Reaching the wall, the Nautolan hesitated, his head tilting first this way then that.

“What is it?”

“Let’s try that one.” He tipped his head toward the door directly before them. It seemed silent inside, but that was an illusion—each patron could be, and probably was, listening to his, her, or its own personal soundtrack, beamed in tightwave hypersound.

Dash resisted the urge to fidget; the various fields were just strong enough to make him antsy. “But is she in there?”

“I don’t know. A certain … energy is within. Akin to what I felt earlier, when she spoke to Kris.”

“Well, then it must be her.” Dash took a step toward the doorway, only to be brought up short as a woman in a glittering and very revealing bodysuit stepped out. Pulses of light like little shivers of lightning ran through the fabric of the outfit, imprinting the shape of that body on Dash’s retinas. The light fed upward through a shock of electrostatically charged hair into a woven cascade of light-emitting filaments that rotated through all the colors of the visible spectrum.

She bumped into him, looked up with an apology on her lips, then gasped in recognition. “Dash? Eaden?”

“Well,” Eaden said, his tentacles weaving a complex pattern in front of her, “she’s not amnesiac.”

“Good.” Dash turned to Javul. “Here I was afraid it had to be amnesia, given that you must’ve forgotten what almost happened to you the other day or who showed up at your gig tonight.”

“Not here,” she said, putting a hand on his arm and glancing about.

“We’ve been looking all over—”

“You found me, okay? Now drop the big, bad bodyguard routine, will you? A girl’s gotta slip the leash once in a while. Right?”

“Slip the leash? Slip the leash? Lady, I think you’ve slipped your—”

The darkness in the doorway Javul had just exited rippled and a tall, slender person of indeterminate gender and species stepped out into the room. On second look, his gender was unquestionably male, but his face was so thickly painted with the same glowing makeup that Javul wore and his hair—or were those feathers?—formed such a massive, wild cascade about his head and shoulders that all features were blurred except for a pair of enormous golden eyes.

“You okay, Night Cat?” the person asked. “These guys bothering you?”

“Night Cat? Night—oof!”

Eaden stepped adroitly in front of Dash to give his partner time to recover from the elbow he’d just received in the solar plexus. “We’re her co-workers.”

“Right,” Javul said. “I guess it’s time for us to get back to the conference hotel. C’mon, boys.” She turned on her heel and strode off down the length of the room, her stride snappy and quick, her hips swinging, her hair changing color rapidly. The two men gave her companion a last once-over before following her.

Dash and Eaden caught up with Javul simultaneously as she reached the outer mall. They flanked her in silence, Dash slipping his arm around her—he was not going to lose track of her again—and pulling her tightly to his side.

She laughed at him.

“What in the name of all that is patently idiotic were you doing out there after everything that’s happened?”

Dash paced behind Javul’s chair as she sat at her vanity console and removed her makeup. She turned off the tiny generator that had charged her hair, peeled off prosthetics that made her nose longer and her face wider, and took out lenses that turned her eyes a pale mauve—a pastel version of the bodysuit she’d worn. That had been discarded as well, and she’d wrapped herself in a long, fluffy tunic that ended just above her knees.

“I told you. I was slipping the leash—blowing off steam. And I needed to do that especially after everything that’s happened. Do you have any idea what it’s like to come that close to dying?”

Dash stopped pacing and glared at her in the mirror.

She blinked back at him. “Oh. Of course you do. Sorry.”

“What were you doing—spice?”

She shook her head.

“That weird guy? Were you and he—?”

She smiled but shook her head again. Well, that tallied with what Eaden had sensed. Dash found that more of a relief than he was comfortable with.

“Then what, Night Cat?”

Javul adopted a look of long-suffering patience. “Everybody uses pseudos in places like that. The guy’s was Rancor’s Wrath. It’s just a bar.”

“Just a bar with enough dark spots, strobe lights, and hypersound to give an assassin all the cover he could ever ask for.”

She lowered her gaze, turned back to her mirror.

He had her on the ropes and knew it. He pressed his advantage. “You didn’t think of that, did you? What if whoever made the attempt on your life knows you well enough to know you’d go out to blow off steam? What if they followed you?”

She stopped, frozen in the act of fluffing out her short hair. After a moment of silence, she lowered her hands and turned to face him. Her face was almost albino white. “Do you think someone did? Other than you and Eaden?”

“No. You’re still alive.”

“Right.” She took a deep breath. “Right.”

Dash sat down on the foot of her bed. “Javul, listen to me. I’ve been thinking a lot about this. Before, the stuff that happened—the lilies, the mail, even the fake emergency—none of it was deadly. But this last one—that was potentially fatal.”

She nodded. “Yeah. I get that.”

“And?”

She shrugged artlessly.

“Blast it, Javul, you’re not a child! You may think of this—this crazy behavior as slipping the leash but it’s likely to get you killed. The leash is what keeps you alive.”

“Yeah. I get that, too, believe it or not. But here’s the problem. Right now, I don’t know who I can’t trust. I only know who I can trust.” She looked him square in the eye. “That’s a select group. It includes you and Eaden and Leebo.”

“Okay. So, what’re you going to do?”

She took another deep breath. “I’m going on with my tour, Dash, because I don’t have a choice. I’ll just have to … keep my eyes open, I guess.”

“You guess.”

“Can I sleep now? I’m really, really tired.”

She looked it.

He stood. Shook his head. Impotent anger roiled his gut. “You’re crazy, lady.”

He thought he heard her crying as he left her room.


FOURTEEN

THE NEXT MORNING A CREW CONSISTING MOSTLY OF droids broke down the concert rig and loaded it back into the tour’s two vessels. Reloading took until early afternoon. Deep Core, being the slower of the pair, was packed up first and sent on her way. Nova’s Heart left Rodia two hours later bound for Christophsis, where Javul planned to do a special open-air performance using the natural properties of the planet’s crystal formations to enhance her holographic and photonic displays.

Arruna recalibrated their communications system to screen for peculiarities in the carrier waves coming out of Rodian space control (and any other source), and Bran Finnick kept a close watch on the live chatter the flight controllers were routing to their helm.

Even with those precautions, Dash was nervous. That whoever was after Javul could dance into Rodian space control and issue spurious orders to incoming vessels implied a level of authority that made his head hurt. He wouldn’t relax until they’d engaged the hyperdrive.

Traveling at flank speed, they’d just cleared the Rodian system, when the proximity alarm sounded.

Captain Marrak sat bolt upright in his command chair, his eyes on the main viewport. “Chaos take it!” he shouted. “Evasive maneuvers! Now!”

Finnick leapt for his controls and executed a hard roll nintey degrees to starboard.

Through the viewport, Dash saw a small, dart-like ship stooping toward them at an extreme angle. It was matte gray—almost invisible against the roiling blur of stars—and unmarked.

How the …?

Nova’s Heart rolled to starboard again as a series of blue-green charged-particle bolts zapped from beneath the little ship’s prow. The Heart jumped and shimmied. Klaxons sounded; Captain Marrak checked his instruments and swore in Zabraki.

“We’re losing pressure. Looks like the cargo area.”

The bridge comm bleeped. It was Mel, confirming their worst fears. “We’ve had a blowout down here. Outer cargo hatch went, damaged the air lock. Oto was able to get a patch on the door, but we don’t dare go anywhere until we can secure it.”

“I’m on my way down,” said Marrak.

Dash followed him into the lift, and they went down to the cargo hold together. As they exited the lift, the cargo master’s Otoga 222 unit was in the process of making fast a hard seal around the edges of the large, clear duraplast bubble he’d affixed as an emergency patch. Mel was checking the seal by dragging a piece of diaphanous fabric over it, looking for flutters and drag on the thin cloth.

“What’s the damage?” Marrak asked the moment he was out of the lift.

Mel finished his survey of the patch job and straightened to face the two men. “Not sure, but it looks as if there was some warping and we lost a little hull integrity right around the hatch. What happened?”

“We were attacked,” Dash said.

“Attacked? By who?”

“Unknown,” said Captain Marrak. “It was a small ship, unmarked. How bad is it?”

“Bad enough,” said Mel. “I’m not sure we’re safe to go into hyperspace. At least not for the long haul.”

Dash moved to the bubble patch and peered through it, scanning the inner hatch. A spot about a meter in length seemed to be the only part of the inner hull that was visibly damaged. Looking beyond the clear surface of the patch and through the air lock window, he could see the emptiness of space and the mangled frame of the blown hatch. The worst damage to the outer frame was also about shoulder height on the left side.

The hatch frame was bent outward.

“That was a lucky shot,” said Mel. “Gunner must’ve been a pro.”

“He had help,” Dash said, turning from his inspection.

Both men stared at him.

“The hatch frame is pushed out. That means there was some sort of explosion on the inside of the air lock.”

Mel’s pale eyes narrowed. “Are you sure?”

“Pretty sure. Take a look for yourself.”

Mel moved to peer through the plastic bubble for a moment, then shook his head. “He’s right, Captain. This is getting uglier by the minute.”

“It’s worse than ugly if we can’t get into hyperspace. We’re stranded over Rodia. It would take forever to get to Christophsis on sublight power alone. We could limp back to Rodia.”

“We’re not going back to Rodia.” Dash blurted the words before he could think better of it.

The Zabrak raised one brow.

“That might be exactly what the saboteur intended. Need I remind you of what happened on our first approach to Rodia? You really want to let them take another shot at us?”

“Can we chance going to hyperspace?” the captain asked.

Mel pursed his thin lips. “Well, I’d have to consult with Arruna, but it’s possible we can … if we don’t try too long a jump. I mean, we could probably make it to Christophsis, but there’s no major SoroSuub repair facility there. We could get a few dents hammered out or get some scarring planed and polished, but we’ll need to replace both the inner and outer hatches.”

The captain nodded. “Then the most logical place to head for would be Edic Bar. The SoroSuub facility there could set this thing to rights better than anybody.”

Mel shook his head. “I can almost guarantee we wouldn’t make it that far.”

Captain Marrak blew out a gust of air. “Exquisite. What about short jumps, though? We can make it to Christophsis, you thought. Fine. We do that. The rest of our jumps are relatively short—”

“Bannistar to Bacrana?” said Dash. “Not my definition of short.”

The corner of Mel’s mouth twitched. “No, it’s not. Besides, cumulative stress is just as bad as prolonged stress in cases like this. The ship essentially has a hole in her side. I’ll send a droid out to patch that, of course, but it’s still not going to take well to the rigors of hyperspace travel. I’d advise against making more than one jump with her in this condition.”

He was right. Captain Marrak acknowledged it with a nod. “I suppose the most logical thing would be to go to Christophsis and keep our appointed schedule. We’ll be there for four days. Maybe during our stay we might make better repairs or locate a replacement hatch or find some other solution to the problem.”

Mel snorted. “Like what—a whole new ship?”

Marrak’s expression said that he wouldn’t consider it out of the question. “Time to bring Javul into the conversation.”

Javul stared at the tabletop before her as if their options were laid out there for her to sort through. Dash had to admit that none of them looked very good.

Javul agreed. She looked up at the group gathered around the table in the crew’s commons, and said, “Tatooine is within reach. We’ll go there.”

Everyone stared at her. Everyone being Dash, Eaden, Mel, Captain Marrak, Bran Finnick, Arruna Var, and Lady Spike. Well, Eaden didn’t so much stare as blink slowly and waggle a couple of head-tresses in Javul’s direction, but the general mood was one of disbelief.

“What’s on Tatooine?” asked the captain.

“A ready supply of scruffy-looking freighters,” said Javul without hesitation.

Dara was nodding. “Sure. I should’ve thought of that myself. Makes perfect sense.”

“No, it doesn’t!” objected Finnick. “What we need is a replacement air lock. Yeah, you might be able to get a stopgap one on Tatooine, but that’s not really a solution, is it?”

“Hence the term stop-gap,” said Spike.

“And it’s better than no air lock at all,” Dash pointed out.

“Hear me out,” Javul said, holding up her hands to quiet dissension. “We’re not going to make it to Edic Bar. It makes more sense to me to send the Deep Core on to Christophsis while we go back to Tatooine, pick up a freighter capable of handling this load, then rejoin Deep Core. We could have a new air lock sent from Edic Bar and installed on Tatooine. I’m sure there are repair bays on Tatooine that could handle the job.”

“Any number of them,” Dash said. “In fact, the guy who’s working on Outrider for me is one of the best.”

“Great. Then maybe he can work on Nova’s Heart. And while he’s at it, he can make sure there aren’t any more hidden booby traps aboard.”

Dash blinked. He hadn’t thought of that, but it made perfect sense.

Captain Marrak said, “All right, yes. That seems reasonable. With the repairs done we can rejoin you on one of the later tour stops. No later than Corellia, I would hope.” He rose from the table. “I’ll have the helm reverse course immediately.”

The rest of the group dispersed, returning to their duties, but when Dash and Eaden rose to leave, Javul put out a hand to stop them. She watched as the commons cleared, then turned to Dash.

“You said this engineer was working on your ship—the Outrider. How close is she to being refitted?”

“I’m not certain. That is, I’m not sure how much work Kerlew’s done on her. I, uh, wasn’t able to pay the full amount he needed to finish the repairs. That’s why I’m working for you, if you recall.”

“Of course. If I were to pay for the repairs, would the Outrider be able to handle the contents of the Heart’s hold?”

Dash exchanged glances with Eaden, who gave the Nautolan approximation of a shrug.

“Absolutely. With room to spare.”

“Is she fast?”

“The fastest.”

“I think you’re biased. Let me get a second opinion.” She turned to Eaden. “Is she as fast as he thinks?”

“Quite nearly so. There might be one or two as fast.”

Dash glared at him.

“But none appreciably faster,” Eaden concluded.

Javul nodded. “All right, then. When we get back to Tatooine, we’ll look into resurrecting your ship. We’ll see if the Outrider can get us to Christophsis on time.”

When Javul left the crew’s commons, Dash let out a hoot of laughter and drummed exuberantly on the tabletop. “Did you hear that? Did you hear that? We’re gonna get the Outrider back. And it’s not gonna cost us a single millicred.”

“You’re celebrating?” Eaden asked blandly. “You realize, of course, that our lady friend’s enemies will continue to try to get to her. Are you really happy to have to transport her aboard our own ship?”

Thoughts of the Outrider with holes in her hull brought Dash up short. His smile faded. “Anyone ever tell you you’re the biggest killjoy in the galaxy?”

Within half an hour of docking on Tatooine, Dash was in Kerlew’s facility promising him payment in full for Outrider’s retrofit. Kerlew was pleased. Dash was pleased. Everyone was pleased … until Kerlew gave his estimate of how long it would take to complete repairs on the hyperdrives.

“A week?” Dash gasped.

“More or less.”

“I need less, Ker. A lot less. As much less as you can manage. My client needs to be on Christophsis in four days.”

Kerlew gave him a wry look. “It takes a day and a half to get from Tatooine to Christophsis. That would leave me two days to do the repairs. I’m good, but I’m not that good. Besides, I’ve got other jobs—”

“Put them on hold. She’ll pay more if you give Outrider priority.”

Kerlew was skeptical. “She’s got that kind of money?”

“You have no idea. This is big, Ker. And important.”

The mechanic looked up at the Outrider. She sat in the middle of the bay, her engines completely disassembled. He sighed. “Okay, I’ll give it my best shot. But I’ll need the credits up front. I’m going to have to buy new power couplings for the starboard and central drives, and you know how Watto is about being paid up front.”

“No problem,” Dash said.

“Problem,” Dash said. “Kerlew wants payment up front.”

Javul cocked her head to one side and wrinkled her nose. She was sitting on the edge of a chair dressed for Mos Eisley in formfitting bush pants, a smuggler’s jacket with a multitude of pockets, and a pair of tall black boots all but identical to his own. “I’d pretty much expect that, under the circumstances.”

“Really? I mean, you’re willing to do that?” Dash frowned. “Wait—what do you mean, under the circumstances? What circumstances?”

“I mean, he doesn’t know who I am. I’m sure he’s used to people stiffing him for repairs.”

“Not me—I’ve never stiffed Kerlew. I never would. And he knows it.”

She held up her hands. “I didn’t mean to imply that you would. Anyway, it’s no problem to pay him up front. I’ll do it right now, in fact.” She jumped to her feet.

“Actually, it’s not that simple. You see, it’s like this. Ker’s not sure he can have the repairs done in the time frame we need.”

She frowned. “How long did he say he needed?”

“About a week.”

She sat back down. “That’s too long, Dash. We have to keep to our schedule. That means we have to be on Christophsis in four days.” She thought for a moment, then said, “Offer him more money. Maybe if he’s able to hire more men, afford more resources … In the meantime, I’ll try to come up with a contingency plan.”

Staring at the ceiling of the docking bay, Kerlew ran a hand over his lined face and considered Javul’s offer: more money to commit greater resources.

“You know how many months it takes a bantha to foal?”

Dash, leaning against one of the Outrider’s landing struts, looked at the older man. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“I’ll tell you—roughly eleven.”

“So?”

“So, if I have eleven banthas, d’you think I could have a baby bantha in one month?”

Dash gritted his teeth. “No, of course not. But Outrider isn’t a bantha.”

Kerlew sighed. “Look, Dash. It’s all about dependencies. Having more credits will get me the power couplings. In fact, I can have them within the hour. But it takes the same amount of time to install those new power couplings whether I’ve got two mechanics per coupling or four. And when it comes to wiring them into the main bus, only one mech will fit into the conduit tunnel at a time—well, unless they’re Sullustan, but a Sullustan’s arms aren’t long enough to reach the bus panel. Then there are flight tests. You can’t hurry those, either. With more money and more resources, I might be able to shave a day off the repair time, but no more.”

Dash rubbed his temples. He had the makings of a supernova headache. “Okay. All right. Just do your best.”

Kerlew gave him an offended look. “I always do my best.”

Dash made his way back to the Heart’s docking bay, where he found the scaffolding already going up for repairs to the exterior hatch. He took a moment to climb the ramp and take a look at the damage from the outside. It was weird. The scorch marks from the attack ran along the flank of the ship’s elegant fuselage and had clearly intersected the missing hatch. But it wasn’t deep damage. Not deep enough, he would have said, to have blown the hatch … without help from within. Someone had wanted that hatch blown out awfully badly. Someone with inside help.

He went aboard to find things in a general uproar. He found Mel in his office, going over the manifest.

“You get a close look at the damage to the external hatch?” he asked.

The cargo master nodded. “You’re right. It exploded outward. The emergency evac system kicked in and blew the cover.”

Dash frowned. “Was it triggered by the attack?”

Mel shrugged, his expression wary. “It shouldn’t have been.” He hesitated, then added, “There are four explosive clamps in the evac system—one at each corner of the portal. They’re supposed to fire off simultaneously to blow the hatch in case there’s a need to jettison the cargo. One of them was already damaged—someone set a small charge on it. That was the damage you saw to the top left clamp. I suspect that’s what triggered the other clamps.”

“You told Javul yet?”

“Not yet.”

“She needs to know.”

But Javul was nowhere to be found and no one had any idea where she’d gone—including Spike, which Dash thought was awfully peculiar.

By the time he’d scoured the ship from stem to stern, he was getting a really bad feeling about the whole situation. Finding that Mel had conscripted Leebo to help evacuate the cargo hold in advance of repairs, Dash went in search of Eaden. He found the Nautolan meditating in their quarters—meditation being a rather inexact term, Dash thought, for the surreal position his partner was in when he entered the suite.

Eaden was seated cross-legged … fifteen centimeters from the floor. His only support was the arm that extended down within the confines of his crossed legs so that he balanced on the palm of one hand. Dash stopped just inside the door and stared. Then he fidgeted. Then he cleared his throat.

Eaden half opened one maroon eye, then closed it again. While Dash watched, the teräs käsi master uncoiled from his cross-legged position—still supported by that single hand—until his body was stretched out horizontal to the floor. Then he moved sinuously into a full handstand from which he flipped himself upright with the grace of a predator hunting prey.

“What was that?” Dash asked.

“What was what?”

Dash gestured at the spot Eaden had occupied moments before. “That … what you did just then. Is that teräs käsi stuff?”

“Teräs käsi … stuff?”

“Okay, moves. Were those teräs käsi moves? I mean, I’ve seen you practice forms before, but—”

“I was meditating in a posture known as Sleeping Krayt, so named for the krayt dragon that is native to this world. I then performed the Leaping Veermok.”

“Whoa. Doesn’t your arm hurt? I mean, my arm hurts just from watching you.”

“My arm does not hurt,” Eaden said. “You wanted something?”

“Huh? Oh—yeah.” Dash shook himself. “She’s disappeared again. Javul. I want to find her before she does something stupid.”

“More so than she has already?”

Remembering Javul’s excursion on Rodia, Dash had to admit that was a tough act to follow.

“I figure we’ll check Chalmun’s first,” Dash said as they strode along the dusty avenue toward Kerner Plaza. “Since that’s where we met her originally, she might’ve gone there to see if she could come up with a backup plan. If not, someone there might’ve seen her.” Eaden didn’t reply, but his head-tentacles, to Dash at least, seemed on high alert. Dash kept looking about as they walked, but he didn’t see any sign of Javul on the way to the cantina. Once inside the crowded main room, Dash blinked to banish the lingering glare of the twin suns. Eaden, who wore his moisture suit with its protective goggles, was not similarly affected. He made his way immediately to the bar and engaged the bartender in a brief conversation. Dash reached him as he turned from the counter.

“She is here,” Eaden said. He tilted his head toward the rearmost booth.

Dash let out a whoosh of air. “Thank … whatever deity is in charge of protection from lame-brain moves. Let’s go.”

He led the way to the booth where, not that long ago, they had first met Javul Charn and her spiky sidekick. He was prepping himself for what he would say to her—something about having a death wish maybe, or asking if her contingency plan included getting herself killed. Should he glare at her, or appear nonchalant?

He stepped into the booth’s narrow entrance, swiftly deciding on wry condescension. “Is this your idea of coming up with a contingency plan?” he said, then nearly choked. “You!”

Han Solo spread his hands in an expressive gesture of bemusement. “Yeah, me.” He put a hand to his ear. “What’s that you say? ‘Thanks, Han, for getting my lousy cargo to Nal Hutta’? No problem, old buddy. I mean, there’s a palace insurrection going on there or something—I sure wouldn’t know—and I don’t think Jabba was even onworld. Which meant I had to dump the whole load on the open market on Nar Shaddaa. ‘How’d you do, Han?’ I did pretty well, thanks. Got more for the load than I expected, given the circumstances. But here I am, all in one piece—thanks for caring—and your share of the credits is already in your account. It’s not much, but it’s better than what you had when you rolled in.”

Dash sputtered for a moment, then looked at Javul. She was attempting, with little success, to hide a grin.

“Yes,” she said.

“Yes what?”

“This is my idea of coming up with a contingency plan. In fact, you’re looking at my contingency plan: Captain Solo is going to take us to Christophsis—and beyond, if necessary.”


FIFTEEN

“I QUIT.”

Javul and Han stared at Dash. Her expression was incredulous; Han rolled his eyes. Actually rolled his eyes.

“You’re kidding,” said Javul. “Dash, I need you more now than ever.”

“Oh, really? And why is that? You’ve got Old Hotshot here. What do you need with me?”

“Old Hotshot here is going to be piloting the ship. I still need a security chief.”

“Yeah,” said Solo, with that annoying slow grin. “And I need a copilot and navigator. And Chewie’s still on Kashyyyk—won’t be back on Tatooine for at least two weeks.”

Dash’s face suffused with heat. “Me? You want me to be your navigator? When Mustafar freezes over.”

“Actually, I was thinking of Eaden. I hear he’s a pretty good second in command.”

“You lame-brained, arrogant son-of-a-spavined-nerf—”

Javul reached up and caught Dash’s wrist. “Dash, please. I really do need you. I’m scared, okay? Really and truly scared.”

He shook her hand from his arm. “I’ll see you back at the ship. We can discuss this later.” He glared at Han. “When do you leave?”

“As soon as your crew can get the cargo moved over to the Falcon. I’ll go to the bay now and open up the passenger quarters. Air ’em out. It’s been a while since the old girl had guests.”

“Fine,” Dash said and left. Behind him he heard Han ask Eaden, “So, you ever pilot a YT-1300? Of course the Falcon’s nothing like a stock model.”

“I doubt there will be a problem.”

Dash had cleared his belongings from his quarters on the Nova’s Heart by the time Javul returned to the ship. He was going to move them back to the Outrider, he told himself. Figure out some way to have Kerlew finish the repairs. Maybe there was enough credit in his account to at least make her spaceworthy. Then some weird little voice in his head started nattering that he really ought to just stuff his ego and haul his body over to the Falcon’s berth in Docking Bay 94. Javul was in danger—he knew that more now than ever. There was no way that air lock blew out without inside help. She had to know that, at least, before he left …

If he left.

“Don’t quit on me, please, Dash,” she said when she found him glaring out of his window into the docking bay.

He didn’t respond. Just kept glaring out the window.

She sighed heavily. “What’ll it take for you to stay?”

He turned to face her, took a step forward—and nearly tripped over the MSE droid that Leebo had claimed as a pet. It was busily vacuuming the carpet.

That was the straw that broke the bantha’s back, as far as Dash was concerned. He kicked the tiny cleaning unit across the length of his quarters. Mousie landed on its side, righted itself, and fled a short distance before it cowered between Leebo’s legs, the droid having entered just in time to see what had happened. “Hey!” he said indignantly. “Pick on someone your own size!”

“Suits me,” said Dash, who had crossed the small chamber by the time Leebo finished his challenge. Before the droid could react, Dash reached out and flicked Leebo’s master control switch to OFF. The droid drooped like a marionette whose strings had been lasered.

Dash, anger momentarily quelled, looked at Javul, who raised an eyebrow at him.

“Leebo’s right, you know. You really ought to pick on someone closer to your own size.”

“Like you, maybe? Level with me, Javul. What’s really going on with your ex?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“This is not just good love gone bad, is it? And it’s not just that you kept some of his toys—at least, I assume the Heart was his property at one time.”

“Actually, no. The Heart belonged to someone else with reasons for escape routes and secret hiding places.”

“But—?”

She bit her lip. “Okay. All right. I’ll … it’s like this. When I left Hitch he was angry, sure, and threatened and pleaded—mostly threatened—to try to get me back. When I refused, he made a show of cutting off contact with me, but then I discovered he was still hiding his illicit goods in my gear. Like I said: drugs, weapons, illegal tech … and people.”

“Wait … this kept happening after you parted company? You told me he tried to use your tour but—”

“He succeeded. I told you before: the dead ambassador wasn’t the last supposed stowaway we had, nor was he the only sort of cargo Kris snuck onto the Heart. We found all sorts of ‘items’ among our gear. When we found them in time, we left them in the loading bay or ‘liberated’ them. We didn’t always find them in time. He actually managed to get a few people through alive—mostly.”

“What sort of people?”

“Some of them were the victims of turf wars between Hitch and his fellow Vigos; some of them were criminals on the run; some of them were political abductees. And honestly, I’m pretty sure Kris wasn’t the only one with access to my ship and cargo.”

Chilled, Dash asked, “What makes you say that?”

“The ones that didn’t make it. Like that ambassador. I don’t think his death was accidental.”

The ones that didn’t make it? “How many bodies are we talking about?” Dash asked.

“Three … that we found. All supposedly suffocated.” She crossed her arms over her chest as if she were cold.

“So what did you do?”

“What I told you before. I went to the Imperial Security Bureau. They raided my ship, confiscated things and people, and …” She hesitated, took a deep breath. “They made some arrests within Black Sun that netted several lieutenants in the central organization and came oh-so-close to Kris himself. My tours have gone off without a hitch ever since.”

“Until now,” Dash noted. “And I admire how you were able to use that pun with a straight face. So you didn’t just embarrass old Hitch and lose him a courier vessel; you almost got him fried.”

“I did.”

“And you put a hole in Black Sun’s operations.”

“I did that, too.”

“So this is revenge for Kris.”

“Of the worst kind, Dash. He’s basically giving me two choices: come back into the fold and be a good little soldier—or die. He doesn’t just want my ship. He wants me.”

“And it’s payback for messing with Black Sun, too, isn’t it?”

She looked so lost for a moment, he almost put his arms around her. Instead he put his hands on his hips, hoping he looked intimidating. “Admit it, Javul. It’s not just Hitch Kris who’s after you, is it? It’s Black Sun itself. It’s Prince Xizor.”

She lowered her eyes, folded her arms across her breasts, and nodded.

“Okay. So you’ve told me what I wanted to know. Now I’ll tell you what I know. I know that the cargo hold air lock blew out from the inside.”

Her face paled and she sat down on the edge of a table. “The—the emergency jettison system?”

“Mel thinks it was triggered.”

She swallowed, peering up at him through her lashes. “By what?”

“The attack may have damaged it, but someone wanted to make sure it blew. Someone aboard the Nova’s Heart. Looks like someone may have planted a small charge in one of the four outer hatch fail-safe mechanisms. Whether it was blown from inside or triggered by the laserfire doesn’t really matter. Either way—”

“Either way someone has access to my ship—either a stowaway or a mole among my crew.” She glanced up at him, eyes glittering. “The cargo. If we move it to Han’s ship—”

Han already, was it? “I’m one step ahead of you. Mel and Oto are checking every crate as it leaves the hold. And you said it yourself—it’s not just Hitch who’s had access to the Nova’s Heart.”

“Yeah,” she whispered. “I get that.”

After a beat, he asked, “Have you thought about who’s coming with us on the Falcon?”

She hit him with a dazzling smile that was so unexpected, his pulse kicked up a notch. “Us? Does that mean you’re still my security chief?”

“Yeah, I’m still your security chief. Who’s coming along for the ride?”

“Mel, Nik, Dara, you, Eaden, and Leebo. Mel will bring Oto and a few of the cargo droids, of course. Everyone else can go with Nova’s Heart.”

He looked at her with growing admiration. She really had thought this through. She had the crew she needed and a decent chance of leaving the mole behind on her own ship. He wondered if there was any chance of figuring out who that mole was before the Heart was spaceworthy.

“I’m going to go help Mel and Oto,” he said. “I’ll bring Leebo along.” He reactivated the droid.

Leebo straightened up, optics brightening. “Had enough?” he asked.

“Come on,” Dash said, and strode from the room.

Leebo clambered to his feet, servos whining. “Humans,” he said to Javul, “fight dirty.” He followed Dash, the MSE unit scuttling along behind him.

They lifted from Tatooine as soon as the gear was stowed safely. Mel grumbled about the unfamiliar dimensions and arrangement of the Falcon’s holds and, after checking every centimeter of each compartment with Dash and Nik at his side, he went off to talk to Javul, who was settling into her quarters on the lower deck.

With Eaden up in the cockpit with Han, and Leebo at a computer terminal “getting acquainted” with the ship and her various modifications, Dash found himself alone with Oto. It was as good a time as any to probe, he figured.

“So tell me, Oto, how long have you been touring with Charn?”

“Three standard years, sir,” said the droid, ticking off items on the manifest Mel had put him in charge of.

“And before that?”

“I have been attached to Mistress Charn’s service since she purchased Nova’s Heart.”

“Yeah? What about your boss, Melikan. He always been with the tour?”

“No, sir. Yanus Melikan was previously with another vessel.”

“Yeah? Merchant or Imperial?”

“Merchant, sir.”

He’d have to check that out. “What about Nik?”

The droid made a faint clicking sound that in Leebo, Dash would have read as a sigh. “What about Nik, sir?”

“Where’d you pick him up?”

“He joined the crew about a year ago. Cargo Master Melikan took him on.”

Dash thought about that. “He seems kind of young for an apprentice. Still in school—doesn’t he have any parents?”

“I believe he is an orphan. I have no further knowledge of the young man.”

“I—uh—found him doing his homework really late one night in Mel’s office. He do that often?”

“Quite often.” Oto’s flat mechanical voice somehow conveyed disdain. “He is likely to procrastinate.”

“Mel likes him, though.”

The droid didn’t answer.

“Mel seems like a good guy. Steady, reliable, predictable. Is he?”

Oto made the clicking sound again. “I am unable to determine if he is a good guy. However, I would say that he is steady and reliable.”

“Not predictable?” Dash jumped on the omission. “Does he do … unexpected things sometimes?”

“He occasionally makes requests for which I do not see a rationale.”

“Yeah? Such as …”

The droid looked at him blankly.

Blasted mechanicals. Sometimes you had to lead them by their tin noses. “Nik once told me that Melikan tells him not to notice things. Does he ever tell you not to notice things?”

“He occasionally requests that I do not take note of certain comings and goings.”

“Like when Javul leaves the ship in disguise?”

The droid’s optics blinked. “I would not have noticed, sir.”

No, he wouldn’t have, having received a direct order not to. “What else might you not have noticed?”

Click. “If I have not noticed something, sir, how would I know what it was that I have not noticed?”

With the beginnings of a headache, Dash wandered to the crew’s quarters, turning the conversation over in his head. Yanus Melikan was in the picture-perfect position to wreak all sorts of havoc on the ship. Could it possibly be coincidence that several of the episodes had involved the hold or its contents? Mel had an apprentice who was young and loyal and a droid who was—well, a droid—and he was close to Javul.

Dash stopped on that thought, spinning it on various mental axes as he went to the galley and poured himself a cup of caf. He sipped it, wrinkling his nose. Wretched brew. No more than he’d expect of Solo’s bucket of bolts. He took the caf to the single table in the middle of the common area and sat down. Blowing steam off the top of the cup, he tried to work out the logistics of Mel’s guilt or innocence in the string of sabotage.

The cargo master was in an almost unassailable position when it came to Javul. She trusted him and he protected her peculiar “comings and goings”—perhaps for his own purposes?

And here, both logic and logistics broke down. Mel was close to Javul. So close that if he was working for someone who wanted her dead, she’d be dead. What did that mean? Did it mean that Mel was guilty only of being very protective of his employer, or did it mean that he was the mole but whoever was pulling his strings didn’t really want Javul dead? They just wanted it to look like they wanted her dead.

“Why would they want it to look like they wanted her dead?” he murmured.

“Herding the nerfs, I would imagine.”

Dash shook hot caf from his hand and glared at Eaden, who leaned in the hatchway of the crew’s commons observing him. “Never sneak up on a guy like that. You could get yourself shot.”

“How so? You didn’t even sense my presence.”

“I was thinking.”

“You were also talking to yourself. Neither bodes well for your sanity.”

“Stow it. What do you mean by herding the nerfs?”

Eaden shrugged and moved to the beverage server to pour himself a cup of some weird-smelling tea. “Just what has been suggested before: that it is not Javul Charn’s death that is desired, but the modification of her behavior.”

“That’d be true if we were just talking about a jealous boyfriend, but we’re not. She admitted to me that it’s a lot more serious than that.” He leaned across the table toward his friend. “She’s in hot lava with all of Black Sun. Apparently her attempts to get shed of Kris caused her to go to the ISB and, in turn, brought down several of Xizor’s Vigos. You know how much Xizor hates the Imperials.”

“With as good a reason as you have for hating Black Sun.”

It was a quiet remark, delivered in a gentle voice, but it struck Dash all the way to the core. He would not feel this. He would not let his own entanglement with Black Sun make him crazy. He’d controlled the impulse to strike out at Hitch Kris just for breathing the same air; he’d intended to control the impulse to take on Prince Xizor, but …

“It’s not the same thing. My family was no threat to anyone. We were just … in Xizor’s way.”

“His family was no threat to the Empire. They just happened to be too close to Vader’s ill-fated bioweapons lab. You might say his family died of hubris and stupidity.”

“Yeah? And what would you say mine died of? Greed?”

Eaden was silent for a moment, then said: “You think Xizor is involved with our current situation?”

“I can smell him on this, Eaden. Look, what if it’s like this—what if there are two parties involved here? Two motives?”

“Involved in the sabotage?”

“Yeah. Because it doesn’t make sense to me any other way. You’re right—it seems as if someone is trying to herd the nerf back into line. But some of these incidents could have caused real harm. What if there are two different agendas at work here? What if Kris wants Javul back, but someone else wants her dead? What if there are two saboteurs?”

Eaden considered that, his prehensile tresses eerily still. “If that someone is Prince Xizor,” he said, “then you may find yourself in his way again.”

“I wasn’t in his way before,” Dash growled. “I was collateral damage. He was after RenTrans. I just got taken down by shrapnel. He doesn’t give a womp rat’s ass about me personally.”

Which, odd as it seemed to him at the moment, galled. It would have been somehow comforting to be able to say that he was a personal enemy of Prince Xizor—that the Black Sun Underlord hated him. In reality, the Falleen didn’t even know that he existed, much less care. The Rendars had served their purpose. His brother’s ship had been sabotaged and used to destroy Imperial property, which in turn had ruined the family and put their business on the auction block for Xizor to scoop up. Just a day in the life of a Vigo.

“Perhaps we should walk away from this, Dash,” said Eaden. “If Javul Charn is going to come into direct conflict with Prince Xizor, it might be best if you were not in her immediate vicinity to become collateral damage yet again.”

Walk away? The thought sat heavily in his gut for a moment until he rooted it out. “I don’t walk away, Eaden. Especially when someone else is counting on me to stay in the game.”

“This is not a game.”

Dash glanced up at the Nautolan sharply. “You pickin’ up something? Y’know …” He made a circular motion indicating the ether.

Eaden frowned. Or at least his face did something as close to a frown as a Nautolan face could perform. “I am … uneasy,” he admitted.

“Why?”

“Uncertain. There is a pattern to events I have not yet recognized, but do not like.”

“Uncertain,” repeated Dash. “I’m really beginning to hate that word. I’m uncertain myself—uncertain about who’s doing what to whom.” He filled Eaden in then, on his thoughts about Mel’s possible involvement. “I mean, think of it: He’s in a perfect position to plant explosives, sneak things into containers, allow access to the ship. But he clearly can’t be the one who wants Javul dead or she’d already be that way. In fact, he may be protecting her after a fashion—maybe even on Kris’s behalf. Who knows?”

“A tangled scenario. And our most recent sabotage?”

“I don’t know. It could have been catastrophic, I suppose. But then Mel’s the one who told me that.”

“What would be his motive for such sabotage?”

Dash leaned back in his chair and stared at the bulkhead above him. “Well, let’s catalog the effects it had on the tour. We had to either repair the ship or hire a new one; we’ve had to lose most of the crew, which may mean Javul is more vulnerable—or less, depending; we went to Tatooine.”

The Nautolan cocked his head. “Why Tatooine?”

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out.”

“You’re not entertaining the idea that Han Solo—”

“No. Han can be a jerk at times, but he’s honorable. He wouldn’t deal with Black Sun. Not even if you tied him to the Falcon’s plasma vent and threatened to take off.”

“Then …”

“Isn’t it obvious? If we’d gone directly to Christophsis, we’d have stayed with the other ship and the entourage. This way, Javul gets cut out from the rest of the nerfs. This way, we’re on our own.”
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DASH WAS NERVOUS. NO, NOT NERVOUS—HE NEVER GOT nervous, he told himself. He was on edge. Waiting.

He hated waiting. He was really and truly bad at it, and right now it was all he could do. Mostly, his waiting took the form of wandering the ship, poking his nose everywhere, and staying close to Javul. The latter was no big hardship, but it did put him in the crossfire between Han Solo—who was trying to make time with the lovely holostar—and Spike, who was running interference against both of them. Thank the stars Han was usually engaged in the cockpit.

Dash felt lucky to finally get Javul alone at roughly the midpoint of their voyage to Christophsis. Han had created a little guest lounge in a storage compartment between his quarters and the cabin Javul shared with Spike. Dash found Javul there, frowningly studying a datapad … or maybe just reading a book or watching a vid. She shut the little machine off when he entered the room and smiled up at him.

“How’s my shadow?” she asked brightly.

He stopped just short of sitting down at the small makeshift table Han had fashioned out of a cylindrical container and an emergency hatch cover and stared at her. “Your shadow?”

“You haven’t talked to me much, but I know you’re there. Following, watching—”

“You make it sound creepy.”

“No, it’s nice. Makes me feel safe. It’s been a long time since I’ve felt safe.”

You’re not safe, he wanted to tell her. You may have brought the mole with us. Should he tell her that? He used the act of pulling over a chair to sit in to cover his deliberations.

I should tell her.

No, I shouldn’t. It would just scare her needlessly.

Yes, I should. I don’t want her to relax too much, become complacent.

“Well, are you gonna tell me?” she asked when he’d gotten himself settled.

He glanced at her sharply. Her eyes were mischievous. “What?”

“That little argument you were just having with yourself. You gonna tell me what it was about?”

Was he that transparent?

“It was about how much to tell you.”

She raised an eyebrow. “About …”

“When we did this—split up the tour—I’m pretty sure you were thinking that maybe we’d left the spy behind. Am I right?”

She made a wry face and bit her lip. “Yeah. The thought had crossed my mind.”

“I’m not sure we’ve done that. And I’m not sure the attack on the Nova’s Heart wasn’t purposeful.”

She looked at him oddly. “Of course it was purposeful. Someone wanted to damage the ship.”

“Or someone wanted to drive you back to Tatooine and/or separate you from the rest of your entourage.”

“Who?”

He hesitated. This wasn’t going to be pleasant. “How well do you know Yanus Melikan?”

She stared at him, her eyes wide. After a long moment of silence, she laughed. Normally, the happy trill would have mesmerized him. Now it grated.

“Mel? You think I should distrust Mel? Why?”

“Because he’s been the one person in a position to figure in just about every one of your little incidents—most especially this last one. He’s the master of that hold,” he added as she screwed up her face in denial. “He knows everything that goes in and everything that comes out. And he routinely tells Nik and Oto not to notice things.”

“You mean my little field trips? He only does what I’ve asked him to do so that I have some privacy.”

“Are you sure?”

Before she could answer, Han Solo stepped through the hatch into the chamber, a crooked grin on his face.

“Am I interrupting anything?” he asked, glancing between the two seated at the table.

“Would you care if you were?” asked Dash in return.

Han grinned unrepentantly. “Nope.”

“Shouldn’t you be up in the cockpit steering this crate, Captain Solo?”

“Shouldn’t you be checking shipping crates or something … Security Chief Rendar?”

“I’ve checked them, thanks.”

Han shook his head, moving farther into the room. “Oh, but you can never be sure about these things, Dash, old buddy. I mean, you can’t be watching all the holds all the time.”

“I’ve got a maintenance droid posted at every entrance.”

“Droids? Man, you’ll be up a wormhole without a hyperdrive if your saboteur knows how to fool a droid. Which doesn’t exactly take a degree in Neural-Net Psych One-Oh-One.”

He had a point. A good point. One Dash hadn’t even considered.

“It’s about time for my rounds anyway.” He rose and gestured at his chair. “All yours, Han, old buddy.”

Han smiled and took the chair.

“Dash?”

He turned back at the sound of Javul’s voice.

“I’m sure,” she said.

He hesitated a moment, trying to remember where they’d left their conversation when Han had strolled in. He’d asked if she was sure she could trust Mel. In the moment their eyes had met, he thought he’d read doubt in hers.

“I’m gonna go check the holds again anyway,” he said.

He checked in with Leebo and Oto first—asked them to examine the droids he’d posted outside the various holds, dividing the duty between the two of them.

“And what exactly is it I’m supposed to be checking for?” asked Leebo. “Oto’s got an uplink to all of them and they haven’t so much as peeped.”

“Find out if they recorded any peculiar comings and goings.”

“Peculiar comings and goings? Oh, now there’s a real clear description. What d’you think, Oto? You think the droids will understand what we mean by peculiar comings and goings?”

“I am uncertain how to respond to that, LE-BO2D9. I have no internal description of what constitutes peculiar comings and goings.”

Leebo swiveled his head toward Dash. “There, you see? Clear as mud. Care to try again?”

Dash blinked at the droid. Tried to remember that it really wasn’t being a smart-mouth—it was the programmed personality. This was just a request for more information; Leebo’s way of saying Please specify. He took a deep breath.

“Inquire as to whether the droids have observed anyone—and I do mean anyone—entering the holds or tampering with the containers, or with the droids themselves, in any way.”

Leebo tilted his head sideways. “There, now. Was that so hard?” He started to turn away.

“Wait.” Dash tapped him on one metal shoulder. “Ask if anyone even approached them. I mean, there’s a chance maybe someone messed with the droids’ memory. Did something to the containers then wiped their record of it.”

Oto made a hostile-sounding clicking noise. “Such reprogramming would require that Cargo Master Melikan was the aforementioned someone. Likewise, if they were instructed not to notice something, the cargo master would have had to deliver the instruction.”

“Ask,” Dash insisted. “That’s an order. I want to know if anyone so much as breathed on those droids.”

“Breathed on them, sir? Do you wish me to inquire—”

“It’s a figure of speech. Just ask if anyone attempted to enter the cargo holds. Or, in fact, did enter. Or approached the droids. Got that?”

“Yeah, we got it,” said Leebo, sounding annoyed. “We’re not a couple of food service units here, you know.”

“I was trying to be precise. The last thing I need is for someone to plant a bomb in one of the cargo bays and not find out about it until it goes off because I failed to ask the right question.”

He left the two droids to their task—Oto blessedly silent and Leebo lauding the virtues of “sensible programmed persons.” He made a quick tour of the ship, ascertaining where everyone was. Mel was asleep in the quarters he shared with Nik—a makeshift berth in a corner of the forward hold; Nik was doing his schoolwork; Spike was up in the cockpit pestering Eaden—and of course he knew exactly where Han and Javul were.

That done, he started on the holds, beginning with the main hold on the port side. He determined that Leebo had been here already asking a series of questions. No one else had come except, of course, himself. He went into the hold anyway and prowled around the containers, looking for anything that seemed amiss. He found nothing. The droid he’d stationed in the loading bay between the forward and number two holds gave the same report, as did the one in hold number three.

Dash wondered if it was even worth his while to go into the number three hold. He sighed and checked his chrono. If he’d done his time estimation right, they’d be coming out of hyperspace fairly soon to make a course adjustment. He should have just enough time to do a quick walk-through.

He slipped into the hold and closed the hatch behind him. Everything looked completely normal. The number three hold—actually the freight cargo chamber, located immediately behind the Falcon’s huge electromagnetic mandibles—was a pretty good-sized space. He made his way through it carefully, peeking into crevices between containers, rapping on the individual boxes, checking the floor, the ceiling, the blinking access panels. He stifled a yawn.

Who would do this kind of work full-time?

He wasn’t sure whether he should be in awe of Mel or feel sorry for him.

He was just going to check the environmental control panel by the cargo bay door when the ship shuddered. He felt a moment of vertigo as it dropped out of hyperspace. That was pretty much as he expected. What he didn’t expect was that the cargo bay grav-plate stopped working at precisely the same moment. Dash’s feet left the deck and the suddenly airborne contents of the bay were in frantic motion. Dash tumbled among them, out of control.

He was no stranger to zero-g. He’d trained in zero-gravity at the Academy and had experienced any number of weightless situations on EVAs. But on none of those occasions had he had to dodge large, inimical objects. The only fortunate aspect of the situation was that he was headed toward the control panel by the door. He reached it too quickly, colliding painfully with the bulkhead and rebounding into the path of a large cylindrical container. He flailed, thrust out his hands, and pushed away from it, sending it toward the ceiling in a slow spin.

Good news: he rebounded again.

Bad news: he rebounded toward the deck.

He bounced on his hands and knees, struggled to pull his feet under him, to gain some altitude before the grav-plate snapped back on … with all that stuff careening around overhead. The toes of his boots slid on the textured metal of the decking, just barely allowing him enough purchase to push off toward the hatch again. Unfortunately, he also thrust himself upward, which put him directly beneath the cylinder he’d banked off a moment before.

It was rotating lazily, its metal fittings glinting in the now dim light of the bay. But—wonder of wonders—it was rotating in just the right direction. Dash lowered his head and let it catch the back of his jacket. It gave him an ungentle shove forward and down. He sailed toward the control panel, this time having the time and presence of mind to put out his hands to grasp the hatch frame and buffer the collision. His right hand met the bulkhead, palm flat, fingers splayed. He allowed his arm to bend, using his left hand to grab the hatch frame. He was secure … for the moment. Hopefully, a moment was all he needed.

He found the grav controls and started to manipulate them, then stopped in confusion. According to the readout on the panel, the plate was still engaged and set to standard Corellian gravity. He grasped the slider anyway and started to pull it downward to increase the gravity. Some sense stopped him. If he turned the gravity up and it kicked back in, some of those crates could do serious damage to the ship … and to him. He glanced up at the clutter of smaller crates that were collecting above him. He pushed the slider full up to zero-g, then started to bring it slowly back down—to absolutely no effect.

Oh, fine then.

He hit the hatch control. The brightly lit indicators that showed it to be operational lied; the hatch stayed closed.

Dash took a deep breath, took his right hand off the panel, and reached slowly for his comlink. The ship braked suddenly and made a sharp starboard turn. This was when he learned the local inertial field dampers were off as well; all the floating junk in the cargo bay collided high on the port wall of the hold.

The ship dipped and ducked again, this time to port. The containers, hanging in zero-g, stayed put until the starboard bulkhead moved to connect with them. They flew outward from that more violent impact. A loose glow rod someone had left somewhere they shouldn’t have hurtled past Dash’s head and careened off the inner bulkhead.

He brought the comlink to his mouth and thumbed it on.

“Eaden—Dash. You got gravity out there?”

There was a long enough silence that Dash began to fear that there was something screwy elsewhere in the ship as well; then Eaden’s voice came back to him sounding slightly puzzled: “What do you mean—out there?”

“In the cockpit. In the rest of the ship! Is there gravity where you are?”

“Yes. There is not gravity where you are?”

“No. I’m in the number three hold. The plate’s gone down and the hatch won’t open. There are some very large objects floating around over my head, Eaden, and I’d really like them not to suddenly come plummeting down.”

The ship juked again and those very large objects reacted. Dash gave a yelp of pure, cold fear and shouted, “I need out, Ead! I need out now!”

He heard a hurried discussion, recognizing Han’s voice—raised in annoyance or excitement—then Eaden came back on.

“We’re going to brake, Dash. As gently as possible, considering that we are in rather tight quarters. We are approaching an asteroid field.”

“Cancel that,” said Han in the background. “I’m gonna land on that big guy over there. Give the hold a bit of gravity.”

“I don’t want gravity!” shrieked Dash, his eyes going to the cylinder now moving inexorably toward him. “I want out!”

“Relax,” said Han. “I know what I’m doing.”

“What?” yelled Dash. “What are you doing? Eaden? What’s he—”

“He is maneuvering, Dash. I’m on my way to you.”

“But what—?”

The ship performed some sort of fluttering maneuver, and the stuff in the cargo bay banked off several bulkheads at once. A second later it all bobbed downward under the effect of a small gravity field. With every ounce of strength in his left arm, Dash yanked himself sideways into the hatch access, spinning so that his back was to the door. It was only half a meter deep, but it was all the cover the hold offered.

He’d just barely hauled himself into the meager alcove when the ship stopped moving, the grav-plate came back on, and the containers slammed to the floor with a sound like the shot of a laser cannon. The cylindrical container—a good two meters in length and as wide as Dash was tall—had bounced off the floor and was rolling toward him, one end angling into the hatchway where he stood. He pressed himself back against the hatch.

“Eaden!”

The hatch behind him opened, spilling him onto the deck beyond, then slapped shut again—an act punctuated by a bone-jarring thud of the container rolling against it. Dash lay on the deck panting, his heart rocketing around in his chest.

Eaden offered him a hand up. “What happened?”

“The chamber gravity failed when we dropped out of hyperspace. And if your next question is if I think this was an accident, the answer is no.” He turned, then, on the solitary cargo droid he’d left posted to guard the hold. “Did you allow anyone else access to this hold?” he demanded.

“Negative,” the droid responded curtly.

“Negative,” Dash repeated, adrenaline pushing his temper higher. “Look, you bucket of mismatched bolts—”

Eaden’s hand came down on his shoulder. “As I have previously noted, verbally bludgeoning a droid is a futile gesture. I suggest we check the other cargo bays.”

Dash nodded. They made their way forward to cargo bay number two and opened the hatch. Every container was in its place. The main hold and belowdecks compartments were similarly untouched.

Dash turned from the orderly stacks of equipment to meet Eaden’s gaze. “Well, this is special.”

The Nautolan blinked slowly. “You have a talent for understatement.”


SEVENTEEN

WITH THE MILLENNIUM FALCON PARKED ON THE pocked surface of a large asteroid, Dash gathered everyone in the crew’s commons. Except for Leebo, everyone looked grim. The sudden loss of gravity in the cargo bay seemed clearly to be sabotage. The questions now were: when had it been done, how, and by whom?

Leebo was able to answer the second question through the simple expedient of uplinking with the Falcon’s system and tracking down the anomaly. It was indeed in the artificial gravity system, but not at the control panel in the affected cargo bay. It was in a circuitry box in the engineering station off the main hold, which meant …

“Anybody could have messed with it,” muttered Dash.

“Anybody, of necessity, being one of us.” The quiet observation came from Mel.

Dash turned to look at the group gathered around the table in the crew’s commons. Mel, Nik, Javul, and Spike. Eaden leaned against the aft bunks looking inscrutable, his tresses subtly sniffing the air. Leebo stood next to him. Han lounged in the doorway, mostly watching Javul.

“Either that or we’ve got a stowaway,” said Spike.

“I can’t say that’s impossible, but it’s highly improbable,” argued Mel. “We checked the contents of every single container before we put it aboard.”

“I suppose someone could have snuck aboard while we were doing preflight prep,” said Dash. “Run up the landing ramp as it was being raised or climbed up one of the landing struts.”

“Is that likely?” asked Javul.

Han made a rude noise and straightened from the doorway. “It’s impossible. There’s no way anybody could sneak aboard this ship without me knowing it.”

Dash found himself wishing ardently that that was a big fat exaggeration and that they did have a stowaway, because the alternative was thoroughly unpleasant to contemplate. He scanned their faces again—Spike, Mel, Nik. He didn’t know either the Farlion woman or Melikan nearly as well as Javul did—or thought she did. And Mel’s access to the equipment and his look-the-other-way policies made him an especially likely suspect. But if Mel was working for Hitch Kris, then logically he was only responsible for what was annoying and inconvenient, not what was potentially fatal.

Until now.

And this last nastiness had been aimed at Dash, not Javul Charn.

Dash felt a little niggle of something like pride at the thought. Apparently, someone felt he was getting too close to discovering them and had decided to take him out of the picture. One of the people in this room was probably disappointed right now. He just needed to figure out which one.

Nik? He balked at suspecting the Sullustan. He was just a kid. Still, even a kid could be coerced or coaxed into doing heinous things if the incentives were right.

Leebo uttered a soft bleep. “Pardon me for interrupting and all that, but this particular sabotage didn’t require the saboteur to stay on board. The grav-plate and the panel controls were impeded by an itty-bitty damper in the hold’s power bus where it was routed through the engineering terminal. The damper was set to detect state changes in the hyperdrive, so it kicked in when we dropped out of hyperspace and let only the minimum of power through.”

Dash nodded. “To keep from triggering the system alarms.”

“That’s what I’m thinking,” said Leebo. “But here’s the deal, boss—if that trap was set up before we even left Tatooine, then it’s not much of a trap, is it? How would the saboteur know anyone would be in the hold at the moment we dropped out of hyperspace?”

Dash shot the droid a narrow look. “I thought you were arguing for a hit-and-run saboteur. If the plate was meant to go belly-up while I was in the hold, then you’re saying it couldn’t have been preset.”

“I know this will be a blow to your colossal ego,” the droid retorted, “but what I’m saying is that maybe you weren’t the target.”

“Why else would someone want the containers in that particular hold to go flying and none of the others?”

“Good question. I suppose it could’ve been a coincidence.”

“I so don’t believe in coincidence.” Dash turned to Mel. “What’s in that chamber? What sort of equipment?”

The cargo master answered without pausing to think about it. “The largest pieces of the framework, the antigrav generators—primary and backup—the big holographic arrays …”

“Could the intent have been to damage them?”

Mel shrugged. “I suppose. But if any of it sustained damage—which we’d find before we used any of it again—then we’d either pull in the backup units from Deep Core, restructure the performance so as to not require that equipment, or cancel.”

Dash met the other man’s eyes in a long, challenging look. “You mean you’d find the damage. You’d tell us whether it was dire or not. Kind of like you told us what happened in the Heart’s hold during that stealth fighter attack. Or like you were the one who indirectly routed us back to Tatooine by saying we’d never make Edic Bar.”

Mel didn’t rise to the bait, but Spike did.

“Oh, for the love of—” she sputtered. “You’re completely mad, you know that? I mean, you might as well suspect me.”

“Who says I don’t?”

Javul shook her head. “I will not believe—”

Mel put his hand on her arm. “No, Javul. Dash is right to suspect me. Quite honestly, if I’d been doing my job right … most of this stuff shouldn’t have happened. I should have caught it. If I were in your shoes, Dash, I’d suspect me, too. But Dara can’t be a suspect—she’s been with Javul since the beginning.”

“Since before the beginning,” corrected Spike coldly. The glare she gave Dash would have soldered a lesser man to the deck.

Javul, meanwhile, had turned her pale gaze on Yanus Melikan, the two of them trading a long, significant look that Dash couldn’t begin to decipher. It ended when Mel dropped his gaze with a slight shake of his head. What did that mean? And what was Dash to make of that sudden wrinkling of Javul’s brow?

Whatever it meant, he still had insufficient evidence to accuse anyone—even the cargo master—of the sabotage. He turned back to Leebo.

“So you think the sabotage was in place before we left and the damper was set to fire when we dropped out of hyperspace.”

“Or went back into hyperspace. State change, remember? That much I can say for sure. What I can’t tell you is if there was a second trigger. Say, someone entering the cargo bay … or someone triggering the impedance remotely.”

“So there’s no way to know if the sabotage was aimed at a person or at the equipment,” said Dash.

“Well, I guess we won’t know that unless whoever it was is on board and tries again,” said Han. Then the expression on his face did a flip-flop that Dash would have found comical under other circumstances. “Wait—state change? We have to go back into hyperspace. What if there’s another one of those power dampers somewhere in the system? Or something worse?”

Leebo swiveled his head toward Han. “That would be bad.”

Han moved to stand face-to-faceplate with the droid. “Could you detect it?”

“Maybe. Probably, now that I know what to look for.”

Han pointed a finger at the spot between Leebo’s optics. “Then get down to the engineering console and start going through the systems. I’m gonna get us off this rock as soon as I can—which means you’d better have the systems completely checked out before we reach the far edge of this field.”

“Why don’t you ask me to teleport us to Christophsis while you’re at it?”

Han was starting to visibly seethe. “You got a problem, tin man?”

“Yeah, skin job, I got a problem. It will take us approximately three hours and forty-two minutes to cross this asteroid field, allowing for orbital fluctuations. Which is insufficient time to do more than a spot check of the ship’s systems.”

“Then split the duty with the other droid—what’s-his-name, Oto? You should be able to do it in half the time.”

“Your grasp of higher mathematics is stunning, Captain Solo,” Leebo said. “I’m sure Oto will appreciate your vote of confidence.”

Leebo left to retrieve Oto from the number three hold, managing to look stiffer than was normal for a droid. Han gave Javul a deferential and insipid bow, then went to the cockpit.

Dash, who’d watched the interchange with amusement, pulled his mind back to the matter at hand. “Javul, what would happen if your equipment was so badly damaged that you couldn’t perform on Christophsis?”

“Like Mel said: Worst case, we’d have to cancel. Best case, we’d go with a scaled-down performance. Either way, we’d have to replace or repair the equipment.”

“Which would throw you off schedule.”

“Yeah. Yeah, it would.” She was looking at her hands folded on the table—smoothing the gleaming, light-emitting fingernails she affected.

“Is that a big deal?”

“Are you kidding?” asked Spike. “We’d lose millions of credits. Ticket refunds, pay-or-play for venues we didn’t use, possibly having to rent them again for a makeup performance—if that was even possible. There’s no telling how the promoters and shareholders in the enterprise might react. Plus, it would be a public relations disaster.”

“Oh, c’mon,” Dash objected. “I’m sure you could spin it so that Javul’s adoring public would just be glad she was alive. Stealth attacks on your ship, equipment tampering, black lilies—even I can see value in that sort of publicity.”

“We have to keep to our schedule,” Javul said adamantly. “If we don’t—the saboteur wins.”

There was a measured silence, broken when Eaden said, “It appears we can’t even be certain of the motive or motives for this continued sabotage, let alone the perpetrator. Is the saboteur among us, or hiding aboard somewhere—or, having done his work, has he simply gone on his way?”

If only, Dash thought, it could be that simple.

“I saw you sniffing around over there,” he told the Nautolan later. “You get anything from the room?”

“Just a sense that almost everyone in it was concealing something.”

“Almost? Who’s not concealing something?”

“Han Solo. His attraction to Javul Charn is palpable.”

“Great. That makes me feel so much better.”


EIGHTEEN

THEY REACHED CHRISTOPHSIS WITHOUT FURTHER INCIDENT. Leebo and Oto found no more dampers or other surprises in the Millennium Falcon’s systems. Did that mean, Dash wondered, that the saboteur had been left behind on Tatooine—or that the saboteur merely wanted them to think that?

He’d asked everyone aboard—one by one—if they’d observed any other members of the Nova’s Heart crew near the Falcon’s berth on Tatooine before they lifted off. The results were inconclusive. Arruna had been there—Dash had seen that—but he’d swear she’d done nothing but fraternize with Eaden. And Dara had acknowledged that Captain Marrak had “been around.” But being “around” and getting access to the secondary engineering terminal were two different things.

Christophsis was one of Dash’s favorite ports of call, despite the fact that it was an Imperial mining hub. He liked the scenery. The entire surface of the planet was covered with huge crystals upon, within, and around which the major cities were built. He also liked the underground. He’d smuggled cargoes of raw crystals and ore out of Crystal City in the Outrider more than once. The thought made him wistful for his ship. He was beginning to wonder if he’d ever fly the old girl again.

Javul’s concert was set in an amphitheater in the capital city of Chaleydonia, otherwise known as Crystal City. There they reunited with the rest of the tour—something that made Dash’s stomach feel as if it were trying to eat itself from the inside out. He assigned Leebo and Oto to keep an eye on things, and oversaw Leebo’s reprogramming of the cargo droids to be especially aware of the actions of any sentients within range of their optics and aural units. He even ordered them to keep their olfactory detectors at maximum, and to report anything that smelled funny.

The venue was a wonderland, Dash had to admit. The entire amphitheater was constructed out of the native crystal—including the encircling fence of spires. Lit by Javul’s light show and used as a backdrop for her holograms, those spires shimmered and pulsed, reaching toward the sky and seeming, sometimes, to connect with space itself. The sense of being planetbound evaporated, leaving the audience gasping as Javul floated, flew, and walked among stars and planets, a creature of light and mist.

The performances among the soaring blue crystals were exhilarating, mesmerizing, awe inspiring—and blessedly uneventful. Dash didn’t know if that was because of the precautions he’d taken, and he didn’t care. At the end of three nights, Javul was still alive. Nothing had blown up, nothing had fallen apart, and no one had been caught where they didn’t belong. Nothing, in short, had gone wrong.

Dash wasn’t nearly as relieved as he’d hoped to be. It could just be part of the pattern—the pattern Eaden saw but couldn’t define. It could mean that one or both of their saboteurs were trying to lull them into a false sense of security. Or it could mean that they were waiting until Dash and his trusted agents were looking the other way. Or it could mean they were trying to dream up a scheme that wouldn’t point a finger right at them. Or …

Dash was fairly certain that, after a few more days of stress at this level, his brain would go nova.

The last hypothesis made the most sense, but it also raised a number of uncomfortable questions, not the least of which was: if there were two independent and different parties involved in the sabotage, why would they both lay off at the same time?

While Javul danced and sang and acted and flew her way through her performances, Dash sat down with Eaden and went through every incident they knew about. They fell into two categories—remote attacks (or at least attacks that seemed to be remote) like the one in Rodian space, and attacks that had to have come from inside, like the failure of Javul’s harness on Rodia. Dash had hoped that the potentially lethal attacks would fall to one side of the scale or the other, but his hope was in vain.

They loaded the ships to leave Christophsis immediately after the final performance. Dash wanted to take no chances by lingering. Falleen was their next stop, though Dash had tried with every tool at his disposal to get Javul to cancel the performance scheduled to take place in the planetary capital—named, with the characteristic hubris of the species, Falleen Throne.

As Han oversaw the cargo crew’s reloading of the Millennium Falcon, Dash decided to take one more shot at convincing his boss to cancel this leg of the tour. He headed for Javul’s dressing room within the opulent venue’s backstage complex. Approaching it, he heard raised voices—Javul’s and a man’s. He didn’t recognize the male voice at first, but didn’t think it was a member of the crew. He slowed his pace, made his steps on the crystalline floor slower, softer. Just short of the half-open portal, he stopped.

“… what you’re doing,” the male voice said.

“What I do is none of your affair anymore,” said Javul, in a tone that said they’d been over this point at least once already.

“I beg to differ. Anything that affects the security and economy of Black Sun is my affair.”

Kris. Had to be. Dash fought the urge to barge into the room and send the Vigo packing, but he’d probably just get himself killed. He suspected he’d learn more—and live longer—if he continued to eavesdrop.

“Anything that affects your own economy, you mean. Come on, Hitch. This thing between you and me has never been about Black Sun. It was your own sub rosa dealings you were protecting. The only time you’ve cared for anything beyond that was when Xizor leaned on you.”

“Mm. And he leaned on me, as you put it, because of you. He wanted you dead, you know. I only barely talked him out of taking out a contract on you by assuring him I could control you better.”

Javul’s laugh was a full-throated trill of apparent delight. “You can’t control me at all.”

“Can’t I?” The tone was sly, suggestive. There was a moment of profound silence during which Dash wished he could suddenly be granted X-ray vision. He moved a little closer to the half-open portal, in an agony of suspense.

“I assume,” Javul said at last, “that you’re talking about your little sneak attacks and sabotage.”

“They’ve had their effect.”

“But not the effect you wanted, I’d guess.”

“And what effect is that?”

“I’m still alive. That’s got to be a huge disappointment.”

When Kris spoke again, his voice was subtly changed. Darker somehow, and with an undercurrent of strong emotion. “No, Alai, never that. I would never want you dead. As little as you believe it, I still love you. Still have hope of getting you back. Yes, it’s slender, but it’s hope nonetheless. Yet it’s futile if you make yourself the target of forces I can’t control.”

Dash heard Javul move restively. He crept forward a bit farther and saw her take a seat on the edge of her long, low vanity console. He could just see Kris’s right side. The big Mandalorian stood with his back to the door, his right hand clenched into a tight fist. So much for the calm, cool underworld Vigo. This guy obviously had some serious impulse control issues.

“I got a full report on what happened before your performance on Rodia. You were very nearly killed.”

“And you’re trying to tell me that wasn’t your intent?”

Kris took a step toward her, his fist still at his side, but working now, clenching and unclenching like the beat of the Vigo’s heart—if he had one. “I told you, Alai. That wasn’t me. Wasn’t my work. Wasn’t my intent. The power outage, yes, that was me. And yes, I meant to frighten you. But what it triggered—and the failure of your antigrav harness—no, that was not supposed to happen. I swear to you by any power you wish to invoke that I was not responsible for that.”

“Any power, Hitch? All right. Your power. It’s the only thing you care about. The only thing you respect.”

“Not the only thing. But if that’s what it takes, yes, I swear by everything I hold—everything I am and hope to become—that I have done nothing to harm you.”

“The failure we experienced coming into Rodia? That wasn’t you?”

Kris moved again, another step closer. “What failure?”

Ask him about the hit we took that put us back on Tatooine, Dash thought. That should be interesting.

Javul didn’t ask. Instead she rose, shook her head, and moved out of Dash’s line of sight. “Not important,” she said. “What is important is that you understand I’m not coming back. Not to you, and not to your … organization.”

“If you don’t, I can’t protect you.”

“I don’t need your protection. I just need you to butt out.”

“Is it that lump of brainless muscle you’ve hired as your security chief? That Rendar character? Is he why you think you don’t need me? Don’t want me?”

Javul emitted a huge sigh. “I hate to sound prosaic and trite, but this isn’t about you.”

“Is it about him?”

Yeah, Dash thought, straining to hear. Is it about me?

“No, it … Fine. If it pleases you to think so, then, yes. It’s about Dash. I trust him. I don’t trust you. Now I have a tour to rejoin. We need to be on Falleen in six days.”

“Alai, no.” The words were quiet, but delivered with force. “Falleen is the last place in the galaxy you need to be.”

“Tell that to my underwriters, Hitch. I have commitments to keep. I’ve had this contract to perform in Falleen Throne for over a year.”

“Falleen is dangerous to your health, Alai. You can’t go there.”

“Are you suggesting that Prince Xizor is lying in wait for me?”

“It wouldn’t surprise me, considering what you did to his organization. You crippled his hold on the Corellian Trade Spine.”

Dash exhaled slowly. Crippled his hold on the Trade Spine? That had significantly more impact than ratting out a few Vigos. How many layers of half-truths was the real Javul Charn/Alai Jance hiding behind?

“Prince Xizor is on Imperial Center,” she said.

“Where he is physically is irrelevant and you know it,” Kris replied. “You can’t go to Falleen.”

“Are you going to stop me?”

There was an undercurrent of nervousness to Javul’s voice that Dash found unsettling.

“I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you from … doing something stupid.” Hitch Kris moved again, this time directly toward Javul.

“Don’t touch me!” she snarled, and Dash stepped quickly into the chamber.

“Hey, baby, the rest of the crew is waiting on you,” he said, then froze in mock surprise at beholding Hitch Kris in gripping Javul’s arm. “Problems?”

“Only one, and it was just leaving,” said Javul. She pulled away from Kris and moved to pick up her gig bag.

Glowering, the Mandalorian grabbed her again. “You are not going to Falleen.”

“I am. Now let go of my arm.”

“No. You’re coming with me. Back to Rodia.”

“You got a problem with Basic?” Dash drew his blaster and pointed it at Kris’s midsection. “Let her go.”

The Vigo spoke to Dash, but kept his gaze on Javul. “If you care at all what happens to her—”

“What—like you do? Real convincing way to show your regard, sabotage.”

Kris let go of Javul’s arm, started to step behind her, then spun back to face Dash, a small blaster suddenly in his hand. Dash, despicable as he found the man, had to admire his moves—Kris’s hand had been concealed behind Javul only a split second, yet he’d managed to pull a blaster on Dash during that time. Dash snorted. “What’s this—a Mandalorian stand-off?”

Kris shook his head, his gaze flickering to the doorway. “More like a Mandalorian ambush.”

Javul’s gaze followed, her face paling, panic surging in her eyes. “No, Hitch!”

A frisson of awareness tickled the back of Dash’s neck. He knew, without turning, that there was someone standing behind him. He turned his head slightly, staring not back over his shoulder, but beyond Javul’s, to the polished surface of a large, ornamental urn. Yep, there they were. Two huge goons in body armor, framed in the doorway. Though the urn’s surface was too warped to make a good mirror, he had no trouble recognizing the species—a Trandoshan and a Shistavanen. Both had blasters, big DL-44s, aimed at his back. An itch sprouted between Dash’s shoulder blades and he felt suddenly naked.

“Okay,” he said to Kris. “It seems you have the drop on me. So I’m going to ask you—one civilized man to another—to let her go.”

Kris smiled. It was a nasty smile. “And I’m going to tell you—one civilized man to another—that I won’t. I can’t. Now put down your weapon, or—”

“Put down yours, or your bullyboys are cooked meat.”

Dash had never expected to be glad to hear that particular voice. He glanced at the urn again. Han Solo stood in the corridor just outside the dressing room, a blaster rifle—a modified DC-15A, capable of punching a hole through both the reptiloid’s and the lupinoid’s armor—in his hands. Eaden and Mel stood flanking Han, both armed.

Han grinned. “I like to think of this as a Corellian squeeze play. Guns placed slowly and carefully on the floor, gentlebeings. Barrels aimed toward the wall, if you please.”

Kris, his big jaw flexing in silent fury, nodded and put his weapon down. His bodyguards followed suit.

“Javul, sweetheart,” said Han, “why don’t you pick up Kris’s blaster and come on out into the hallway.”

Glancing from Kris to Dash and back again, Javul disengaged from her ex-beau, picked up his blaster, and moved to Dash, who encircled her with a protective arm and backed them both between Kris’s guards and out the door, pausing only to kick the fallen weapons out into the corridor, where Eaden scooped them up.

“Get her to the ship,” Han said quietly as they drew level with him. “Kris,” he continued in a louder tone, “I want you and your buddies over on the other side of the room, if you don’t mind.”

Dash kept Javul moving as Han saw Kris and his thugs move to the far side of the dressing room, then punched the door shut.

Han caught up with them as they reached the outer doors and flanked Javul during their swift trip to the venue’s landing pad, where the Millennium Falcon awaited them. The Deep Core had already lifted off.

“Not that I’m objecting—I’m perfectly fine with somebody else saving the day for a change—but to what do we owe the show of force?” Dash asked Han as they hustled Javul up the landing ramp.

“Kind of hard to hide those big, armor-plated thugs he hauls around with him,” Han replied. “Plus, Shistavenens and Trandoshans aren’t the most fragrant of species at the best of times, and when they’re pumped up, anticipating mayhem …” Han waved a hand in front of his face. “Wooee! Worse’n a Wookiee on a rainy day. So we knew they were there, and lookin’ to be bad. When they slipped inside the stage door all of a sudden, we got suspicious.”

“Thanks,” Dash said. “Had the situation under control, but—”

“You’re joking, right? You barely had your bladder under control. Not that I blame you.” Han paused inside the air lock and met Dash’s eyes. “Don’t mention it.” His look turned serious. “Really. Don’t. Not to anybody who knows me.”

“What? You don’t wanna be a hero—the guy who rescued Javul Charn from the big bad Vigo?”

“Nope. Bad for my image.” He hit the hatch controls, withdrawing the ramp.

Eaden and Mel had gone to their stations: Javul stood in the main corridor, waiting, her arms crossed over her chest. Her narrowed gaze settled on Han. “ ‘Sweetheart’?”

“Hey.” Han raised his hands in mock surrender. “Just making sure old Hitch didn’t get the idea that you’ve been pining away for him.”

She turned her gaze to Dash. “ ‘Baby’?”

“I was just following your lead. Figured if he thought you were involved with another man he might not be so sure you were … uh …”

“Pining,” Han supplied.

“Look, I don’t approve of Kris’s methods,” Dash admitted, “but I can’t argue with his conclusions. You shouldn’t go anywhere near Falleen and you know it. If you were smart—” Her eyes narrowed further, and he hastily amended, “—smarter, you’d have Han take a detour and go straight to Bannistar Station.”

Han glanced between the two. “Why? Why shouldn’t she go to Falleen? Hitch’s power center is on Rodia.”

Javul sent Dash a questioning look. Should they let Han in on the deeper ramifications of going to Prince Xizor’s homeworld?

Dash shrugged. “You know that old saying: What you don’t know can’t hurt you?”

Han nodded.

“Well, it’s total poodoo. What you don’t know can hurt you, but knowing about it won’t hurt you any less. And it’s a lot more …”

“Complicated,” finished Javul.

“Complicated?” echoed Han. “How complicated?”

As they moved toward the cockpit, Javul explained how complicated—sort of.

“I didn’t just dump Hitch. I … inconvenienced his boss.”

Han paled. “His boss … Xizor?” He paused at the cockpit hatch to shake his head at Dash. “How did you get us into this sort of banthaflop?”

“Me? I didn’t get us into anything.”

“Well, it’s sure not my fault.”

Han disappeared into the cockpit. Dash considered following him to continue the argument, but decided he’d be better off concentrating on convincing Javul to cancel her performance on Falleen. With that in mind, he turned—only to find that she had disappeared. Cursing under his breath, he went looking for her.


NINETEEN

JAVUL WAS NOT IN ANY OF THE FIRST THREE PLACES Dash looked for her and, by the time he found her staring into space through the portal of the starboard docking ring, he was convinced she was avoiding him.

“You got any more secrets you want to let me in on?”

She didn’t even turn her head to look at him. “No.”

He paused a beat, then made his way down the short corridor to where she leaned against the air lock’s inner hatch. “I’m supposed to take that for an answer?”

“Sorry. It’s the only answer I’ve got at the moment.”

“Your boyfriend seems to think you’ve got a death wish.”

She shrugged. “Ex-boyfriend. And do you care what he thinks?”

“Why are you hellbent on going to Falleen?”

“I told you. We have a contract. We’re legally obligated to go to Falleen.”

“Big deal. That’s what lawyers are for. I’m sure you’ve got lawyers.”

“I do. But I also have scruples. And—just as important—I have fans. Fans I have no intention of disappointing. Besides, I’m not about to let Hitch Kris or anyone else keep me from doing what I love.”

“Uh-huh. Tell me, just what does Hitch think you plan to do once you get there?”

“What?” She turned to look at him.

“When I walked in on your conversation, he was saying something about what you were doing. Then he strongly hinted that you were about to do something monumentally stupid.”

“Yeah. Go to Falleen. He thought it was a direct affront to Prince Xizor. I think it’s business. Which the prince understands better than anyone.”

“The prince whose dealings in the Corellian Trade Spine you crippled?”

Her gaze flickered to his face. “You heard that, did you?”

“Yeah. And a lot of other stuff I didn’t like, but that sort of stood out.”

She shrugged again. Abruptly, Dash was angrier than he could remember being in quite a while. He grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her, as much to his astonishment as to hers.

“Javul, stop lying to me! You’ve done nothing but lie to me since the beginning! First it’s an overzealous fan, then it’s a case of mistaken identity, then it’s a jealous boyfriend, then it’s an insulted Vigo, then it’s a pissed-off Underlord, and now it’s a crippled trade run—Prince Xizor’s crippled trade run, no less! What’s next? Who else have you insulted, jilted, or otherwise bollixed up?”

Those eyes. Those pale, luminous eyes were laughing at him again. “You’re so cute when you go into a fit of high dudgeon—”

“Don’t. Stop trivializing this situation.” Dash realized he’d reached his limit with her evasions. He did the only thing he could do, considering that quitting was out of the question. He kissed her.

She did not fight him off or scratch his eyes out or slap him silly. She kissed him back. Not passionately, but deeply. When he raised his head at last, she was watching him, but no longer laughing.

“Poor Dash,” she said, her voice soft and annoyingly sweet. “Have I bollixed you up?”

“No, but you’re pissing me off. What did Kris mean about you crippling Xizor’s operation?”

She lowered her lashes, and he could see the thoughts organizing themselves behind the screen. “Is kissing how you express anger?” she asked. “Wow. I’d hate to find out what happens to women you really like.”

He glared at her. “Answer the question. What did you do to Xizor that makes your appearance in Falleen Throne tantamount to the acting-out of a death wish?”

“I turned over a very important cargo. I got several lieutenants and a couple of Vigos in the Corellian Spine captured and imprisoned. And I turned over as much information as I had to the Imperials—which was significant. It included the names of ships and captains, timetables, potential cargoes, methods of operation … and Black Sun recognition codes. I told the Imperials how they could recognize a Black Sun operation and how they could interfere with it.”

Dash let go of her and sagged against the bulkhead. “So … Xizor not only had to replace his people …”

“He had to redesign his entire operation along the Spine and come up with a new code cipher.”

“Whoa.” It was all he could think of to say.

Javul looked at him wryly. “What—you gonna kiss me again?”

“I may worship at your feet. I’d give my weight in glitterstim to have caused Xizor that much trouble.”

She nodded slowly, her eyes on his face. “That’s right. You need some payback, too, don’t you?”

“I need …” He trailed off. What did he need? Justice? Redress? What he really needed was his family back. That wasn’t going to happen. The only slender thread of hope he’d ever had was that they hadn’t found Stanton’s body in the wreckage of the Doriella’s Mystress. Which probably meant nothing except that he hadn’t yet squeezed the last bit of childish naïveté out of his soul. “I don’t need anything from Xizor. As Eaden pointed out to me, the universe hasn’t exactly been kind to him, either.”

“The universe didn’t kill your brother and ruin your family, Dash. A being did. A Falleen. Xizor.”

“Uh-huh. A being who has every reason to want you and me both permanently out of his way. A being whose people are experts at the kind of sabotage that brought down Doriella’s Mystress and crippled Nova’s Heart.”

“Are you afraid of him?”

He knew she wasn’t appealing to his male vanity. She was asking the question in all honesty. “I’d be a fool not to be. He’s a very powerful being. Even Vader thinks twice before crossing him, I’ve heard.”

She smiled crookedly. “Ah, there’s a but at the end of that sentence.”

Dash sighed. “Okay. But, if I had an opportunity to pay him back for the grief he’s caused my family, I suppose I’d do it. Is that what you’re offering me?”

She shook her head. “I’ve no intention of tweaking Xizor while we’re on Falleen, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“While we’re on Falleen. What are you not telling me?”

“Nothing that’s going to make a bit of difference to you in the long run.”

He looked down at the floor. Where’s your sense of self-preservation, Rendar? You should cut your losses and run like space slugs were nipping at your tail.

Too late for that, he reckoned. For better or for worse, they were on their way to Falleen.

Funny, he thought, how when people use that phrase, it nearly always turns out to be for worse …

Dash could have predicted just about anything to happen, except what did, which was—

Nothing.

Hitch Kris did not pursue them. Xizor was not lying in wait at the spaceport when they hit the permacrete. They unloaded the ships onto huge cargo transports and followed them to the venue where the road crew set up. There was no sabotage, no Black Sun minions, no Mandalorian goons. It was enough to set Dash’s teeth on edge. He found himself almost wanting Xizor to do something.

The equipment was thoroughly checked under Dash’s careful oversight as it left the ship. There had been some very minor damage to the contents of the big cylindrical crate that had almost erased him from the space–time continuum, and a backup bit of set framework had to be subbed in from Deep Core’s load. Dash checked that over, too. The Falcon was buttoned up tight as a snare-box and put under the watchful care of Oto and two R2 units that Javul purchased from a small-time dealer she’d picked at random.

The first performance went so smoothly it was kind of scary, and if Xizor had snuck home from Imperial Center to catch the show, there was no sign of him—unless he was one of the thousands of anonymous Falleen fans sitting raptly in the audience, changing color with every bit of pathos or comedy.

That was something Dash had never seen before—the collective manipulation of an entire auditorium filled with Falleen. The flow of emotions—manifested in the Falleen as effusions of pheromones and changes in skin color—seemed to wash across the audience in waves, eddying, feeding on itself, and washing back again. Dash watched them the way he recalled watching tide pools at Gold Beach on Corellia: gray-green to aqua to sun-washed golds and sunset reds. It was mesmerizing.

He stood backstage and watched the audience watching the holostar as she glittered and gleamed—now life-sized, now many times larger than life; first mortal, then a sprite, then a goddess. He wondered what it would be like to be a non-Falleen caught up in that heady stew of pheromones. Judging from the facial expressions of the handful of humans he could see when the lights changed, it was a lot like getting swacked on spiced ale with an eyeblaster chaser.

The show ended, to thunderous applause. Javul did two encores. The crowds departed while Dash kept their darling safely locked away in her dressing room, under guard. They retired to the Millennium Falcon after that, where they were greeted with news from Tatooine. Captain Marrak advised them that Nova’s Heart was nearing the end of her forced sabbatical. He expected to lift off in the next several days and hopefully would reconnoiter with them two stops down the line at Bacrana.

Dash breathed no easier. They had two more performances on Falleen before they lifted for a single concert at Bannistar Station. That was good. It meant a fast turnaround.

Dash prayed that they’d actually make it to Bannistar and decided that if Falleen was not destined to be their graveyard, he would hit the first cantina on Bannistar Station and get royally drunk.

For now, he watched everything and everyone until his head hurt.

By the end of the third performance, however, with no problems that he could see, Dash was finally feeling almost easy. Until the thought came to him, unbidden, that the best way to get rid of a pesky presence like Javul Charn would be to arrange for her ship to quietly explode after leaving Falleen space. Whoever was after her had already shown himself prepared to send attack ships out to back up any onboard sabotage.

“Tonight,” he told Oto and Leebo on the last night of the Falleen engagement, “we’re going to crawl over every centimeter of that ship and every circuit in her system to make sure no one’s planted anything nasty in our absence. Agreed?”

“As you wish,” said Oto.

Leebo feigned boredom of his chats with Han Solo’s vessel. “She’s a vain little thing, you know. Thinks she’s the galaxy’s gift to the Maw cluster. Solo’s filled her CPU with complete codswallop.”

“Cods-what?” said Dash.

Leebo’s optics blinked. “Huh. Funny. I don’t have a definition for that in my data bank. It’s just sort of there without explanation. Something Kood Gareeda popped in. I think it means she’s full of poodoo.”

“What a surprise.”

Two hours after midnight, local time, Deep Core lifted off. The Millennium Falcon lingered while Dash, Eaden, Han, and Leebo split up and spread out to secure the ship. Han and Leebo went over the ship’s vital systems, while Dash and Eaden worked with Mel, Nik, and Oto on the cargo bays.

Dash had finished with the last of Han’s secret compartments and was pulling the floor grating in the main corridor back into place when he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. Someone had just flitted across the corridor near the crew’s quarters.

He rose and followed.

He reached the short corridor that led to the docking ring air lock just in time to see the inner hatch slide shut and the usage indicator for the external doors come on. Someone was leaving the ship!

Dash moved swiftly down through the access corridor to the inner hatch, opened it, and slipped through into the unpressurized air lock. Peering from the outer hatch, he saw her: Javul. At least he thought it was Javul. She was wearing a long black wig and was dressed in a flowing golden robe that billowed around her legs, seeming to shed stardust as she moved.

Cursing, Dash opened a comlink to Eaden. “Javul’s run off again. You and Han get ready to cast off. I’m going after her.”

He barely heard Eaden’s quiet acknowledgment. He was already in motion, following the golden figure along the catwalk that led from Bay 6, then down the long, multilevel terminal to the spaceport’s main concourse.

Javul was in a hurry. She fled down the corridor to a turbolift at the confluence of their docking terminal and the main concourse. Dash paused long enough to watch the lift display her descent—twenty-two levels to street level.

Dash followed, choosing a lift on the opposite side of the terminal’s broad corridor. He stepped out in the lee of a huge supporting pillar and peeked around it into the concourse. This early in the morning, it was hardly a hub of activity, though there were a few sentients about. Most of the traffic in the cavernous, state-of-the-art building at this hour was made up of maintenance and cargo droids. Dash ignored them all, keeping his eyes trained on the fleeting figure making her way toward the front of the building.

She glanced around as if suspecting she might be followed, then exited to the street. Dash hung back until she was through the doors, fearing she might see his reflection in the transparisteel windows. The doors opened onto a broad avenue that looked as if it were made of gleaming black rock. Javul did not hail a taxi. Instead she darted across the avenue and into a plaza surrounded by softly lit buildings and bordered by well-manicured shrubs and trees.

Dash waited a beat, then hurried after her. She ducked into the shadows of the nearest building, moving from one pool of soft light to another as she navigated the façade. Dash strove to stay a constant distance behind her and was taken aback when, suddenly, the golden billow of fabric entered a shadow between two buildings and stopped.

He had taken four or five long steps before he realized this and pulled up short, his heart hammering in his chest, his eyes on the golden robe. Five seconds passed without movement. Puzzled, he crept forward, keeping to the shadows cast by the ornate shrubs in a planter to his left. The patch of gold still did not move. In fact, it was too still.

He emerged from the shadows and slipped up behind the figure, putting out his hand. It met empty fabric. The robe was hanging on the branch of a tall conifer that marked the boundary between two buildings. Even as he clutched at it, it dropped from the tree branch to the glittering permacrete beneath his feet.

He swept the robe up and glanced feverishly around. Where had she gone?

Deep breath, Rendar. Focus.

The plaza was empty. She might be hiding behind one of the cut stone planters, but he doubted it. She wouldn’t have used the robe to buy time for hiding. She was clearly headed somewhere with intent. He moved forward again, along the front of the building to his right. The elaborately carved heads of fantastic animals jutted at intervals from the wall, each with a lamp in its maw. The light was dim but warm—golden. Between the animals were strange symbols and occasionally a niche that housed a figurine … or rather, an icon.

It was a Wayfarer’s Temple complex, he realized. A series of shrines and chapels from a variety of worlds and religious and philosophical traditions set up so that travelers of a meditative or pious bent could offer devotions at the shrine of their choice. Why had Javul come here? They’d never discussed religious beliefs, so he had no idea if she might have gone to a particular shrine. He wasn’t even entirely sure what planet she called home, so if she worshiped planetary deities, he was out of luck.

He reached the door of the building. It was made of wood and heavily carved. Though it was closed, light peeped from beneath it. Dash turned the quaint door handle and leaned against the door. It glided open on well-lubed hinges—no squeaks to upset the meditations of the faithful. The place was empty, but a huge piece of statuary dominated the front of the long room. Dash blinked. The deity—if that’s what the hideous thing was—looked like what might happen if you took Eaden Vrill, enlarged him, and gave him a beard of prehensile tresses in addition to the ones on his head.

Dash looked away from the figure and listened. The room was silent. He withdrew and moved on, past one of the austere shrines devoted to The Silent—an enigmatic order that operated under a perpetual vow of silence and somehow radiated meditative waves of healing as well. She could only have entered there if she’d taken vows of silence. He didn’t bother to peek inside the shuttered entrance. His imagination balked at the thought of Javul Charn taking a vow of silence.

Three empty sanctuaries later, he reached the rear of the plaza and turned left to move along the row of chapels there. The first one to his right was a study in simplicity and clean lines. Not austere, but balanced, with curvilinear ornamentation. It was small, too, almost lost amid the larger, more opulent shrines. The scent of incense wafted from it. It struck Dash’s senses like an all-encompassing memory: wood fires, rainy nights, spices, the warmth of a sun, the comfort of a soft word, sleep, waking in the arms of …

He shook himself and moved to the door of the little chapel. The entry was covered only by strands of silver beads that seemed to glow softly in the light from the plaza and from within the chapel. At the far end of the dimly lit room was a simple dais above which a holographic representation of the galaxy turned slowly. Behind and above that on the rear wall was a large oval that seemed to mirror the shape of the galaxy. It contained a geometric pattern of black and white.

Dash recognized the symbol. It was the sigil of the Equilibrates—believers in Cosmic Balance, a religion-cum-philosophy whose main tenet was that for every action in one place an equal and opposite reaction occurred somewhere else. So one person’s fortune was another’s misfortune and vice versa.

Somehow he had trouble imagining Javul Charn as a devotee. By that theology, what must her massive success have done to some poor shmuck half a galaxy away? He knew Javul well enough by now to suspect that question would nag at her. But maybe the universe was kinder than that; maybe it parceled the bad luck out among millions in some sort of intergalactic insurance policy.

Peering through the silvery rain of beads, Dash could see that the chapel was occupied. Someone dressed entirely in black knelt at the dais. Dash hesitated. He couldn’t tell if that was Javul. She’d been wearing black boots beneath the golden robe, he’d noticed, but other than that he had no clue about her current mode of dress. He started to enter the chapel and stopped as a second figure appeared from the shadows just to the left of the dais.

This person was dressed from head to toe in a hooded robe that seemed to soak up any light that touched it. An Equilibrate monk or priest, Dash guessed. It moved to stand before the kneeling devotee and bent its head toward her, murmuring something Dash couldn’t make out. Nor could he hear the answer given by the kneeling figure, but the voice was female.

He pushed through the silver strands and slid into the shadows of a pillar inside the doorway just as the penitent figure rose, revealing a cascade of gleaming black hair and a very female form.

Dash swallowed. Javul.

And who else?

“What do you seek, my daughter?” The voice was androgynous—rich, deep, and somehow reminiscent of the incense that continued to eddy in the semi-darkness of the chapel.

“I seek the balance,” Javul answered. “The balance of heart and body. The balance of core and flesh. The balance of line and curve. I seek the passage of the night on its way to dawn.”

“This is a hidden way, revealed to few.” The priest—if that’s what this was—made a gesture with both hands. They were gray-green, long-fingered, elegant.

Dash’s heart stuttered. A Falleen. He drew his blaster.

Javul faced the taller figure and made some gesture in return that Dash couldn’t see. The Falleen bowed its head, then reached into the folds of its robe.

Heart thudding, Dash trained his weapon on the Falleen priest, his finger on the trigger—

The elegant hand came free of the robe.

There was no weapon in it. Only something small enough to fit in the palm—a data wafer, maybe.

Dash sagged with relief against the pillar. He couldn’t see what happened to the small object, but he suspected the Falleen had passed it to Javul.

The Falleen raised its head and hesitated before it lifted a hand and pressed its thumb to Javul’s forehead. “I pray you have left nothing behind,” the priest said, then turned, retreating to the shadows once more.

Dash was so intent on watching the Falleen that he didn’t realize Javul had moved until she was halfway up the aisle. He pulled farther back behind his shielding pillar.

She swept past the pillar, but stopped just inside the cascade of silver beads. “You gonna walk me back to the ship or what?” She didn’t even turn her head. She just glanced in his direction, then stepped out into the half-light of the plaza.

He slipped out after her, caught up with her in three strides, and tossed the golden robe over her shoulder.

“Thanks.” She slipped the robe on and strode out into the plaza.

He bit his tongue. There were too many things he wanted to say. To ask. But he knew if he opened his mouth right now, nothing coherent would come out—and it would come out in anger. He was furious with her. Terrified for her. And curious beyond his ability to express it.

They walked in silence back down the length of the plaza. As they crossed the avenue to the spaceport terminal, Javul said, “Are you going to ask?”

He found words. “Hitch is right about you. You do have a death wish.”

“No. I don’t. Trust me.” She stopped to face him. “That was my priest.”

Dash blinked in surprise. “You’re an Equilibrate?”

“I believe in Cosmic Balance, yes.”

“Huh,” Dash said, and shook his head. “I never would’ve thought it.”

“Why not?”

“Your success. I mean, you gotta figure that with all you have, there are a whole lot of have-nots out there that you’re responsible for, right?”

“I’m not responsible for them, Dash, any more than you’re responsible for … ugly men.”

“What?” He glanced sideways at her, saw the curl of her mouth. “Was that a compliment?”

“Yes, it was.”

He let himself be flattered for a second or two, then said, “Don’t try to distract me, Javul. Why did you go there? We were getting ready to dust this dirtball. Your life is very likely in serious danger here and you know it. What kind of vacuum-brained stunt was that to pull?”

“I needed some balance, Dash. Is that so hard to understand? I needed … guidance. A benediction. A path.”

“And is that what the priest gave you on that data wafer?”

“I lost my copy of the Fulcrum. The priest had one for me.”

The Fulcrum was the holy text of the Cosmic Balance. A perfectly reasonable, smooth answer—and yet …

Something was still off center.

They crossed the concourse and entered the lift that would speed them to Level 22 of the huge terminal.

Dash counted to ten, then asked, “What’s really on the wafer, Javul?”

She had no chance to answer. The lift doors slid open. Outside, in the corridor leading to the Millennium Falcon’s berth, was a tall Anomid dressed in some sort of formfitting metalloid body armor. The lower half of his face was concealed by the typical vocalizer mask his species—which had no vocal cords—wore to enable communication with other species. But it was what he carried in one six-fingered hand that caught Dash’s immediate attention: a Kerestian darkstick—its long, sharp-tipped blade curved like the talon of some mythical beast. Nor was that the end of his weaponry. A repulsor razor-thrower and a Wookiee ryyk blade dangled from his belt, and a force pike and a Morgukai cortosis staff were crossed on his back, their handgrips extending up behind his head.

Dash took in all this in a heartbeat, which was all the time he had to shove Javul back into the lift and yell, “Emergency close!” as he dived in behind her. As the door slid shut, he saw the glint in the Anomid’s orange eyes, saw the arc of the Kerestian weapon as the assassin whipped it toward them, heard it strike the door.

The tip punched through the five-centimeter-thick durasteel as if it were paper, driving a good part of its length into the lift, level with Dash’s eyes.
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“LEVEL ONE!”

The lift plunged, severing the darkstick’s thick hilt. The blade dropped to the floor at Dash’s feet, reddish, viscous liquid oozing from the tip.

“Wh-who was that?” Javul was huddled in a corner of the lift.

Dash reached down to haul her to her feet, avoiding the dripping tip of the darkstick. “I have no idea. I thought maybe you did.”

“Me? How would I know?” She was terrified—finally, when it might be too late. Her breath was coming in sharp gasps, and all the blood had leached from her face. She was shaking.

Dash pulled her to his side, trying to think fast and well. If they went all the way to the first floor, made their way toward the Falcon’s berth, chose a way up at random …

He pulled out his comlink and hailed Eaden.

“Eaden?”

“Do you have Javul?”

“Yeah, but something almost got us just now. We’re in a turbolift heading down to Level One. There’s an assassin after us, Ead. An Anomid. Armed to the teeth—if Anomids even have teeth. We’re in trouble here. We need backup. We’ll get to Level One before he does, but—”

Han’s voice broke in. “No, not Level One. Go all the way down to the sublevel and head this way. Don’t come up to the docking level, ’cause for sure that’s where he’ll be, right? We’ll have to find this guy and take him out.”

“Right. Yeah. Sublevel.” He punched the lift button. Made sense. They’d have to get to the Falcon’s docking bay eventually, so the assassin need do no more than go wait there for them, unless … “Han, listen—are there any empty docking bays below or above you?”

“What? Uh, yeah. There’s an empty bay about three levels down. A Bothan freighter just pulled out.”

“What’s that—Level Nineteen?” Without waiting for an answer, he continued, “Take the Falcon down there and soft-dock. Send someone out to cover us. We’ll be coming in hot.”

“That’s highly irregular, you know. You’re gonna get me in deep banthaflop with the port authority.”

“Han—”

“Kidding! I’m on it.”

At the sublevel landing, Dash held the lift door, then turned to Javul. “You have a weapon on you?”

“Yes.”

Probably some feckless little hold-out blaster. “Get it out.”

He was boggled when she reached beneath her robe and drew a BlasTech Deathhammer 17 from her sash. “Where did you get that?”

“Mel got it for me, if it matters.”

He drew his own primary weapon—a much smaller BlasTech DL-22—which seemed suddenly inadequate. Helluva time for blaster envy, he thought. Aloud, he said, “We’re going to switch lifts, just in case. All right? Here we go. Ready?”

She nodded.

Dash keyed the door open, and they slipped out into the half-light of the empty corridor. Well, almost empty—a small maintenance droid polished the floor in front of one of the other turbolift cars.

Windfall.

Dash picked up the small droid, shoved it into the nearest turbolift, and punched Level 22. Then he hustled Javul into a car across the corridor and keyed it to go to Level 19.

He stared at the ceiling of the lift, taking a series of deep, lung-filling breaths. Beside him, Javul also seemed to be gathering herself.

“As soon as that droid comes out of the lift up there—” Dash started to say.

“Yeah, I know.”

The door of the lift slid open and the two bolted out into the corridor, their boots making the durasteel flooring ring with each step. Bay 6 was third on the right-hand side of the terminal—a distance of over one hundred meters. Dash had to believe they could cover that before their Anomid friend realized he’d been deked. It would take only a glance at the lift control panels for him to see that a second lift had gone up to Level 19.

They pelted down the terminal as if a pack of rabid boarwolves were after them. Dash suspected that the Anomid assassin was much, much deadlier. As they approached Bay 4, Dash saw Eaden and Han step out into the corridor from Bay 6 about fifty meters ahead of them. The two took up flanking positions on each side of the corridor and began moving toward the head of the terminal.

Mel appeared in the lee of the docking port, a blaster rifle in his hands. Dash knew an instant of cold panic at the thought that Yanus Melikan might be their saboteur—might be working with whoever it was that was no doubt pursuing them. But Mel simply took up a defensive position in the alcove, his rifle ready.

Han was waving his arm, gesturing for them to hurry. His gaze was focused on the turbolifts now many meters behind. Then suddenly he was running toward them, his blaster raised, eyes focused on something—or someone—behind them.

Dash felt a riptide of cold, nasty adrenaline wash down his back.

“Fire!” Han yelled. He dropped to one knee and loosed a barrage of blaster bolts past the fleeing couple.

On the opposite side of the corridor, Eaden followed suit.

Dash heard the bolts sizzle past his ears, and could whiff the sharp scent of oxygen atoms being torn apart into reactive ozone. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Javul glance back over her shoulder. She immediately began to struggle out of her billowing robe. What was she doing? He reached over and tried to pull the robe from her hands, but she resisted.

“Just run!” she urged.

He felt rather than saw something whiz between them—something flat, about the size of his head. Only when it flipped over in the air several meters in front of them and began a return trip did he realize that it was the throwing razor he’d last seen on the assassin’s belt. The weapon—which he’d thought only Rodian bounty hunters used—had a jagged triangular blade and a homing beacon that gave it a decidedly nasty boomerang effect. It could get you coming or going … or both.

Dash put on the brakes, skidding on the durasteel surface beneath his boots. He raised his blaster, fired at the razor … and missed. The thing was flying toward him, aimed right at his chest. He flung himself to one side, knowing he was too late. Javul shrieked and a ripple of gold passed before Dash’s face. He felt a solid weight connect with his rib cage. He hit the floor, momentarily winded.

He regained his feet to see the gold robe Javul had been wearing seemingly flee back down the corridor toward the lifts under its own power. As he watched, Javul—running backward—fired her blaster at it. Tangled in the flow of fabric, the razor flipped several times, then hit the deck with a clatter and lay still. Javul turned and bolted toward Bay 6, now only meters away.

A hand gripped Dash’s shoulder. “Run or shoot, take your pick.” As if to illustrate, Han raised his heavy blaster and fired a series of shots down the corridor.

Dash looked up, seeking his target. The assassin had just left the shelter of the Bay 2 docking port and was making his way toward them along the wall. One hand was extended in front of him, palm out. The other was reaching for another of the weapons on his belt. Neither the particle beam from Han’s blaster nor the energy bolts from Eaden’s seemed to have much effect on the Anomid, save to slow him down. As Dash watched, he saw another energy bolt, fired by either Eaden or Mel, hit an invisible something a few centimeters in front of the Anomid’s outstretched palm.

“Personal shield!” shouted Dash over the sound of blaster volleys.

“No, really?” Han glanced over at Eaden. “Gimme more cover.”

The Nautolan nodded.

“What’re you going to do?” Dash asked as Eaden increased the frequency of his shots.

Han grinned. “Watch and learn … but cover me while you’re doing it.”

Dash obliged, fanning his shots as Han dropped to his belly, aiming his blaster along the floor. He could see that the Anomid had a new weapon mounted on the back of his right hand. A flex-tube ran from it down his index finger. It was a dart spitter.

Han fired.

The beam skirted the lower range of the palm shield, connected with the assassin’s left shin guard just above the ankle, and punched his leg out from under him. He hit the floor—yet even as he did, he was pointing his right finger at them and unleashing a barrage of death.

Dash became one with the deck, willing himself to be flat enough to avoid the darts. When they stopped coming, he hauled Han to his feet and ran. Eaden was already in motion, scuttling sideways down the corridor. And now Mel and Javul—who’d reached the relative safety of the docking port—laid down a barrage of fire that might have an effect.

As Dash rounded the corner into the docking ring, he glanced back up the terminal at the fallen Anomid. He’d been hit several more times, and the armor along his back was smoking in places. Blood the color of sunset’s last gasp oozed from the shin guard Han’s careful shot had pierced.

The momentary sense of victory and safety Dash felt was crushed by his last sight of the assassin. He’d raised his pale lavender head from the floor and, just for a second, Dash felt the venom of his gaze. The message conveyed was clear:

This is not over.


TWENTY-ONE

DASH HAD NOT QUITE GOTTEN HIS OWN INNER TURMOIL put to rest before he became aware that his perpetually calm and rational associate was extremely agitated. Maybe it was the quivering of his tresses or the rapid blinking of the nictitating membrane over his dark eyes. Whatever it was, it set off Dash’s alarms. When they were safely in hyperspace and all had collapsed in the passenger lounge to debrief, he watched his partner with care.

Han had left Leebo in the cockpit to keep an eye on the autopilot and had come back to join the others. On Mel’s orders, Nik had gone up to the cockpit as well, with a vague suggestion that he “learn piloting.”

Han opened their consultations with a reasonable question: “What the hell was that all about?”

When nobody answered, he turned to Dash. “Come on, Dash. Did you have any idea something like this was gonna happen? I mean, how badly does this Hitch guy want her dead?” He jerked a thumb at Javul.

“I don’t know,” Dash said. “After I’d met him, I didn’t think Hitch wanted her dead at all. This was … a big surprise.”

“You got that right,” said Han. “I mean, Anomids have a pretty pacifistic culture. I don’t think I’ve ever even heard of an Anomid assassin or mercenary. Maybe he’s some sort of bounty hunter.” He slanted a glance at Javul. “You been out breaking the law while you’ve been breaking hearts?”

“I’m not a criminal,” she replied. “As far I know, there’s no bounty on my head. As far as I know,” she repeated, and turned an appealing gaze to Dash.

How much of that was true and how much a lie? She’d been telling half-truths since he’d met her. On the other hand, what could be worse than disrupting a Black Sun trade corridor?

He shrugged. “Y’got me. I don’t know who or what—”

“Edge.” The single word came from Eaden Vrill, who stood with his back to one corner of the cramped compartment.

“Beg pardon?” said Spike, who had taken possession of Javul’s hand when she’d first sat down and hadn’t let go of it.

Several of Eaden’s tresses did an enigmatic little dance. “The assassin is called Edge. He has a preference for bladed weaponry and likes to wound his targets, then move in and finish them at close quarters. He … also likes to take trophies.”

“And you know this how?” asked Dash.

“I have met Edge before. He … he assassinated the head of my order.”

Suddenly all eyes were on the Nautolan, a situation that he obviously found disturbing.

“Your teräs käsi order?” asked Dash.

Eaden nodded. “I am … was … a member of a religious order called Sälãi Käsi: Hidden Hand. All were at least minimally Force-sensitive. Some time ago—when the Empire implemented Order 66, wiping out the Jedi—the Hidden Hand was targeted as well because of our potential to wield the Force. They systematically hunted us down and exterminated us, one by one, until only three initiates and our master, Neaed Fisto, remained.”

“Fisto?” repeated Dash. “Any relation to General Fisto?”

Kit Fisto, Jedi Master, was famous (or infamous, depending on your point of view) for his marshaling of Republic forces during the Clone Wars. He’d later served on the Jedi Council until its destruction by the Emperor. Who knew he’d had relatives back on the Nautolan homeworld?

Eaden nodded. “A brother of his mother. An uncle, I believe you would say. The Force was, perhaps, as strong in my master as it was in Kit Fisto. Neaed was an impressive being and so much a mentor to my family that my mother chose to name me after him.”

Nautolans weren’t known for seeking the limelight, Dash knew; in fact, they were, as a culture, so self-conscious that honoring a newborn by directly naming it after a famous or heroic character was considered gauche. The closest they would come was to make an anagram of the famous name, and even that was skirting the boundaries of propriety.

“This Edge character murdered him?” Han asked, dropping onto a small container that had been repurposed as a stool.

“Yes. I was present in the clan house of our order when Edge came for my master. Neaed Fisto sacrificed himself that I and the other initiates might escape.”

Dash could only guess at the depth of feeling behind the simple words. Eaden was unmatched in the art of hiding his emotions when he wanted to.

“But if this guy was trying to wipe out your whole order,” said Han, “then wasn’t he after you, too? I mean, who was he trying to kill just now—you or Javul?”

Eaden’s tresses swayed this way and that. “Until today, I believe Edge thought me to be dead. After Neaed was killed, the three surviving members of the order—myself, my sister Eawen, and my cousin Nautif—determined that we must disappear. So we scattered and took up separate lives. We wait for an opportunity to rebuild the order and to aid, if possible, in the overthrow of the Empire.”

Han snorted. “Oh, great. That’s what I get for renting out my ship—not one, but two people with a price on their heads.” He turned on Dash. “This is why I try to stay away from you, Rendar. You’re always getting yourself into seven different kinds of trouble. Your girlfriend has a crazy ex-boyfriend and your partner’s got an Empire target on his back. There something you want to tell me about that droid I’ve got piloting the Falcon? What’s he done that I should know about? He booby-trapped? Rigged to explode?”

“Worse. His jokes are all duds,” Dash said. “Javul, look, I’d swear Hitch Kris was sincerely trying to keep you alive. Am I wrong?”

“No, you’re right about Hitch. I don’t think he’d do this.”

“What about Xizor?”

“If I had to choose between the two,” said Javul slowly, “I’d say Xizor was a much more likely prospect.”

Dash looked up at Eaden, who stood statue-still against the bulkhead. He couldn’t even imagine how the Nautolan must have felt to have such a specter from his past rise up out of the ether. “Wait a minute. You said your order was targeted at the same time Palpatine implemented the order to wipe out the Jedi—are you telling me this assassin works for the Empire?”

“I don’t know who he works for now, but I am certain he was an Imperial hireling then.”

“Okay,” said Han, rising from his makeshift stool, “that tears it. I’m dropping you all off at Bannistar Station and going back to Tatooine.”

Javul speared him with her electric gaze. “I’ll double your fee if you take us to Bacrana. We’ll meet the Nova’s Heart there and you can leave.”

Han put both fists on the table and glared down into Javul’s lovely face. “Bacrana? I don’t think so, sweetheart. I’m due to rendezvous with Chewie in a Tatooine week. Bacrana is no longer in my flight plan.”

“We have to leave Bannistar on time, Han,” said Javul. “We have to. If you leave us in the lurch there, our chances of finding passage to Bacrana aren’t good and you know it.” There was tension in every line of her face.

“Because of your contracts?”

She nodded.

“Which are more important than your lives?”

She said nothing.

“What’s this really about, Javul?”

When she didn’t answer, Dash glanced at Mel, who’d been silent as a rock throughout. His face, too, was tense, watchful.

Spike was glowering. “What—a bunch of outraged investors, stockholders, and advertising agencies isn’t enough for you?”

“Maybe.” And maybe not.

“We have to keep to our schedule,” Mel said quietly.

“Sorry. That’s not my problem,” Han said, and left the room.

Dash went after him. He caught up with him in the starboard passageway amidships.

“Don’t abandon Javul on Bannistar, Han. Look, I’ll pilot the Falcon to Bacrana and you can just sit tight on the station and take a little R and R.”

“You pilot the Falcon? Gimme a break. You’re a good pilot, Dash, but you’re not me.”

“If anything happens to her, you can trust Javul to pay for it. In fact, if anything happens to her, you can have Outrider.”

Han had been trying to move around Dash, who had been blocking his attempts. Now he stopped moving and stared at the other man, openmouthed. “You are seriously deranged. I feel sorry for you, Dash, I really do. Letting a woman get under your skin like that. I’ll tell you one thing—that’s never gonna happen to me.”

“No, I’m sure it won’t. You’re too hardheaded. But you’re wrong about me. I haven’t let her get under my skin. I just want her to keep hers. And right now the best way to do that is to get her back with her tour.”

“Liar. I’ve been paying attention. I figured part of the reason she hired me was so she could get away from her tour. Didn’t you say there might be a mole in her entourage? You want to get back with her tour like a rancor wants to be vegetarian. No, Dash. You think you can save her, but you can’t. Trust me on this one.” Han put a hand on Dash’s shoulder. “I’m warning you, buddy. You’re in this over your head. Whatever she’s into, it’s dangerous, and bigger than we can grasp, I promise you. You should get out—and, as a matter of fact, so should we all.”

Han continued on to the cockpit, leaving Dash to marshal his chaotic thoughts before he returned to the passenger lounge. Eaden was on his way out. The Nautolan stopped him.

“Do not think you have left Edge behind. If he lives, he will not give up. He will know her itinerary. You will most certainly meet him again on Bannistar Station.”

Dash held the enigmatic maroon gaze for several breaths before he finally looked away. “I’ll bear that in mind,” he mumbled and reentered the lounge.

Only Javul was there, still sitting at the table where he’d left her.

“Eaden said—” he began.

“I heard.”

He sat down opposite her at the little table and took her hands in his. “Javul, I’m gonna make you an offer I hope you won’t refuse. Quit whatever it is you’re doing. Change your name again. Come with me. We’ll take Outrider and go where even Edge won’t be able to find you.”

Javul gave him the saddest smile he thought he’d ever seen and shook her head. “You have no idea how tempting that is, Dash—but I can’t.”

He looked down at their clasped hands, took a deep breath, and let it out. “You picked up something in that shrine and I suspect that it’s got something to do with why you’re being followed and harassed and sabotaged and targeted for murder. You’ve gone into business for yourself, haven’t you? That’s why Black Sun is after you, isn’t it?”

“You … could say that.”

Wrong. That answer was too cautious. He’d shot wide of the truth again. He knew it as surely as he knew that Edge was going to catch up with them eventually. He raised his eyes to hers again, capturing her gaze. “Edge was an Imperial assassin when he killed Eaden’s mentor. He still is an Imperial assassin, isn’t he?”

She didn’t answer, and he could see the thoughts turning in her head as she weighed them.

“Come on, Javul. The whole truth this time. If I’m going to help you—protect you—I need to know what I’m up against. Really. Otherwise, I’m too likely to make the wrong assumptions, suspect the wrong people, and be looking the wrong way the next time we get blindsided by one of your fanboys.”

“Tell him.”

Dash jumped and spun, reaching for his blaster.

Yanus Melikan stood in the compartment doorway, arms crossed over his chest, his pale gaze on Javul.

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“No. Not at all. In fact, I think it’s a huge risk. But Dash has a point. As long as he’s here, he can’t protect you if he doesn’t know what to protect you from.”

Dash felt a nervous itch between his shoulder blades. “Tell you what, Mel—why don’t you have a seat?” He pointed at the seat next to Javul.

Mel smiled crookedly. “You mean where you can see me?” He crossed to the table and sat down, giving Javul a wry look.

She squared her shoulders and met Dash’s eyes. “Okay, Dash—here it is. The unvarnished truth. I’m not in business for myself and I’m not moving illicit goods under the cover of my tours. I’m moving something a good deal more important than that. I … we …”—she nodded at Mel—“are moving cargo and information critical to the success of the Rebel Alliance.”

Dash felt as if he’d just been shoved out an air lock.

“And Hitch Kris …”

“My relationship with Hitch—and the career he jumpstarted—was a cover for our activities. It gave us a certain level of protection and the means of moving information—and resources—with impunity. It also gave us an immense information network—an eye on developments within Black Sun and the Empire. There are Rebellion operatives and informants on every world, and my tours give us access to them.”

A few more pieces fell into place in Dash’s head. “Your little ‘excursions’?”

Javul nodded. “When Hitch was using my entourage for smuggling his own goods and operatives, he put our whole network in danger. As soon as I realized it, I had no choice but to part company with him.”

“He almost found us out,” said Mel quietly. “And I think he suspects what Javul is really engaged in and is at a loss to know what to do about it. Black Sun has an uneasy relationship with the Empire.”

Dash nodded. “Okay … so his little sabotage efforts were aimed at getting you to stop?”

“At first, I think they were just aimed at getting me to come back under his influence,” Javul said. “But when he came backstage on Christophsis … I’m pretty sure he’d figured out that I wasn’t just being stubborn. And he realized someone else was in the game.”

“Someone who wants your show permanently shut down.”

She nodded.

“The Emperor.”

“Possibly. Or possibly someone else who suspects what we’re doing and doesn’t like it. Xizor maybe.”

Dash shook his head. “Xizor is no friend to the Empire.”

“He’s less of a friend to me. In fact, he’s supposed to believe I’m an Imperial informant against Black Sun.”

“So, when you ratted out Hitch and Xizor, it was to make the Imperials think you were a good little citizen?”

“Exactly. Plus, it shut down Black Sun smuggling in the same trade corridor we were using. Nor did it hurt to have Xizor suspect I had high-level Imperial connections.”

“Then,” said Dash, “we may have an Imperial spy among us.”

“Or did have,” said Mel. “I’m not sure that we didn’t leave them behind on Tatooine. The cargo bay problem, as Leebo pointed out, could’ve been set up while we were docked and triggered automatically.”

“I guess that attack on the Nova’s Heart was a lucky break, then, huh?”

Dash caught the look that passed between Mel and Javul.

“Not exactly luck,” said Mel.

Dash leaned back in his seat. “You’re kidding me. You staged that?”

“We staged it,” Javul agreed. “I arranged for it our last night on Rodia, in fact. You remember Rancor’s Wrath, I’m sure.” There was a spark of wry humor in her eyes. “We needed to get back to Tatooine and get a different ship. We needed to be able to leave the crew with the Heart because, frankly, I didn’t know who I couldn’t trust. I only knew who I could trust.” She glanced aside at Mel.

“Not to be a party-killer or anything,” said Dash, “but are you sure about this guy?”

Javul’s smile was brief and bright. “Captain Dash Rendar, meet Commander Yanus Melikan, Rebel Alliance, Corellian Guard.”

Well, that turned a bunch of Dash’s pet theories on their heads. “Oh. Commander, huh?”

Mel inclined his head.

“Okay. Great. I’m up to my eyeballs in a Rebel plot. I really, really don’t want to be up to any part of my anatomy in a Rebel plot. I just want to earn enough credits to fix up my ship and mind my own business and …”

He caught himself in the lie. He wanted more than that. His brush with Edge had made him realize, in some place beneath conscious thought, that he wanted to right the wrong that had been done to his family—and to all the other innocent people who’d gotten caught in the crossfire between the Black Sun underlord and the Empire. It galled him that Xizor had used his brother to extract his pound of flesh from the Empire, and had used the Empire to wrest control of RenTrans from his family. It galled him further that Eaden, too, had lost a large part of his life to the Palpatine’s lust for power.

He let none of this show in his face. He put none of it into words. Instead he said, “But I guess I’m in too deep not to see this through. Fine, then. What is it we’re protecting or moving or whatever it is we’re doing?”

Javul flicked a glance at the doorway. Mel rose and went to check the passage for eavesdroppers. He shook his head, but remained standing in the access.

Javul leaned close to Dash across the table and lowered her voice. “At this moment, there is a set of plans on the move that can seriously undermine the Empire’s military strategy. We don’t know where they are or who’s actually handling them. They could be in my hands right now … or they could be someplace halfway across the galaxy. None of us knows. Which means that the Empire doesn’t know, either.”

“You’re a decoy.”

“I don’t know. I might not be the decoy. I might be the real deal.”

Dash nodded, noting—as if from a distance—that his sense of self-preservation seemed to have curled up and gone to sleep. Or perhaps it was merely stunned into silence.

“What’s the mission?” he asked.

“We’re to pick up a container on Bannistar Station. Presumably it contains replacement parts for my holographic rig. We don’t know what’s really in it. We’re to deliver it to our liaison on Alderaan.”

“What about the data wafer?”

“Identification codes for the compartment containing the cargo, and new orders.”

“After Bannistar Station,” said Mel, “we can’t continue with our scheduled itinerary. It’s too dangerous. We’re to pick up the package and go straight to Alderaan.”

Straight to Alderaan. Great. All they had to do was avoid being assassinated by Edge, stopped by a Black Sun saboteur, or simply blown out of the skies by an Imperial cruiser.

None of that concerned Dash Rendar so much, though, as how they were going to convince Han Solo to take them to Alderaan.

“Rebel Alliance? Rebel Alliance?” Han rocked back in his cockpit chair and stared at Dash, who sat in the copilot’s seat. He looked almost ill. “You’re kidding me. What is this—the cause of the day?”

“It’s not like that and you know it. She’s completely committed to this mission.”

“Mission.” Han shook his head. “Never trust a woman who’s committed to a mission.” He sat forward, put his elbows on the console and his head in his hands. After a couple of moments he looked up. “Okay, here’s what we’ll do. We’ll drop this bunch on Bannistar Station and head back to Tatooine.”

“You don’t understand. I don’t want us out, Han, I want you in. We need to get Javul to Bannistar. While they’re getting the show set up, we can get the package from storage and get it aboard the Falcon—”

Han raised both hands to stem the flow of words. “Whoa, whoa! You’re saying you want me to help you get this thing aboard my ship? You want me to smuggle Rebellion stuff under the Emperor’s nose?”

“You’re a smuggler, Han. It’s what you do.”

“Yeah, but not for the Rebel Alliance. That’s crazy, and I ain’t crazy … yet. Do you have any idea what would happen if we got caught doing this?”

“Yeah, I do, as a matter of fact. That’s why I suggested you could just stay behind on Bannistar.”

“The Falcon doesn’t go anywhere I don’t. That clear?”

“So you’ll do it?”

Han stood up suddenly, banging his head on the cowling over the flight console. “Ow! No, I won’t do it! Are you nuts? This is suicide! You may be willing to put your life on the line for this girl, but I’m not.”

Dash rose, too, meeting Han nose-to-nose. “This isn’t about the girl. Can’t you wrap your fat head around that?”

“Oh, really?” Han sat back down. “Then tell me what it is about?”

That stopped Dash in his tracks. What was it about? He realized he hadn’t articulated that fully, even to himself. He clawed ideas out of the air and tried to clothe them in words.

“It’s about … having your life run by forces outside your control.”

“What?”

“Look at me, at Eaden, at Javul—look at you.”

“What’s wrong with me?”

“Not you exactly, but what your life is. You’re pushed around by forces you can’t control—Jabba, the Empire—”

“Hey, nobody pushes Han Solo around—”

“Oh, shut up! Why were you in a position to take my cargo to Nar Shaddaa?”

Han blinked. “Well, I …”

“You were scrounging for work because Jabba’s soured on you. He’s caught up in stuff that’s bigger than he is, too. Clan politics, Imperial politics, whatever. I’m where I am—living on the fringes—because a Black Sun Vigo effectively wiped out my family. And he did that, in part, because the Empire wiped out his family. Javul’s where she is because the Empire is running all our lives, whether we like it or not. We have to watch who we associate with, where we go, what we say, and who we say it to. And now I just found out that Eaden’s had his life jerked around by the same forces. So maybe I am, y’know, a little impressed with the woman, but mostly I think I just want to feel like I’m not playing dead. Like I’m not just keeping my head down and whistling in the dark and pretending that everything’s stellar when it’s not. Javul has found a way to push—no, to fight back. I think that’s worth my time and effort.”

Han was nodding, almost as if he’d been listening. “Yeah, but is it worth your life? ’Cause, with all due respect, that’s exactly what your Rebel girlfriend is asking you to put on the line.”

Dash considered that. “Yeah. I think maybe it is.”

Han snorted. “C’mon … whatever this thing is that Javul might be transporting—how can it possibly make a difference? So they get information or something. Big deal. So what’s new?”

“Cascade effect,” said Dash. “Someone does something. And that proves to someone else that something can be done. So they do something and that proves to a few more people that something can be done, and they do something. Up until now, the Empire has had the cascade effect on their side: they take out the Jedi, and Eaden’s order gets cascaded out of existence; they take out Xizor’s family and that cascades into my family. Maybe if we help Javul, we can turn the cascade the other way.”

Han’s face was suddenly shuttered. “Yeah? I know more about the cascade effect than I care to. But I also know that the Rebel Alliance is poison. It’s not something I want to get involved with.”

“Okay, fine. Don’t get involved.”

Both men turned at the sound of Javul Charn’s voice. She stood in the hatchway.

“Just get us to Bannistar and take us from there to Alderaan. We were originally supposed to perform on Alderaan and leave the container behind where our liaison could impound it as missing property. All very proper. We can’t afford to do that now, obviously. Our itinerary is too well known.”

“You could send Deep Core instead,” suggested Dash. “I mean, you may have already thought of that …”

“I hadn’t. Thanks. It’s a good suggestion. Make things look as normal as possible.”

“That’s all just great as far as it goes,” said Han, “but like you said—they know your itinerary. Who’s to say you won’t get to Bannistar and find a welcoming committee waiting for you?”

“There may be some trouble on Bannistar,” Javul granted him, “but I have to believe the fuel on that station is going to make anyone think twice about blowing things up or getting trigger-happy. I’m a courier. I’m not that important in the cosmic scheme of things.”

Dash wasn’t ready to accept that at face value. He suspected she might be a good deal more important than she was letting on.

Han leaned back in his command chair. “Too risky,” he said curtly.

Dash glared at him, opened his mouth to retort. Javul put a hand on his shoulder and shook her head. “How much do you want?” she asked Han.

“You don’t have enough money, lady. I’ll help you get your package and I’ll get you away from Bannistar Station, but I’m not going to risk my ship or my life to take you to the Core Worlds. That would be suicide—and while I might not be very bright, I’m not suicidal. You’ll have to find some other space jockey to complete your operation.”

“I’ll double—”

Han was shaking his head. “Let me be real specific: a diamond the size of a neutron star’s core wouldn’t be big enough.”

“All right. Fine. Let me know when we’re in the Bannistar neighborhood. I have a message I need to send. I’ll have to set up a rendezvous with the Nova’s Heart.” She paused as she turned to go and looked down at Dash, frustration glittering in her eyes. “What about you, Dash? Are you going to pull out before we get to Alderaan?”

“I’m in,” he said, his gaze on Han. “All the way in.”

Han just shook his head.


TWENTY-TWO

HUNDREDS OF METERS ABOVE THE SURFACE OF A PLANETOID too insignificant to merit a name of its own, huge clusters of fuel tanks floated, tethered to a refinery complex often hidden beneath a roil of clouds. The refinery was serviced mostly by droids. Any sentients in their right minds lived in the habitat rings and towers embedded in the hearts of the tank clusters like seeds in highly volatile fruit. The largest of the clusters—the Command and Control facility—was where the Millennium Falcon was headed.

Javul Charn had called in a request for a docking portal herself, explaining that an accident had befallen her ship and she had resorted to hiring this Corellian freighter. The duty officer in the C&C was surprised almost to stammering to find himself face-to-digitized-face with the beautiful holostar. Dash could relate.

“Mistress Charn, this is—this is—this is such a pleasant surprise. I mean, it’s not a surprise that you’re here but we weren’t expecting—I mean, we were expecting the Nova’s Heart and we’d set aside a docking port … that is …”

Javul laughed pleasantly. “Yes, well, the Millennium Falcon is a somewhat different configuration, isn’t she? I hope you have a dock we can use. Something as close to the hub facility as possible …”

“Oh—oh, of course! Um, do you need to be near your other vessel—the Deep Core? If so—”

“No. Not necessary. I only need personnel from the Deep Core, not equipment.”

“Oh, okay. Well, let me check for a free dock. You’re a YT-1300 … I mean”—he laughed nervously—“your ship is a—” He cleared his throat and repeated, “I’ll check for a free dock.”

The man—a human male—was gone for only a moment before returning to give their navigational array the coordinates for the dock. Han read them over then disengaged the auto-dock feature, clearly intending to pilot the ship in himself.

“What are you doing?” Javul asked. “Doesn’t this thing have an auto-dock?”

Dash grinned. “Han has a bit of a phobia about allowing a computer to steer the Falcon to dock.”

“Yeah,” said Han. “Especially in a situation where we may have to make a hasty departure. If I’ve steered her in myself, I know how to steer her out again without hitting one of these giant space mines or fouling a tether.”

“And if you’ve got your auto-dock engaged, the port AI can lock you down,” added Dash. “Which means you may find yourself unable to beat a hasty retreat.”

“Makes sense. I’m going to go assemble the troops.” She swung out of the cockpit.

Dash turned to Han. “You need me to do something?”

“This ain’t brain surgery, Dash.”

It wasn’t brain surgery, but it was a more complex procedure than Dash or Han had expected. They entered the tanker field and made their way along a series of marker buoys to a docking port at the largest cluster of tanks. There were six of them, in fact, arranged in a ring and linked together by catwalks. A number of small freighters and a single Imperial corvette were docked at various posts around the circumference of the tanks.

Han shook his head as he nudged the Falcon into position. “I don’t like this. Did you see that corvette on the other side of the command module? If we go back out the way we came in, we’ll have to go right past it. Plus the flight path was a maze. If we have to get out of here in a hurry—”

“Well, then I guess we’d better hope we don’t have to,” Dash said, eyeing the nearest fuel tank. Its huge, oblate body loomed over the freighter, dwarfing her.

“I am not looking forward to this,” Han grumbled.

Dash rose and clapped him on the shoulder. “Look at it this way—you’ll get to see a free Javul Charn concert.”

Scaled down—that’s how Javul had described her performance on Bannistar Station. To Dash it was even more complicated and grandiose in its own way than her outdoor concert on Christophsis. The larger framework elements and piece scenery that were in Deep Core’s capacious hold would remain unused; Javul’s plan was to give her performance in the free space between several clusters of tanks, making good use of the low gravity to fly the piece scenery and augment her antigrav harness. The tanks and their network of walkways would become her staging area.

Great, Dash thought, more complicated stuff to go wrong.

“That doesn’t seem very practical.” This opinion came from an unlikely source—Javul’s devoted road manager, who also turned out to be a Rebel operative. “I mean, look,” Spike said, as their party traversed the catwalk from their docking port on the far side of the tanks to the central tower where Command and Control was located. “These sets of tanks are connected to the refineries down there, not to one another. Which means they’re bobbing around like Dantooine swamp bunnies. They’d need to be moored to one another somehow, wouldn’t they?”

“Yeah, but they’re made for that. See?” Javul gestured upward toward the bulging flanks of the tank closest to them.

Looking up, Dash found himself peering at the bottom of another catwalk. It ran along the tank’s broad beam and extended past it to an encircling perimeter walkway. Even from here he could see the scaffolding and hydraulic systems that would allow the catwalk overhead to be extended out past the perimeter. He realized the walkway beneath their feet had the same means of extension.

“They’re made to be reconfigurable,” Javul said. “They’d have to be. So, I’ll just propose that maybe we can reconfigure them for the performance. Link some of the habitable areas together and to the main tower.”

Dash glanced at her sharply. This was not about a performance. “Okay. Why do you really want them moved?”

“So that there’s a path to that storage facility over there.”

Over there was a cluster of four fuel tanks with a cargo storage ring that floated serenely about two klicks away. The designation 4B was painted on each of the tanks in characters three times the height of a man.

“Ah. The mysterious container,” said Han.

“Wouldn’t it be better to ask for a docking port at that cluster?” asked Dash.

“And what reason would we give for that?” Javul returned. “Everything else we need is over here in the control center. Food, lodging, staging areas—all of it. I don’t know about you, but I’d like to raise as little suspicion as possible. A request that can be chalked up to the inflated ego of a celebrity might be annoying, but it’s not likely to raise suspicion.”

“Yeah, well how do you propose to sweet-talk the station commander into reconfiguring his tanks?”

She threw him a brilliant smile over one shoulder. “Approximately the same way I sweet-talked you.”

Behind him, Han let out a bark of laughter. “Boy, does she have your number.”

“You should talk. You’re right here with the rest of us.”

“Yeah, because I’m being well paid, not because I let myself be sweet-talked into this craziness.”

“Well, since we ended up in the same place, I guess it doesn’t matter why, does it?”

They made their way among the huge tanks into the center of the cluster where a tower many hundreds of stories tall anchored the grouping. The air was quiet this high up, but they could hear the ghost voice of the wind eddying around the fuel line and its laminanium tether. Dash realized that the catwalk on which they stood was vibrating in those same winds.

“I’ve always wondered how they kept these things in the air,” murmured Han as they approached the entrance to the tower.

Dash moved to the front of the group, slipping in front of Javul to activate the door controls. They opened before he could touch the panel, revealing a tall, broad-shouldered man with close-cut graying black hair and ice-blue eyes. He was dressed in an Imperial uniform … sort of. At least the jacket was from an Imperial uniform and it carried the code cylinders of a command-level officer, but it hung open to reveal a decidedly nonregulation shirt of some silvery material. He wore a blaster strapped to his belt and a smug smile on his lips.

He looked right past Dash to Javul, and the look in his steely eyes made every male instinct in Dash’s back-brain go on full alert.

“Javul Charn, I presume. Welcome aboard Bannistar Station. I’m Commander D’Vox.”

Javul stepped around Dash and held her hand out to the station commander. “Commander D’Vox, what a pleasant surprise. I hardly expected this high-level a welcome.”

He smiled—an expression that was at once pleasant and creepy—and took Javul’s hand. Which he actually kissed.

Dash heard a snort of derision from Han and echoed it mentally. He comforted himself that Javul would probably have little trouble wrapping the commander around her every whim.

D’Vox seemed smitten already. “I could hardly let anyone of your celebrity status arrive without my personal welcome, Mistress Charn.”

“Please, Commander, call me Javul.”

“And you should call me Arno,” he said, bowing over her hand again. “Let me show you to your quarters—then, I think, a tour of the facility is in order.”

Dash glanced at Javul’s face, wondering if she was praying to the Cosmic Balance that the commander didn’t put his lips on her hand again. He didn’t. Instead, he tucked it through his arm and led her into the lift. The rest of the party followed, exchanging wry and uneasy glances. Dash resolved to stay as close to Javul as humanly possible.

Javul insisted that her security chief accompany her on the tour of the ship. Dash, in turn, insisted that his partner accompany them on the tour. Leebo was also gainfully employed—surreptitiously “chatting” with the station’s AI systems about such things as the number of Imperial ships docked here, when they’d arrived, and when they were expected to depart. Ostensibly, he was gauging the size of their audience. In reality, he was looking for anomalies—ships rushed to the station or that had no itinerary registered with the C&C, unusual troop deployments, anything else that suggested they’d been found out.

Dash was hoping that the Empire’s love of layers and layers of secrecy—which bred paranoia, lousy communication, and hidden agendas—would have kept D’Vox out of the loop. He was obviously not a stickler for protocol and regulations, if his personal dress was any indication. That, in and of itself, might make his superiors wary of trusting him with sensitive information.

Spike, Mel, and Nik were getting their own tour of the part of the facilities that directly impacted the show, while Oto scrambled the cargo droids to begin unloading the Millennium Falcon. Han had disappeared, and Dash was fairly certain he had gone off to locate the station’s nearest entertainment sector.

D’Vox wasn’t pleased that his guest required the services of her security team, but his only comment as he walked off with Javul on his arm was: “You’re perfectly safe with me, Javul. You really don’t need the extra brawn. I think I’ve got plenty.” He actually flexed his biceps as he spoke.

As if she heard Dash’s eyes rolling, Javul shot him a backward glance over her shoulder. She made a face at him. He laughed out loud, which drew him a not-so-pleasant look from D’Vox.

“Uh, sorry. Eaden just told me a joke.”

“Really?” D’Vox said. “When did he do that? I didn’t hear him say anything.”

“Yesterday.” He shrugged. “I just now got it.”

The tour was instructive. Dash got a good sense of the overall layout of the control module, which he knew was reprised on a smaller scale in the other clusters of tanks. The immense vertical tower held crew and guest quarters, amenities and command centers. The tanks were linked to it by a framework of platforms, catwalks, and scaffolding that encircled the tower and radiated out from it in all directions. And, as Javul had theorized, the catwalks and scaffolding could be extended to link the tanks and hab modules together in different configurations. The question now was: Did Javul Charn possess the charms to convince Arno D’Vox to reconfigure it for her?

After a brief look at the C&C—and a chance to admire the view from the bridge at the very top of the structure—they moved to the communal habitat areas, strolling along a relatively broad promenade lined with shops, restaurants, entertainment venues, and drinking establishments. Javul and D’Vox were in front chatting; Dash and Eaden, watchful, brought up the rear. D’Vox had just said something that caused Javul to laugh with feigned delight when a man wearing a uniform in even more disreputable condition than D’Vox’s strode up to the commander and blocked his path.

“We need to talk,” the man said to D’Vox, then gave Javul a scalding once-over through glittering dark eyes.

Dash and Eaden hurried their steps by mutual and silent agreement. The newcomer was almost as tall as D’Vox, but not nearly as well honed physically. He was big-boned, but not particularly muscular. He had a wild thatch of reddish brown hair, an unkempt beard, and a crazy gleam in his brown eyes. The way he looked at Javul made Dash’s hands twitch toward his blaster.

“You might have noticed,” said D’Vox, “that I’m engaged right now in showing our guest the station.”

“This can’t wait.” The newcomer’s gaze shifted from D’Vox to Dash and Eaden. His lip curled.

D’Vox sighed as if his patience were being tested to the utmost. “This is my security chief, Red Rishyk. You’ll have to forgive him. He’s singularly devoted to duty. Rishyk, this is—”

“Yeah, I know who she is,” Rishyk growled. “We need to talk.”

D’Vox turned to Javul. “I’ll only be a moment. Why don’t you wait for me in the cantina here?” He nodded toward a cheerfully decorated establishment just across the promenade, from which strains of relatively innocuous music rolled.

“Sure,” said Javul and led the way across the promenade, walking with a bouncy dancer’s gait that made her hips sway and her hair ripple like silver fire. Dash and Eaden followed.

The cantina was crowded and had very tiny tables intended for one or two people—three in a pinch. Dash decided they were in a pinch. He snagged an extra stool and pulled it up to the table Javul had appropriated. She’d obviously chosen it for its location—it sat at the terrace rail, overlooking the promenade and allowing them to watch if not hear the dialogue between D’Vox and his chief of security. It did not look like a happy conversation.

All the muscles in Dash’s back tightened. He hoped that Javul and her entourage were not the subject matter. He glanced at Eaden, who wasn’t looking at the two Imperials, but was definitely “sniffing” at them with a couple of carelessly dangling tentacles.

“Anything?”

“No more than you’ve probably divined yourself. Rishyk is excited and angry about something. Though I suspect if I were to ask, Commander D’Vox would tell me that was his natural state.”

“You can’t tell what he’s angry about? Or what kind of anger it is?”

Javul made a face. “What kind of anger? There’s more than one?”

“Yeah. Is he mad because he just found out you’re a Rebel sympathizer or because someone put a buzz-bomb in his locker?” He turned his attention back to Eaden. “Any clues?”

“If we were all immersed in liquid, I might be able to tell you about the quality of his anger and excitement, but as it is …” He shrugged. “I am a Nautolan out of water.”

Javul threw back her head and laughed. Eaden made a funny hissing sound that Dash couldn’t interpret.

“What’s funny?” D’Vox was approaching the terrace railing from the promenade; Rishyk was nowhere to be seen.

“It was nothing. Eaden just made a joke,” said Javul.

D’Vox raised his eyes to scan the room behind them. “Quite the comedian, isn’t he? I see an empty table over there that you two could take,” he told Dash. “There’s really not room for four at this one.”

Dash met the other man’s gaze in a clash of wills. He held it until he felt Javul’s hand on his forearm.

“Dash, you and Eaden deserve a break. I’m sure I’m perfectly safe with Arno. This is his station, after all.”

No, Dash thought as he and Eaden moved to a table from which they could only barely see D’Vox and Javul, it wasn’t his station. It was the Empire’s station. But he’d be willing to bet Arno D’Vox sometimes had trouble remembering that.


TWENTY-THREE

“WHAT DO YOU MEAN YOU’RE HAVING DINNER WITH D’Vox?” Dash stared at Javul with the same expression of disbelief his face always seemed to wear in her presence.

“You need a translation? I’m going to take a meal with the station commander.”

“Alone?”

She smiled and pulled a blue shimmer-wig on over her own pale hair, peering at herself in the vanity glass of the plush quarters D’Vox had assigned her. “Well, he sure didn’t invite my security chief. Or anyone else. Besides, I need you and yours to figure out the best way to get our property off the station.”

Dash sat down on the foot of the oversized bed. “Wait. You didn’t have that figured out?”

“We did, but I’m doubtful that plan’s still safe. I think it’s going to have to change.”

“What was the plan?”

In answer, Javul palmed the pendant she was wearing, opened it, and extracted a data wafer—presumably the same one she’d retrieved at the shrine of the Equilibrates. She held it up between thumb and forefinger. “This gives the exact location and identifying features of the container and the access codes required to get to it.”

“In Module 4B,” Dash guessed.

“Yes. Storage compartment nineteen, currently facing away from the control module. The Nova’s Heart was assigned a berth at that module, which would have made picking up the container fairly easy. We’d stow some of our gear there and when we left we’d take the container with us. Now that won’t work. I need you and Mel and Eaden to come up with an alternative. Immediately, if not sooner.” She handed him the data wafer, which he pocketed.

“So how big is this thing?”

“It’s about two meters high by a meter wide by one and a half meters long. Full specs are on the data wafer.”

“Except for what’s in it, I’ll bet.”

“Except for that. At any rate, it’s small enough to move along even the narrowest catwalks.”

“If you can get D’Vox to move the modules.”

“Yes—if …” She turned back to the mirror to give herself an assessing look.

Dash thought she looked amazing. Hair rippling in opalescent shades of blue from azure to aqua, a bodysuit and flowing diaphanous robe to match. Her eyes, unaffected by special lenses, were a blue-tinged silver—twin moons.

He warned himself sternly to keep his head on straight. “Let me ask you something—did D’Vox seem different when he came back from his conversation with his security honcho?”

She shook her head. “No. Though I have to admit I had the same scare—that maybe Rishyk was contacted by Imperial High Command. But I somehow doubt it.”

“Why? This is an Imperial fuel dump, after all.”

“Yes, but it’s fringy. We chose this location for the pickup because of D’Vox’s reputation as a renegade. He’s not a by-the-regs kind of guy.”

“So I’ve noticed.” Dash shook his head. “Man, that Rishyk looks more like a pirate than most of the pirates I know.”

“D’Vox isn’t much cleaner,” said Javul, “and I’m not talking about his personal hygiene. According to Mel’s intelligence associates, he’ll look the other way on just about anything for enough credits.”

“So if worse comes to worst …”

She shrugged. “We offer a bribe. I’d like to avoid that, though.”

“Why? You’ve got the credits, right?”

“Oh, I’ve got the credits. Better than that, I’ve got aurodium ingots. But if we have to pay D’Vox not to notice us, it means he’s noticed us. That’s just one more person who’s too close to the truth. It makes him a conscious factor in the success or failure of the mission. Someone else could pay him more to become both conscious and active. It’s better if we can just slide in under his sensors.”

“Right. Hugely popular holostar, big stage show—nothing to see here.”

She grinned at him. “I just dazzle ’em with my footwork. Or baffle them with banthaflop.”

Dash’s stomach knotted. “Make an excuse to have me with you tonight. Say there were attempts on your life—a crazy stalker. I mean, it’s true.”

She sobered quickly. “I can’t, Dash. You know I can’t. I need him to relax all that prickly suspicious male stuff he does when you’re hovering.”

“I do not hover.”

“You hover. And I’m grateful that you hover, but not tonight. Tonight you need to figure out a way to get to the package. Besides, I’ll have my comlink. If anything happens, I’ll call you.”

He had an idea. “Hey, I know. What if you double date? Take Mel and Spike with you.”

She cocked her head and made a face. “Spike?”

Dash rolled his eyes. “Oh, man, did I say that out loud? I meant Dara.”

“Spike?” Javul repeated.

Her laughter followed him from the room.
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Javul wasn’t surprised to find that Arno D’Vox had chosen to take dinner in a very private dining room at the nadir of the station’s primary module. In fact, the restaurant was called The Nadir, and D’Vox’s private dining room had a breathtaking view of the planetoid below. This evening it was especially stunning—the rays of the wan star turned the thin atmosphere ruddy gold and painted the clouds around and beneath the station in myriad glorious hues. She could almost forget that down there, sunken into the misty twilight of Bannistar’s world, was a clutter of ugly refinery facilities. From here they were magical, twinkling with fey lights.

“Yes, even this grimy place has its beauty,” D’Vox said, as if reading her thoughts.

She looked up at him from her view of the planetoid and clouds and endless sky and accepted the seat he offered. The table sat at the edge of a hanging balcony of sorts suspended over an upside-down transparisteel dome.

“It really is beautiful,” she told him and indulged in a little apparent mind reading of her own. “And yes, I’m surprised. When you told me where we were going to have dinner, I’ll admit I was a little … skeptical.”

He sat down opposite her. “I’ve arranged for a variety of dishes to be brought out. I want to impress you, naturally, with my little domain.”

“Not so little,” she said, smiling. “You have an emperor’s view of the world. Or maybe even a god’s view.”

“How appropriate”—his gaze locked suggestively with hers—“since right now I’m looking at a goddess.”

Wow … that’s one of the corniest lines I’ve ever heard. “Ooh, and silver-tongued, too.”

Their first course arrived at that moment, brought by a trio of protocol droids. The droids were three different models, and Javul suspected D’Vox had “recruited” them from Imperial diplomatic missions.

The food was, indeed, impressive. Well plated and fragrant, it had nothing of the flat taste of hydroponically grown food, and reminded Javul forcefully of how long it had been since she had eaten anything besides ship’s rations and auto-galley output.

“So,” her host said when the droids had withdrawn, “what brings you to Bannistar. I mean, whatever possessed you to book a performance here?”

“My tour coordinator said he owed one to the crew of Bannistar Station and that the population was underserved. I’m doing an interview here, too, tomorrow. Live. We usually have huge venues,” she added. “There’s hardly room here for half our rigging.”

“I’m disappointed.”

“I’m sorry, but you don’t have an indoor space big enough.”

“What about an outdoor space?”

She smiled, pleased he’d set himself up. That meant she didn’t have to do it. He’d think the whole thing was his idea.

“Well … I did do an outdoor concert on Christophsis …”

“There any way you could do one here?”

“Hmm. I’ll have to think about that. You know, this is excellent soup. What is it again—mynock?”

They found Han, at last, in a dimly lit, noisy cantina with discordant music that blared from every direction. To Dash it felt as if he were swimming in sound waves.

He crossed to the bar—where Han was deep in discussion with a female Wookiee and a much shorter male Advozse—and tapped the other pilot on the shoulder.

“What?” Han turned, blinking in surprise when he saw Eaden, Mel, Nik, and Leebo strung out behind Dash in a wobbly queue. He grimaced. “Do you guys mind? I’m trying to do some business here.”

The Advozse made a chortling sound and scratched at the base of the short, thick horn that crowned his hairless head. “Who your friends be?”

Dash ignored him. “We need to have a little conference about the package we’re supposed to pick up.”

“Maybe later. Right now I’m trying to make this trip worth my while.”

Dash flushed with sudden annoyance. “Javul’s not making it worth your while already?”

Han sighed. “All right, look. Lemme conclude my negotiations here and I’ll be right with you. Go … sit down over there.” He waved his hand toward a table in a particularly stygian corner. “Oh, and try not to look like a cadet review, okay?”

Fuming, Dash, turned to go. Han tapped him. “You couldn’t have left the kid on the ship?”

“The kid,” whispered Dash, “is part of our cover, remember? We’re your crew, Captain Solo.”

“Oh … yeah.” Han didn’t seem overly happy to be reminded of the fact. “Well, you going or what?”

Dash led the others to the corner and ordered a round of drinks. He insulted Nik by offering him fruit juice.

“Rearrange the modules?” Arno D’Vox didn’t bat an eyelash.

“I realize it’s a lot to ask. But it’s the only way I can think of to give you the full Javul Charn experience.”

“I can think of other ways.”

“I’ll bet you can.” She gave him the full assault of her silver eyes. She wasn’t vain, but she knew the effect they could have on a man’s viscera. She’d had any number of men tell her all about it.

His smiled deepened. “To be perfectly honest, it’s really not that difficult to rearrange the modules. How many would you need to have in formation?”

She thought of the way the modules were currently arranged. The one she needed was closest to the control module, but better safe than sorry. She could’ve done with three, but … “Four? Is that too much to ask?”

“For you, not at all.” D’Vox laid his napkin on the table and stood. “In fact, let’s go up to my office and I can show you what I can do.”

Yeah, that’s what I’m afraid of.

She went reluctantly, praying to the Cosmos that Red Rishyk would interrupt their stroll. He didn’t, and some minutes later Arno D’Vox was ushering her into his office—a private office, attached to his suite of rooms. It looked more like a lounge than an office, in fact. There was a desk with holoconsole, a bar, and a seating area that faced a curving transparisteel window.

Oh, joy.

He surprised her, though, by actually leading her to the holodisplay where he called up a schematic of the station. In mere seconds an image of the station’s tactical aspects was laid out, depicting the entire grouping of tank clusters. Module 4B was tethered lower and to the east by a couple of klicks; other modules floated to the south, southwest, and north farther away, but at about the same altitude as the control module.

“How do you move them?” Javul asked, only half feigning her interest. The huge structures were an amazement to her. “For that matter, how do you keep them up?”

D’Vox laughed, showing even white teeth. “It’s a combination of the planetoid’s relatively low gravity and thick atmosphere combined with antigravity and booster technology. Moving them is a matter of moving the other end of the tether and navigating the module to its new location.”

Javul widened her eyes. “Sounds complicated.”

“Not really. Huge modified construction droids handle the ground work on the tethers in sync with our navigational systems.” He paused to study the situation for a moment, then said: “What if we move these three units—” He tapped each holographic image with the tip of a finger. They each lit with a soft green halo. “Here, here, and here?” He dragged them into place one at a time. “Will that do?”

Javul stared at the reconfiguration. Or rather, she stared at Module 4B, still floating alone in its place two klicks to the east. “Oh … yes, it should be perfect, but wouldn’t it make more sense to move that one? I mean, it’s closer, isn’t it?”

He didn’t seem to think her question odd. “Closer, yes, but it contains fewer habitat units and the superstructure doesn’t have as much viewing space. Besides which, you’ll note that it’s sitting lower than the other modules.”

“Uh-huh …”

“It’s the cargo load … and the fact that its tanks have just been refilled.”

“Oh, so moving that one would be more difficult, I guess.”

“Very much so.”

Great. She wondered feverishly how she might contact Dash and let him know that Station Commander D’Vox had just changed up the logistical landscape. Aloud, she said: “Well, this looks perfect to me, Arno. How do you make it happen?”

“I have but to give the command. The whole move should be complete within two hours.”

“You don’t have to ask permission or inform the appropriate authorities?”

“I’m the commander of this facility, Javul. I am the appropriate authority. I don’t ask permission—I give it.” Suiting action to words, he thumbed on his comlink. “This is D’Vox. Give me the C and C duty officer.”

“Lieutenant Ashel here, sir.”

“I have new coordinates for module configuration that I’ll be sending down. Check them for any logistical issues and implement after issuing standard warnings.”

“Sir? This isn’t a scheduled maneuver—”

“Yes, I know. It’s a special request.” He looked aside at Javul. “A very special request.”

“Yessir. I’ll start proceedings upon receipt of the new coordinates.”

“They’re on their way.” He cut the connection and smiled at Javul.

She smiled back. “Thank you, Arno. I will try not to disappoint.”

He shifted closer, looming over her and making her feel small and vulnerable. “I don’t think you could disappoint.”

Her smile was coquettish. “Such a flatterer.”

He was wearing some sort of smoky-smelling cologne that made her feel light-headed. A pheromonic concoction, she was willing to bet.

She took a small step backward. “Does your office have a refresher? I need to … tidy up.” And figure out how to get away from you.

He gestured toward a doorway to his left and Javul escaped through it. Once locked inside the smaller chamber, she did a quick visual scan for surveillance cams. She saw none—which didn’t mean they weren’t there—but she did notice that there was a connecting door to the suite D’Vox had given her. The urge to bolt through it was stronger than she cared to admit. Suppressing it, she got out her comlink and palmed it as she made a pretense of washing her hands and primping.

After half an hour waiting for Han to finish “negotiating,” Dash was fed up. He didn’t realize how fed up until Leebo leaned toward him and stage-whispered: “Hey, boss, I had no idea humans were steam-powered.”

“What?”

“There’s steam coming out of your ears.”

Nik sniggered. Mel merely smiled into his drink.

“If Han’s behavior bothers you so much,” said Eaden reasonably, “why don’t you go ask him to expedite his negotiations?”

Dash shoved his tankard of Corellian spiced ale—his second tankard of Corellian spiced ale—away from him, half consumed. “Y’know what? I’m gonna do just that.”

He got up and crossed to the bar. It was perfectly clear that the negotiation phase of the proceedings was over and they were entering the social phase. Han was telling jokes.

“A Wookiee and an Ewok walk into a cantina, see—”

Dash tapped him on the shoulder. “I’ve heard this one. The punch line is ‘I was talking to the Wookiee.’ ”

The Wookiee threw back her head and made a sound like metal bending. The Advozse scratched the base of his sagittal horn and said, “What? What? I don’t get it.”

“We need to move this along,” Dash told Han. “We have other business to transact.”

“Hey, if it doesn’t pay, it’s not business.”

“She’s already paying you, nerf-for-brains.”

“I’m just doing a little on the side. You got a problem with that?”

“I do if it—” His comlink pinged. “I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere.”

Dash moved to the end of the cantina’s long, gleaming black bar and opened the link.

Javul emerged from the refresher to find that D’Vox had poured drinks. She regarded the glass of amber liquid he handed her skeptically. “What’s this?”

“It’s called ambrostine. It’s sweet and rich—like you.”

Ambrostine. Yeah—sweet, rich, and potent. She’d heard all about the stuff from Dara. It reduced inhibitions to zero—something Javul knew she couldn’t afford. Beyond whatever personally repugnant situation she might find herself in, it was what she might say about her connection with the Rebellion that frightened her the most.

She took the glass gingerly, stalling. Any moment now (she hoped) Dash would comm her and tell her there was a problem with the holo-emitter setup and that she needed to weigh in on it. And right now, too, or they’d be behind schedule and would never mount a performance by the following evening.

She smiled at D’Vox; he’d just proposed a salute to something. “To our …” she began.

“Mutual admiration,” he finished.

She put the glass to her lips and sipped. The ambrostine was like fiery honey. She held it on her tongue as long as she could, pretending to savor it, before swallowing the tiny mouthful. It burned all the way down—not unpleasantly. Not at all.

“Come sit down,” he said and put a hand to her arm to draw her to the plush divan that afforded a view of space from between two of the module’s fuel tanks.

Blast Dash Rendar! Where is he?

She took a step toward the divan and was chilled to discover that the ambrostine was already making her feel light-headed. Or was it his karking pheromone-laden cologne? She moved with slow, calculated grace, trailing D’Vox and making him turn back to watch her walk. The expression in his eyes might have been welcome at another time—in other eyes. At this moment, in his eyes, it was terrifying.

She sat. He sat.

His door chime rang.

Javul started. Had Dash decided to appear in person to cart her away? She hoped not. As capable as he was in some ways, she doubted that his skills ran to acting. In fact, one of the things she most liked about him was the way he felt his emotions all the way out to his skin.

D’Vox stood, swearing, and rounded the divan to face the door. “Come!”

The door opened, but it wasn’t Dash who entered. It was Security Chief Rishyk. His face—not all that pleasant to look at in any situation—was screwed into a scowl of epic proportions.

“Did you give the order to move the blasted rigs into a square?” he asked before D’Vox could ask why he’d come.

“Of course I gave the order. Who else would give it?”

“D’you realize how many fuel ports that cuts off? Are you aware that you’ve got three Imperial tankers queued up in low orbit, waiting to refuel?”

From her perch on the couch, Javul could see the back of D’Vox’s neck flush a deep, angry red. “Refueling is my responsibility, not yours. This has nothing to do with security.”

“The hell it doesn’t! You get those Imperial captains in an uproar and they’ll want to investigate us up one side and down the other.”

Javul stood suddenly and turned to face the two men. “I should …” The look she got from Rishyk made her stomach twist. “… leave you to your conversation,” she finished, then moved swiftly to the door, wishing she didn’t have go past Rishyk to get there.

“Javul, stay,” said D’Vox, putting out a hand to stop her. “This will only take a moment.”

“The hell it will!” snarled Rishyk. “Does she have something to do with this asinine maneuver?”

“What if she does? I’m commander of this facility, Security Chief Rishyk. I suggest you try not to forget that.”

Javul made it to the door and paused a beat to offer a parting shot. “Let me know if you’re not going to be able to make that change.” She glanced at Rishyk, looking him swiftly up and down. “I’ll understand if you can’t.”

She dodged out the door then, hoping she’d said just enough to ensure that D’Vox would go ahead with the reconfiguration out of sheer ego. It was no longer important to the retrieval of the container, but they might be able to use the opportunity to move the Millennium Falcon to a new dock.

Out in the corridor, Javul quickly rounded the corner, dashed into her suite, and collapsed against the wall. Her comlink beeped.

“You’re a little late,” she told Dash.

“What? What do you mean, I’m a little late? You don’t mean—” The cantina seemed suddenly stiflingly hot.

“I mean I had to take another opportunity to leave. I suspect that D’Vox and Rishyk are circling each other like a couple of rancors in bloodlust right now, arguing over the reconfiguration.”

That was a relief. “Rishyk thinks it’s a bad idea, does he?”

“Ha. You could say that. He came in snarling and snapping like a boarwolf. I think D’Vox is going to go for it, though—his male ego’s got its back up. And I hope it will give us an excuse to move the Falcon.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

He could hear the smile in her voice. “I’m counting on you, Captain Rendar.”

An idea struck him between the eyes. “Yeah, well, I’m counting on Han.”

He signed off and returned to where Han was still trading jokes with the Wookiee and her partner.

“… So he says to the Baragwin, ‘Hey! Why the long face?’ ”

This time it was the Advozse who laughed so hard he nearly choked on his drink. Dash helped the alien by pounding on his back for a few seconds, then asked, “So Captain, what’s going down with this deal? Where’re we going to make the drop?”

Han looked at him. “What drop?”

“In case you haven’t noticed, Captain, there are Imperials all over the place. It would be in our customer’s interests to be discreet.”

The Wookiee said something, to which Han replied, “Of course I’m discreet. I’m always discreet.” To Dash he said, “What’d you have in mind?”


TWENTY-FOUR

WHETHER D’VOX WON HIS SNARLING MATCH WITH Rishyk or pulled rank on him, the result was that the four great clusters of fuel tanks were pulled carefully toward one another. Mel and Nik moved to oversee the setup of the holographic equipment and piece scenery. Han and his “crew,” meanwhile, prepared to pilot the Millennium Falcon over to Module 4B, where they had instructed their customers to reserve a section of storage compartment 19 for their “delivery.”

“You don’t have to move the ship,” D’Vox told Dash when he announced their plans. “It’s perfectly safe where it is.”

“Yeah, well, Captain Solo is—shall we say—a little paranoid about his ship’s well-being. Besides we’ve got some cargo to off-load.”

“Really?” D’Vox’s eyes betrayed sudden curiosity. “As part of the show?”

“No, no. As part of a business deal. As it happens, Captain Solo was transporting some goods for a couple of your regulars here—Captain Kyobuk and her buddy, Sars Tarquhar.”

“Ah, I see.”

Dash sincerely hoped the commander did not see. “Yeah. So we’re just gonna take the Falcon on over to their storage facility and unload the goods.”

D’Vox seemed not to care, and Dash didn’t think it was an act. Even if the commander had been warned by the Imperials to keep an eye on them or stop them from doing whatever it was they were doing, he’d surely try to cut a deal—demanding something from them in order to be persuaded to look the other way. That he hadn’t was a good sign.

As the huge modules rotated into position for the performance, the Millennium Falcon left her dock at the main hub module and moved down to Module 4B, compartment 19. The storage unit had already been opened by Captain Kyobuk, who met them at the air lock.

They made a big deal out of unloading the rather large container of goods Han had sold the Wookiee merchant. Han and Leebo moved it to the front of the bay, toward the inner portal. Dash was relieved in the extreme when the good captain insisted that she and her associate open the crate then and there to inspect the contents. With the Wookiee and the Advozse focused entirely on Han’s floor show and demo, Dash, Eaden, and Leebo set about locating their target container.

They found it in a recess near the external hatch, easily accessible and completely inoffensive in appearance. It was as tall as Dash and twice as wide and deep—large enough, he thought, to hold two people. Three, if they were Sullustan. As they moved it quietly onto the ship, Dash wondered if the “cargo” was live.

“Blasted thing’s heavy,” Dash complained as they settled it into one of the secret compartments beneath the Falcon’s decking. “What’s it got in it?”

“You’re asking me?” Leebo replied. “Do I have X-ray vision now? Huh. I should pay more attention. When did you install that mod?”

“It was a rhetorical question. You two get this buttoned up. I’m going to check on Han’s progress.”

Han was just bumping foreheads with Sars Tarquhar—the traditional seal of a gentleman’s agreement among the Advozse—when Dash emerged from the ship. Tarquhar, evidently well pleased with their purchase, gave Han a particularly enthusiastic head-butt.

Deal done, Han accompanied Dash back onto the Falcon, checking the credit balance on his account card. His forehead, Dash noted, was red and showing the beginnings of a bruise. Dash grinned. Han, being human, didn’t possess the Advozse sagittal horn. He was going to have one heck of a headache.

They waited in the ship, watching the conclusion of the dance of the titans as the control module and her three ponderous sister units were locked safely together. Then they returned to their original docking port beneath Module 1A.

Dash breathed a sigh of relief. Another obstacle out of the way. He wondered if he could convince Javul to forget the performance and leave now. He wondered if they were under surveillance. He wondered if D’Vox knew the Empire wanted them. He wondered a huge amount of things, none of them particularly happy. He finally decided to stop wondering and help Mel with the setup.

The newly linked tank modules formed a square. Each had its tanks rotated toward the outside of the formation to allow people in the towers a clear view of the performance area. Additional platforms had been run out within the massive new cluster’s hollow core to provide outdoor space for those who wanted an unobstructed view. In the towers, galleries of seats had been set up in conference rooms, recreational facilities, and restaurants, while enterprising entrepreneurs whose private quarters had the luxury of windows converted these into intimate viewing salons. And, of course, there was a holocom feed that would pipe the entertainment to inner rooms.

Mel and Nik oversaw the positioning of holo-emitters and flying set pieces while Oto and his team of droids carried out their placement and calibration. Hoping to help speed things up, Dash brought Leebo over to assist.

“You are rated to handle these calibrations?” the Otoga unit asked Leebo blandly.

“Hey, you tin pot,” Leebo responded, “I can calibrate anything you can give me the specs for.”

Oto considered the statement. “You are also a tin pot, LE-BO2D9.”

Leebo made a queer rattling sound, prompting Dash to step in. “Just give him the specs for the next emitter, Oto. You can fix it if he messes it up.”

“Messes it up?” repeated Leebo. “Highly unlikely.”

The Otoga 222 reached out a digit to Leebo’s dataport. There was a split second of complete silence from both droids, then Oto said, “Those are the specs for the next two emitters. See if you can set them properly.”

As if respecting Dash’s sense of diplomacy, Leebo didn’t respond with some scathing commentary on the other droid’s genesis. Instead, he just cocked his head curiously and headed for the next emitter in the array.

Dash shook his head and went about his own business—walking the galleries looking for possible dangers. He saw nothing. This did not, however, set his mind at ease.

“You still get pre-show jitters?” Dash asked Javul later that evening as she awaited her cue to go “onstage.”

“Yeah. Now more than ever.”

They stood in a comfortable lounge that D’Vox had set aside as a backstage area. Here gathered the needful members of the stage crew—Dara Farlion and her gofers, the props people, Tereez Dza’lar and her team of under-costumers. They had everything laid out or hung in order of use to either side of the wide doorway that opened onto the private catwalk-cum-balcony just outside the lounge where Mel had set up his control console. From there, he could monitor the myriad pieces of the physical apparatus, from the holo-emitters to the piece scenery.

The centerpiece of that was a gleaming spiral staircase of transparisteel, six stories tall, that was suspended in the center of the quad formed by the tank modules. It was a fantastic thing—gleaming, lacy, and transparent—that looked as if it were made of water and ice crystals. From it, Javul would perform the bulk of her concert—acting, singing, dancing … and flying.

Dash stared at it now and shook his head. “Yeah, that thing alone would give me the vapors.”

“You mean the Helix? That doesn’t make me nervous in the least. It’s … you know. The other thing.”

“The item?”

“Yeah, that. Every second between now and the end of the tour, every kilometer between here and the end of the line—seems an eternity. A forever road.”

Dash sincerely wished she hadn’t said end of the line.

“Too late to pack it in and—?”

“Yeah. Way too late.” She turned to look at him, her eyes—outfitted with dazzling lenses that contained a set of state-of-the-art miniaturized holo-emitters—seemed to turn like wheels. “We have to do this thing, Dash. Just like always. Just like normal. I go on, I dance and sing and act out stories, then we pack up and on we go.”

Except that only the Deep Core would go to the next venue on Bacrana. The Millennium Falcon would go directly to Alderaan. He prayed the Imperials—if they were watching closely—would follow the Deep Core. But if there were Imperial agents watching their every move, he still hadn’t seen them. Leebo had found no record of them in the station communications logs—not even in D’Vox’s and Rishyk’s private ones. Which meant exactly nothing, Dash supposed, except that they weren’t in on any Imperial plotting.

Perhaps it was because of all this nonstalking by the Empire that Dash had made sure Han and the Falcon were ready to take off at a moment’s notice. The Falcon sat with her docking field on loose-lock, meaning that her magnetic clamps were dialed down. The soft dock would break instantaneously if Han made a run for it. It was an old smuggler’s trick.

At which point they’d learn whether the station had been upgraded with tractor beams …

“Time,” said Spike, arriving behind Dash and Javul and making Dash jump.

Javul turned her most brilliant smile on him. “Wish me smooth spacing.”

He tried to exorcise the bad feeling in his gut, couldn’t, gave up and kissed her instead. “Smooth spacing.”

He watched her go out onto the balcony from which she’d sail to the crystalline Helix in full view of the thousands who had gathered in galleries and on catwalks to watch her perform. He watched as she stood, momentarily silhouetted against the play of colorful lights sweeping up and down the four looming towers.

When he’d kissed her, he’d felt her fear. It trembled on her lips, quivered in her breathing. It wasn’t his manly charms that had made her shake, he knew. Tonight, Javul Charn had more than stage fright.

Dash took a deep breath and looked around for Eaden. The Nautolan was standing at Mel’s shoulder, watching him begin the start-up sequence for the artificial intelligence that ran the performance. Dash moved to stand next to them as Javul stepped off the balcony seemingly into midair, her antigrav harness activating.

In that moment that her feet went from solid metal to thin air, Dash’s gut twisted spasmodically, then relaxed. The harness was good. The harness was fine … for now.

He let out a sigh as she began her opening song, a whimsically wistful number about a lonely moisture farmer. Her bright, clear soprano seemed to come from everywhere at once: “I’ve got no real life. I live on Tatooine …”

The crowd packed onto the external catwalks and balconies recognized the popular song and roared their approval.

Dash put a hand over his stomach, reflecting that of all the experiences he’d had in his life, this was the first one that had made him wonder if he was developing an ulcer. He heard Mel chuckle and looked over to see that the other man was grinning at him wryly. “You, too, huh?” he said, patting his own stomach.

“I guess she just has that effect on everybody.”

“Only everybody who cares about her. So thanks,” Mel added, “for caring about her.”

Dash shrugged. “All in a day’s work. And now, if I’m going to be useful to the diva, Eaden and I had better get out there and keep our eye on things. D’you need Leebo for anything? If not, I’ll put him to work, too.”

“Hey, he’s your droid. You can have him. As a matter of fact, you can have Oto as well. That way you can have a man—or a droid—on each module.”

“We could use more,” Dash observed.

“Sorry, we don’t have more … at least not that we can trust.”

Amid the swirl of light and sound, Dash and Eaden collected the two droids and made their way out through the force shield Rishyk had grumblingly erected around the holostar’s backstage area at D’Vox’s order. Once beyond the barrier, Dash made sure his team had the passcode Rishyk had provided (with equal reluctance) that granted them access to the restricted security walkways running along the fronts of the public platforms. Thus prepared, they ascended via grav-lift to the topmost platform and then split up.

“I’ll take the primary module,” Dash decided. “Eaden, take 2A; Leebo 5C; Oto 3C. We’ll each move from the highest level to the lowest then back up again. Got it?”

“Affirmative,” said Oto.

“Got it, boss,” said Leebo. “I keep an eye out for baleful Anomids. How hard can that be?”

Dash held Eaden back until the two droids had headed off for their respective assignments. “So, is this a good hair day or a bad hair day?” he asked, hoping the Nautolan would tell him he was comfortable in this festival atmosphere. Alas, it was not to be.

“I am not at my best with so many sentients focusing so much attention in such a small area.”

“So your … Force thingamagummie is broken, then.”

“It is not a ‘Force thingamagummie,’ Dash. It is a sensitivity to the Force and to other individual energies—nothing more, nothing less. It is not broken. It is, however, a bit overwhelmed. This makes it more difficult to sort through the input.”

“Well, happy sorting, then. Let me know if you feel any murderous rages from anybody except Rishyk, okay?”

“I doubt that the individuals we’ll be watching are likely to have murderous rages. They’re more the cold and implacable type.”

Dash looked at his friend sharply. Had he just made an offhand comment? The Nautolan’s expression had not changed. It was as impenetrable as always.

“Great, then keep a tentacle out for cold and implacable as well.”

“I shall.” Eaden inclined his head then moved gracefully away down the catwalk to his assigned module.

Dash’s promenade along the audience platforms was slow and methodical. The viewing galleries were about ten meters wide, allowing for quite a few viewers to gather. He wended his way along the foremost edge, using the narrow security catwalk just below the main platform only to maneuver around knots of tightly clustered celebrants. The security walk allowed access to its semi-enclosed space at regular intervals, fortunately. Unfortunately, when he was forced to use it, someone would inevitably try to squeeze in after him. An apologetic smile and a flash of the ID Javul had furnished him, which proclaimed him officially her security chief, was enough to avoid argument.

He covered the top level and paused to signal Eaden before descending to the next. The Nautolan was fairly easy to spot among Javul’s mesmerized audience. For one thing, he was moving purposefully through the crowd. For another, his height and the distinctive shape of his pale head made him a standout. He reached the lift pad at the extreme end of the platform and paused to make eye contact with Dash across the many meters of space between them.

Eaden gave a slight shake of his head. Dash did likewise. Then he descended to the next level, pulling out his comlink as he went. He checked in with Leebo and Oto, got negative reports from both of them, and started across the broad gallery. He glanced out at the “stage” area as he went. A gigantic Javul looked back at him from the center of the module, singing a mournful song about lost love. The crowd had quieted, hanging on every note. This had distinct benefits for Dash and company as they wended their way through the swarm of sentients.

Dash reached the halfway point along the front of Module 1A and worked his way to the rail. Javul had begun to dance in the air, using the crystal Helix as a prop. He checked the module to his left and could just make out Leebo moving through the audience, his head swiveling this way and that. He looked to the right—Oto had gone down to the security catwalk and was working his way along it. Dash looked across the quad and picked Eaden out of the crowd, just emerging from behind Javul’s holoimage.

As he watched, the Nautolan stopped moving and lifted his head, his tresses in subtle motion.

A frisson of tension scuttled between Dash’s shoulder blades.

Eaden’s gaze swept to his left … and he froze.

Dash tried to follow his line of sight, peering at the crowd gathered along the second platform that fronted Module 3C. At the far end of the catwalk, the shaft cowling of the grav-lift threw a thick shadow against the bulkhead of the module. Someone stood in that shadow—a stark contrast to all of those pressing forward to the edge of the rail, seeking the reflected and refracted light of Javul Charn’s holographically projected self.

Eaden unfroze and began to move purposefully toward Module 3C. At almost the same moment, Javul’s dance ended and her audience responded with a roar of approval and a paroxysm of jubilant movement. Dash was almost toppled over the platform rail and onto the roof grille of the security catwalk. He regained his footing on a surge of raw, cold adrenaline and began shoving his way toward the right end of the platform. He was met with instant resistance.

“Hey, you fraggin’ lunatic!” snarled a Zabrak he tried to squeeze past. “I’m trying to watch the show!”

“Security,” said Dash. “I need to get through.”

“Security, my horns. I’ll give you security—!”

Dash ducked out from under the Zabrak’s swinging arm and scurried several yards bent double, before coming upright again. He sought the bar of shadow on the next module over. It was empty. Whoever had been standing there, whoever Eaden had seen, was gone.

Dash pushed forward, but the music had changed: a deep, sonorous note overlaid with a persistent and persuasive drumbeat had the crowd swaying in ragged unison. The holographic Javul had gone into another sinuous dance, seeming to bend herself around the Helix.

Dash pushed his way to the rail, seeking an access to the security catwalk. He lifted his gaze to the far platform and saw Eaden plunging along it, bodily lifting resistant members of the audience out of his way. His gaze was fixed on Module 3C. Dash hesitated, desperate to see what the Nautolan was looking at. This time, he saw it—a huge Anomid moving through the crowd and toward the rail. He was approaching Oto’s position on the security walk below.

Dash pulled out his comlink and called the droid. “Oto! It’s Edge! Above you on the platform!”

The droid’s movement slowed. “Above me, sir?”

“Yes, blast it! Yes! Directly above you!” Dash reached an access to his own security walk and fed in the passcode.

“Thank you, sir.”

Over on 3C, Oto had stopped and reached up to open the access panel to his own walkway.

“Wait, Oto!” Dash shouted. “Wait!”

The access panel opened just as Edge reached it. Without the least hesitation, the Anomid dropped down onto the catwalk next to the droid. Oto backed up a step, releasing the access panel. It slammed shut. He stood, frozen in apparent mechanical confusion, as Edge drew a large-bore dart shooter from his belt and aimed at the holographic Javul as if he could see the real woman at the heart of the projection.

Dash swung himself over the gallery railing and onto the gridded covering of the security walk, drawing his blaster as he went. His boots clattered and slid on the durasteel surface as he touched down. He teetered and gasped in the cool night air—there was nothing between him and the clouds below. There was no time to aim; he fired wildly at the Anomid, feeling an instant’s gratitude for the lack of recoil. Firing a slugthrower might have sent him backward over the walk’s edge.

The bolt went wide, but it distracted the assassin—made him hesitate before he fired his dart. It flew … and disappeared into the hologram.

A second later the projected Javul’s face contorted in fear. Her dance cut off in midmotion, and she screamed. Her shrill of terror, amplified through the elaborate stage system, flayed every nerve in Dash’s body. He scuttled along the top of the security catwalk, forcibly shutting out the sudden unrest of the crowd. Was this part of the performance? they would wonder. Was this one of her dramatic selections, or was something wrong?

Mel would know immediately, of course, that something was wrong, but Dash had no idea what he’d do in response. Nor was there any time to communicate. He and Eaden had to proceed as if there were no backup. Even now, they were converging on the spot where the Anomid assassin stood. Dash, his DL-22 in both hands, was running, ignoring the hundreds of meters of empty, mist-shrouded space below, insensible to anything but that big, deadly Anomid. The end of the catwalk seemed an interminable distance away.

Edge tilted his masked face toward Dash, his strange orange eyes gleaming. For a split second, Dash was sure he was going to turn a weapon on him. But he didn’t. Instead he sketched a taunting salute, then threw one leg over the railing of the security walk.

What the hell was he doing?

It was only as he drew nearer the end of his own catwalk that Dash realized that a cable of thin, laminasteel filament now connected the assassin to the goddess-sized Javul—or, rather, to the structure she stood on. The dart hadn’t been intended to kill, only to provide him a means to get closer to his target. To get within striking distance. Because he liked to kill at close range.

Shouting like a berserker, Dash pounded the last few meters to the end of the catwalk, his boots ringing the steel cage like a tuneless bell. Edge swung the other leg over the railing.

Blast! He would never make it in time.

Eaden, uttering a freakish sound that would have put the fear of the Force into a bull wampa, flew out of nowhere to land gracefully atop the 3C security walk, no more than a meter from Edge. The assassin barely flinched, but it was enough to allow the teräs käsi master to dive, catch the edge of the catwalk roof, and swing his long legs in a swift arc that ended in Edge’s midsection. The Anomid was bowled backward over the rail. His dart gun—a heavy Velocity-7—rattled to the catwalk floor, half dangling by the cable he’d run out to the crystal Helix.

Dash dared a glance in that direction and saw that the holographic Javul was intent on something—her eyes were fixed on it, her movements suggested she was making her way toward it. Dash figured it must be the dart. But why? Why didn’t she just use her antigrav harness to get herself to safety?

He brought his attention back to where Eaden was now facing off against Edge. He stumbled to a halt and raised his pistol, praying for a clear shot.

The Anomid reached over his back and drew the Morgukai cortosis staff; its business end lit up like a torch as he swung it at the Nautolan … who simply wasn’t there when the staff reached the target. Eaden had leapt to the rail again and into something like the Sleeping Krayt position Dash had seen him perform in meditation. But there was nothing sleepy or meditative about this. With his forearm serving as a pivot, the adept swept torso and legs about, catching his opponent beneath the jaw and flinging him against the rear of the catwalk.

Edge went down. Eaden landed softly next to him and kicked the cortosis staff aside. The assassin responded by grasping at the Nautolan’s legs, but again there was nothing there to grasp—Eaden had flipped himself backward, coming to his feet next to the dart gun. He reached for the weapon, but Edge was already up and coming at him, his clawlike Kerestian darkstick in hand.

Unable to get a clear shot at the assassin, Dash rushed forward again, calculating the distance he’d have to clear to reach the other catwalk.

Eaden crouched.

In the time it took Dash to reach the end of the roof grating, Eaden had leapt straight up, grasped the grillwork above his head, and punched both feet into the Anomid’s masked face. The thirty-centimeter-long poison-tipped claw swept harmlessly beneath him. He dropped to the catwalk, grasped Edge’s wrist, and twisted.

There was a grinding sound that Dash could hear even over the crowd noise and the sound of his own passage—then the Anomid grunted and dropped the darkstick. Eaden scooped it up and tossed it behind him.

Dash reached the end of his metal road and launched himself toward the other catwalk. In the blur of flight, he saw Edge reach for another weapon with his free hand. Eaden anticipated him and blocked the movement with a forearm, then performed a move that Dash, sighting his landing spot, did not see but heard well enough.

There was the solid sound of a well-placed kick, the rattle of something hitting the metal floor of the walk. As Dash landed, the Anomid assassin was rolling to a stop several meters from where he’d started out. He rose, casting a glance at Oto, who was standing, stone-still, against the rear of the catwalk bare centimeters away. The droid began to inch his way toward Eaden’s end of the catwalk. Edge shadowed him.

Puzzled, Dash swung himself from the roof into the catwalk, alighting about two meters behind Eaden. The Nautolan said nothing, but gestured at the dart shooter hanging over the railing.

Yeah, if he could eliminate that avenue of escape …

He moved toward the dart shooter, intending to disengage the cable. He’d just picked it up when several things happened at once: Edge charged, Eaden leapt to meet him, and Oto scrambled around behind the Nautolan to get out of the way. The two warriors met in a tremendous collision, both flung backward by the encounter. Edge caught his balance against the catwalk railing; Eaden staggered back into Oto, then fell heavily to the steel decking.

He landed on his back, but instead of flipping back to his feet as Dash had seen him do with great grace any number of times, he gasped and writhed, his body contorting in a horrific seizure.

Dash hurled the dart shooter over the railing, then dropped to his knees at Eaden’s side. Reaching beneath the fallen Nautolan, his hand met the hard, cold hilt of the darkstick, slick with Eaden’s blood. Dash felt as if all the warmth had been sucked from his body. He looked up at Oto.

“Help him, you kriffing tin pot!”

The words had no more than left his lips when he caught movement from the corner of his eye. He glanced up to see Edge standing farther down the catwalk with a second dart shooter in his hand. Dash reached for his pistol, but the Anomid paid him no heed. He swung himself up and over the railing and fired a second dart into the holographic image of Javul Charn. The cable played out.

Dash aimed and fired, but the assassin was gone, swinging through the air at the end of his laminasteel tether. As Dash watched, he disappeared into the hologram.

Oto hadn’t moved.

“I said help him,” Dash repeated. Gritting his teeth, he pulled the darkstick’s claw-like blade from Eaden’s back, knowing that it was too late. He looked down into his friend’s face as the droid finally responded. Eaden’s eyes were deep, dark pools of agony.

“Javul …,” Eaden mouthed.

“Yes, but you …”

He shook his head feebly. “Leave me.”

“I can’t—”

Eaden heaved himself onto one elbow and used the other arm to shove Dash backward.

“Go!”

Dash hesitated, glancing at Oto, now down on his spindly metal knees. The droid seemed indecisive. “I’m not programmed as a medical droid.”

Eaden raised a hand to Dash’s arm. “Dead … already.” His voice was barely a whisper.

“I’m … I’m sorry,” Dash whispered. But Eaden could no longer hear him.

He left Eaden in Oto’s metal arms and scrambled to the railing. The holographic Javul loomed above him, her body twisted in a defensive posture, her eyes wide and bright with terror.

Why hasn’t she fled to safety?

Maybe her harness had failed, stranding her on the Helix. Even as the thought crossed his mind, the holographic image winked out, leaving only the terrifying reality: out in the center of the module, the great crystal spiral had begun to swing from its suspension guy wire, propelled by the force of Edge’s leap. The assassin clung to one of the lower treads of the Helix, crawling to more solid footing. Above him by seven or eight meters, Javul was already climbing toward the top of the piece. But when she got there, there would be no place for her to go.

Dash swore. He’d thrown the first grapple over. No doubt it was dangling somewhere below, but he couldn’t see it. The distance between him and the Helix was ever-changing. He swung up onto the rail. The Helix was on its outward arc now, but if he waited until it neared the end of its inward journey, he might make it.

No, he would make it. He would.

He had to.

He shut everything out of his mind except that glittering mass of fake crystal. The roar and scream of the crowd, the scent of their fear, the vibrations their panic sent through the framework beneath him—all faded as he focused his entire being on that swinging spiral stair. It reached the end of its outward trip and swung back. Dash was vaguely aware of Javul making her way slowly toward the top of the structure, of Edge moving up from below. Dash’s muscles tensed, and pinpricks of light danced before his eyes.

He was aware only of the gleaming pendulum as it flashed toward him. Then it was beneath him, slowing …

He jumped.

His feet hit first, landing him on the narrow inner lip of a translucent tread. He flung himself forward, face-first, grasping at the smooth surface with desperate fingers.

Fortunately the transparisteel wasn’t as slick as it looked. He grabbed the center post of the spiral with both hands and hauled himself upright. The force of his landing had lent more momentum to the swing of the Helix—Dash felt the wind rushing past him as he strove to orient himself. He was between Javul and Edge on the structure, closer to the assassin than to his target.

He braced himself against the stair and drew his blaster, peering down through the transparent struts and lacy treads, trying to see what the Anomid was doing. He had a weapon in his hand—Dash couldn’t tell what it was. Something small. It wasn’t until Edge leaned back and cocked one thick arm that Dash realized it was one of those throwing razors.

He pointed his blaster down and fired.

The crystal Helix may have looked delicate and lacy, but it was not. It deflected the energy bolt and showered his adversary with molten bits of transparisteel, causing him to flinch momentarily. Edge made no reaction when he looked up and saw Dash crouched above him, and Dash realized he had only managed to postpone the inevitable for a few seconds. Once the spatter of molten steel had ceased, Edge cocked his arm again and threw the razor.


TWENTY-FIVE

DASH WATCHED THE RODIAN THROWING RAZOR FLASH past his position on the swinging staircase—followed the shallow curve of its arc upward. Above him, Javul continued to climb. She hadn’t seen it. In a moment, however—if he didn’t do something—she would definitely feel it.

Dash raised his blaster again and shouted, “Javul! Under the steps!”

She glanced down at him, saw the gun in his hand and ducked beneath the treads above her.

Dash peered up at the razor. It was slowing, reaching the top of its arc about four meters above Javul’s head. He eyeballed the arc, led the thing with his pistol. No big deal. Easier than shooting snake bats on Naboo’s swampy moon. With the bats, you had to guess where they were going to be in a split second, and then you—

Dash fired. The razor exploded in a shower of sparks, shooting shrapnel in all directions. Dash felt something sting his cheek and scorch a trail along his neck. His right eye burned and watered. He ignored the pain and turned his attention back to Edge.

He drew in a hiss of breath. The assassin had used his enemy’s focus on the razor to get closer—at least three meters closer. As Dash watched, blinking, the assassin pulled another razor from his belt.

The spiral was near the center point of its arc. Dash thrust his blaster grip between his teeth and scrambled upward. He got about two meters higher when the tilt of the structure became too much to manage. As he grasped the tread above him, hooking his foot around the center post to keep from falling, Edge threw the second razor.

This time Javul saw it coming and tucked herself tightly beneath the treads above her. She was tearing at her jacket with one hand. Dash prayed that meant she had a weapon, but he was disappointed. Instead, she pulled the jacket off and wadded it up. Was she going to try the same trick she’d pulled with the robe? No way it would work.

Dash glanced back at Edge. The masked humanoid was on the move again, drawing closer with every lunge of his long, pale body.

Blast!

Dash took quick and shaky aim and fired down at the Anomid, stopping his upward progress. But the razor …

He glanced up—cursing his right eye, which was all but blind now—to see Javul fling both jacket and antigrav harness away from her. He tried to focus, realizing that the lack of depth perception was going to be his downfall. The razor adjusted course subtly to track the jacket. It acquired the target and sliced into it, missing Javul by mere centimeters and carrying her shredded gear back to its master. Just as the razor reached Edge and he put out his hand to retrieve it, Dash leaned out from the Helix and fired another blaster volley. It struck the treads very near the assassin’s masked head and sheared off a bit of slag.

Edge jerked his arm up to cover his eyes—and the razor bit him. It caught him in the right shoulder, spraying blood onto the bright crystalline surfaces. Then it plummeted, uncaught, to the planetoid’s surface far below. The watching crowd roared.

Dash expelled a gust of pent-up breath.

Someone fired a blaster from the sidelines. The bolt of energy hit the swinging structure just above Edge’s head with the inevitable results.

Dash wanted to cheer.

There was another bolt, this one closer. Dash took aim again, himself … just as the stage lights went out, plunging the performance quad into darkness.

“Oh, that’s not good,” Dash muttered.

He fired anyway. The bolt momentarily lit up the crystal stair, allowing him to see that Edge was in motion again, climbing inexorably toward them. And, as if that weren’t bad enough, people continued to fire from the catwalks. Only now they couldn’t see what they were shooting at. In fact, when he looked up to see if he could find Javul, he could swear someone was firing at the guy wire that secured the spiral.

He had more pressing concerns—he realized he could see Javul very well, indeed, despite his weeping eye. Her hair and lenses were glowing—emitting a rainbow of light and making her far too obvious a target. As if realizing this, she tore off the wig and dropped it, but the lenses were problematic. They gave Edge something to aim for and he was coming straight up the pike—Dash could see him as a moving body of darkness illuminated slightly by the lights from the station and silhouetted dully against the roil of the planetoid’s poisonous atmosphere. His continued silence, despite his wounds and effort, added to the overall eeriness.

Dash swore and fired again. And again. An answering bolt from the sidelines nearly parted his hair. “Hey! I’m the good guy!” he shouted, as if anyone had a chance of hearing him.

He tried to holster his weapon, but the swinging staircase bucked suddenly as if it had hit something. In the darkness, clinging to the thing for support, he missed the holster. The blaster fell away, disappearing as soon as it left his hand. He leapt upward, grasping the treads above him and hauling himself toward Javul as fast as he could go. What he’d do when he got there was anybody’s guess, but her gleaming eyes beckoned to him.

He reached her, got an arm around her, tried to shield her with his body.

“Close your eyes,” he told her, “and listen.”

She did.

“They’ve got to be trying to get us off this blasted thing,” he murmured in her ear. “And we’re not defenseless yet. I’ve still got this.” He pulled his hold-out blaster—a compact Q2—and pressed it momentarily against Javul’s hand so she’d know what it was.

She nodded. “Where is he?” she whispered, her voice almost lost in the flow of wind around the Helix’s convolutions.

“About three meters below us.” He wished he could have her open her eyes and project some light from the holo-emitters in her lenses, so he could see exactly where. But that was a bad idea, of course.

Unlesss …

He glanced up at her face. In the dim light of the station it was tense and drawn. “Javul, listen. Tilt your head down about two centimeters. Right there. When I say open, open your eyes and project something, then close them again immediately, okay?”

“I’m disconnected from the control board. I don’t have anything to project.”

“Doesn’t have to be anything specific. Just light.” He didn’t tell her he couldn’t see well enough from his right eye to make out more than light, shapes, and movement.

She made a soft sound of assent.

He looked down at the assassin’s silhouette, drawing inexorably closer. “Come on, you ugly son-of-a-tairn,” he told Edge. “Come on!”

Two meters below them, the Anomid drew a vibroblade. Dash could see the blade’s edge as a haloed blur, feel the prickle of energy in the air.

The hold-out blaster would do no good until the assassin reached the spot on which Javul had trained her eyes. Until then he would be shielded by the curve of the stairs.

Dash found himself counting seconds as he swung, half blind, through the air. The Helix bucked again. What was that? Dash couldn’t let himself be distracted. He had to time this just right.

The Anomid rounded the curve of the spiral one meter below.

“Now!” Dash shouted.

Javul opened her eyes and directed their holographic blaze directly at the spot where Edge clung. She was a bit off, so that the light caught the Anomid at about shoulder level, but she quickly adjusted so that she was looking directly into his eyes and he into hers.

Dash fired. The bolt from the Q2 hit the Anomid’s body armor and was deflected, though not without inflicting a bit of damage. He fired again. A clean hit to the same spot.

Edge loomed just below them now. Clinging to the Helix with his legs, he reared back, now with a vibroblade in each hand. Javul opened her eyes again and, for a breath, the assassin was caught in the blaze of her regard before the knives descended.

Dash had one charge left in the Q2. He aimed, willing his hand to be steady—

As he squeezed the trigger, the assassin swept upward with one long arm, lunging as he did. He caught the muzzle of the hold-out blaster with the vibroblade’s tip and knocked it away, his blade continuing downward to slice through the calf of Dash’s boot and into his flesh. Dash roared in pain and jerked his legs upward.

The masked face loomed over him, eyes blazing. Edge raised both vibroblades and—

The ululating sound that cut through the air was one Dash had expected never to hear again. For a split second he thought Edge was making it. But then the Anomid was broadsided by another large body. Dash recognized the mass of tresses and the huge, seemingly lidless eyes of a Nautolan.

“Never turn your back on an enemy,” Eaden rasped as his arm came around the assassin’s neck. “Especially a dead one.” Then the momentum of his attack broke Edge’s hold, and carried both men off the crystal Helix and into the darkness below.

Javul closed her eyes, her body going limp beneath Dash’s. They swung back and forth in the dark for several more moments before the Helix trembled yet again, then tilted crazily, finally coming to a stop on an off-kilter diagonal, its lower end at last tethered by a grapple.

“It’s over,” murmured Javul.

Dash barely heard her. His one good eye was trying to find the spot in the moonlit gray cloud-tops below where Eaden Vrill and the assassin had fallen. He hoped that his friend had died before he hit the ground.


TWENTY-SIX

“THAT WAS A PAID ASSASSIN. WHICH ONE OF YOU HAS A price on his or her head?”

In the backstage lounge, Arno D’Vox held court, his security chief at his side and a couple of armed guards flanking the door that Dash was eyeing nervously. Dash and Javul, injuries patched—including a temporary one on his right eye—and nerves minimally restored, sat side by side on a padded bench along an inner wall. Yanus Melikan stood near the balcony doors staring out at the devastation. He’d sent everyone else to safety. The Deep Core was gone—spirited away during the fracas, Bacrana-bound.

Arno D’Vox and his security chief were both grim with rage—D’Vox probably more so because Rishyk had warned him against honoring Javul’s request to moor the tank modules together. Their indignation was righteous to some degree. Their crew’s attempts to lash down the crystal Helix had resulted in damage to several of the station’s platforms, and the façades of all the units showed scorch marks from errant blasterfire.

D’Vox repeated his question.

Dash and Javul exchanged glances, then Dash mumbled, “Ask her.”

D’Vox moved to tower over Javul. Rishyk continued to glower at Dash as if he was counting the seconds until he could tear him apart. Dash hardly cared what Security Chief Rishyk was counting. He was holding in a roil of violent emotions, none of which he wanted to examine more closely. Rage, loss, fear … if D’Vox and Rishyk got it into their heads to hold Javul, her mission was over.

And Eaden would have died for nothing but revenge.

Nothing but revenge.

There’d been a time—maybe five minutes ago—when Dash would’ve thought revenge was a fine reason to die. Hadn’t he occasionally contemplated revenge on Xizor and Black Sun? In the final analysis, hadn’t that played into his decision to take this job with Javul’s tour? Hadn’t he liked the idea that he’d heroically protect her from Black Sun’s mistaken identification? And when that had turned out to be no mistake at all, hadn’t he welcomed the opportunity to get back at a Black Sun Vigo? Hadn’t he been downright tickled when he discovered that she’d hurt Xizor’s operation in the quadrant?

Dash might easily have died seeking revenge. Instead, Eaden—stoic, rational Eaden—had done it. And if his Nautolan friend were standing in front of him right now, what would Dash say to him?

He shook his head. That ship had spaced. The only person he could counsel about revenge now was himself, and his counsel would be: Revenge is a zero-sum game. Everybody loses.

He glanced over at Javul, watched her meet D’Vox’s intimidation eye-to-eye. He could tell himself that Eaden had died to save her, but deep down inside he knew that Javul’s involvement had only given Eaden permission to live for a few more minutes before he died. That, and to take Edge down with him.

“Well, Javul,” said D’Vox, his voice a threatening growl, “I’m asking. Can you explain to me why you had a Grade A assassin after your pretty head?”

She looked him right in the eye and said, “Prince Xizor.”

Dash turned to stare at her. What the hell was she doing?

D’Vox straightened, his face going blank for a second. “What’s Xizor got to do with any of this?”

“You asked why the guy was after me. I’m telling you.”

Dash wriggled uncomfortably. “Javul …”

Rishyk raised his blaster and aimed it at Dash’s head. “Shut up and let her talk.”

“It’s like this: I was engaged to marry one of Xizor’s Vigos. A guy named Hitch Kris. Maybe you’ve heard of him.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard of him,” said D’Vox. “What’s this got to do with—”

“I’m getting to that, okay? I was engaged to this Vigo and I broke it off. He tried to get me back and he … did some dumb things to mess up my tours, like smuggling—”

“What’re you doing?” Dash asked sharply. “Don’t bring Black Sun into this.”

Rishyk stepped past D’Vox and backhanded Dash across the face with his pistol hand, toppling him off the couch and onto the floor. “I said: shut up!”

Great, now both his cheeks hurt. And now Javul was glaring at him, too, gripping the edge of the sofa until her knuckles were white.

“Black Sun is already in it, Dash. Xizor is in it. Up to his neck.” She raised her eyes to D’Vox again, while Dash wiped blood from a split lip. “They were running contraband in my ship. Turning me into a mule for their secret business. I decided I was tired of being the only one who wasn’t benefiting from the situation. So, I decided to … take things into my own hands.”

Dash gaped at her. What?

He got it when D’Vox’s eyes widened, showing a combination of unease and respect. “You stole from Black Sun?”

“Let’s just say I took a cut. Xizor didn’t like it. He made Hitch pay out of his own deep pockets. Which, well …” She smiled. “Let’s just say Hitch wasn’t too happy with me, either.”

“Which one hired Edge?” growled Rishyk. He spoke to Javul, but his eyes were still on Dash, as if he was just waiting for the other man to do something stupid that he could punish him for.

“We don’t know,” Dash mumbled. “All we know is that when their attempt to kill her on Rodia failed, they got sore and blew up the venue she was performing in.”

Okay, a bit of a stretch, but it had the desired effect. Both D’Vox and Rishyk took a semi-step back from Javul as if they suddenly didn’t want to be quite so close to her.

“We came here because we thought it was safer,” added Javul. “We figured with the Imperial presence here, they wouldn’t try anything. I guess we were wrong.”

“So,” said D’Vox after a moment of thought, “if we turn you over to Xizor, everyone is happy, right? Well, except you two, of course.”

Dash nearly groaned aloud. That was not the desired effect. He glanced at Mel, who had turned from his view of the balcony to listen. Mel gave Javul a look and reached up to scratch the back of his neck.

“In case you hadn’t noticed,” Javul said quietly, “Xizor is not asking to have me turned over to him. He’s trying to kill me and he doesn’t much care who comes along for the ride. His agents are probably somewhere on the station already. They’ll know that Edge failed, of course …”

Rishyk growled like a dog and made a frustrated gesture. “Let’s get them off the station, D’Vox, before Black Sun takes their failure out on us.”

That’s more like it.

D’Vox was shaking his head. “No, we can make sunshine out of this, I’m sure of it. We just need to let Xizor and Kris know that we’ve got their pretty little playmate. I have to hand it to you, though, girl. You’ve got some amazing gall to pull this sort of thing off in such a public way.”

She smiled at him, but Dash could see the fear in her eyes. “Thank you. But I’ve also got an amazing amount of credits to my name. Enough to make you very forgetful about everything that’s happened.”

D’Vox was shaking his head again, which caused Rishyk to get right up in his face—literally standing nose-to-nose with him.

“Blast you, D’Vox! What are you playing at? You’re commander of an Imperial fracking fuel dump on the backside of nowhere. You do not want to get directly involved with Black Sun. Turning a blind eye to their business here is one thing, but doing business with them is suicide. I say we take the credits she’s offering and get them off the station.”

“And I say—” D’Vox began, but they never heard what he was going to say because at that moment the chamber doors hissed open.

The two guards, who’d been focusing their entire attention on the argument, were taken completely unawares when Dara and Nik appeared, both armed with a blaster in each hand. To the kid’s credit, his hands didn’t even shake. He held his blasters steadily on the party in the room while Spike ran the show.

“Everyone just drop your weapons, okay?”

Rishyk’s blaster muzzle wavered slightly.

“Oh, I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” said a voice from the other side of the room. “I just had the firing mechanism on this old piece of mine fixed and I’m not quite comfortable with the new trigger action yet.” Han Solo stood in the balcony doorway. His “old piece” was aimed at Rishyk’s midsection. “Pulls a bit easier than I’m used to.”

The DL-44 “accidentally” went off, drilling a smoking hole in the bulkhead right beside Rishyk, who flinched. “Okay,” Han continued, “it pulls a lot easier. Sorry; I’ll try’n make sure it doesn’t happen again.”

Mel was armed now as well, with a hold-out blaster that had appeared magically out of the collar of his jacket. Spike relieved the guards, D’Vox, and Rishyk of their weapons, then marched them into the refresher. She closed the doors, fused the controls with a blast from her pistol, then herded Javul and Dash toward the balcony.

“We’ve got all kinds of chatter on Imperial bands,” she told Javul. “Something’s shaking and we can’t afford to get caught up in it.”

As Dash limped across the threshold and stepped out into the night, he saw that Han had brought the Millennium Falcon right up the central core of the station’s rearranged modules. She hovered at balcony height, her hatch wide open and spilling welcoming light across the duracrete surface. They were aboard within thirty seconds. Han relieved Leebo of the pilot’s seat and dropped them down out of the station core. They hurtled into hyperspace the moment they were clear of the planet’s gravity well.

“Can I have a word?” Dash stood in the hatchway of the Millennium Falcon’s “guest” quarters, his eyes watchfully on the two women who sat, cross-legged, on the bunks facing each other.

If he’d come across them in another setting, under other circumstances, he’d have said they looked like a couple of girlfriends—one consoling the other after a tragic breakup. It was hard to believe that less than half an hour ago Javul had been literally a knife’s edge away from death.

Spike made a crooked grimace and pointed at Javul. “A word with her, you mean?”

He nodded.

The obviously weary road manager rose from her bunk and moved past him out the door. “Don’t freak her out any more than she is already,” she warned him. “And don’t take too long. We both need to sleep.”

He nodded, slipping into the room to sit next to Javul on her bunk. “Hey,” she said. He thought her eyes were wary, haunted.

“You okay?” he asked. “I mean, really okay? That was … tough … out there.”

“Me? Are you? I mean, you …” She put her hand over his where it rested on his thigh. “I’m so sorry. About Eaden. He was … he was …” A tear ran down her cheek. She tried to wipe it away and missed.

Dash reached up reflexively and brushed it aside with his thumb. “I’m … I’ll be all right. In a while. I’ve lost friends before. It …” He laughed humorlessly and shook his head.

“You were going to say it gets easier, weren’t you? But it doesn’t.”

She sounded so sure of that, he turned his head to look at her. “Who did you lose?”

“My mother and father. When I was fourteen. We were living on Nar Shaddaa at the time.”

He frowned. “I thought you were born and raised on Coruscant.” Light dawned. “Cover story.”

She nodded. “My younger brother, Ayx, and I went to Tatooine to live with Dara’s family. Our fathers were close friends. Served together in the Republic space corps.”

“Let me guess—the Imperials had something to do with it.”

She nodded again. “The Imperials always have something to do with it.”

“Yeah. Seems like they’re at the bottom of everything dark and scary.” It struck him suddenly that even Prince Xizor thought the Empire was dark and scary. He wondered if the prince was reminded of his own loss every time he had a brush with Vader or Palpatine. “What happened?” he asked.

She shrugged. “The Empire didn’t want to risk an uprising. All those well-trained ex-soldiers and ex-pilots were a threat. Even if they were just farmers and merchants and musicians now, maybe someday, under the right circumstances, they could be incited to fight again. So …” Again, the eloquent shrug. “They got rid of them. Mom and Dad were musicians. They toured the Mid and Outer Rim. Hutt space, sometimes. Trying to keep a low profile. Wasn’t low enough; Imperials staged a raid on the venue they were playing on Bothawui. When the shooting stopped, Mom and Dad and three members of their band were dead.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Me, too. But they knew what they were doing was dangerous. Ayx and I both understood they were doing it for us.”

He peered into her face. “You’re saying they were in the resistance.”

“The rambling life of a musician makes a great cover for running information.” She grimaced. “Mel didn’t exactly recruit me. When I was old enough, I went looking for him.”

“And your brother?”

“He’s working with a cell on Alderaan. I was hoping I’d get to see him. If we’d been able to stick to our original plan, that might’ve worked out.” Javul stifled a yawn. “Is your family … I mean, I know you lost your brother, Stanton.”

“My parents are still alive … after a fashion. I haven’t seen them for years. I’m not even sure where they are. Losing Stanton and the business at the same time … changed them. Changed all of us.”

He felt Javul’s weight against his shoulder and shifted to put his arm around her. He looked down, expecting to find the large silver eyes trained on him, filled with compassion, maybe something more—

And then her eyes slowly closed, her head became a deadweight against his arm. He sighed and lowered her gently to the bed. She didn’t wake. Dash kissed her forehead, hesitated a moment, then set a kiss on her lips for good measure.

Out in the corridor, he headed immediately for the cockpit. He had to talk Han into getting them at least as far as Corellia. They’d be able to get another ship there, he was sure of it.

He found Han in the pilot’s seat, hands on the steering yoke, staring moodily out into the void. He dropped into the copilot’s station and succumbed to inertia.

“You can’t sleep there,” Han said.

The edge in the other man’s voice made Dash sit up and study him. He looked grim. And who could blame him?

“Look.” Dash sighed. “I know you’re itching to off-load us at the earliest opportunity. You’ll be rid of us as soon as we can rendezvous with the Nova’s Heart. I wish I could tell you when that will be exactly, but I’m not in Javul’s inner circle. Captain Marrak will call us when—”

“You trying to be insulting, Rendar? Why would you want the Nova’s Heart when you’ve got the Millennium Falcon?”

“What?”

“I’m taking you to Alderaan.”

Dash sat forward in the copilot’s seat and studied the side of Han’s face. “Why? Before, you couldn’t get rid of us fast enough. What changed?”

Han was silent for a moment, then turned to look at him, his gaze impenetrable. “Y’know what I’ve been thinking about, sitting up here alone?”

“No.”

“That empty copilot’s chair.” He nodded toward the seat Dash now held. “I’ve been thinking about how I’d feel if it was permanently empty—if it’d been Chewie out there tonight.”

Dash nodded, meeting Han’s eyes dead-on. No more needed to be said.

Han turned back to the view through the forward viewport. “I picked up some subspace chatter from Bannistar. They haven’t retrieved the bodies yet. They think they fell into a loch on the outskirts of a refinery complex.”

Dash took a deep breath. “I hope they never do find them. Edge doesn’t deserve a ritual burial and Eaden … Eaden’s at home in the water.”

Several moments of silence elapsed before Han said: “That was the good news. The bad news is they’ve scrambled two Imperial corvettes and a Dreadnought from Bannistar to chase us down. The even worse news is there’s a Star Destroyer en route from Byblos.”

“Squeeze play, huh?”

Han’s grin was wicked. “Not if we’re not there to be squeezed. Besides, from what I can tell, they’re heading for Bacrana. Of course, they’ll realize we’re not with the Deep Core at some point, but by then I hope we’ll be off their star charts. After all, we could be going to any number of places.” He swept Dash with a wry gaze, then added, “You look like a rancor’s leftovers, Dash. Why don’t you go get some chow and some sleep? I’ll get us to Alderaan.”

Dash was tired. Soul-weary, mind-numb, bone-tired. He nodded and dragged himself out of the seat.

Leebo met him as he stepped into the corridor behind the cockpit. “Where you going, boss?”

“To sleep, Leebo. I’m going to sleep. It’s this thing organics do.”

“I need you to take a bit of a detour first.”

Dash sagged against a bulkhead. “Can it wait?”

“Not really.”

“All right, but make it quick, okay? I’m about to fall asleep on my feet.”

“Thanks, boss. I got something in the forward hold I think you should see.”

Leebo led the way. There, amid the jumble of containers, stood Mel’s Otoga 222 unit, unmoving and seemingly dormant. After a moment of inspection, Dash realized he’d been fitted with a restraining bolt.

“What’s wrong with Oto?”

“That’s a matter of opinion, but offhand I’d say somebody seriously tinkered with his programming.”

“What do you mean—tinkered with his programming?”

“Well, boss, for one thing, while you and the lady were having your wild ride on the Helix, he was trying to shoot through your lifeline.”


TWENTY-SEVEN

DASH WAS FULLY AWAKE BY THE TIME MEL RESPONDED to his hail and came forward to the cargo hold. If it pumped up Dash’s adrenal gland, Leebo’s revelation was enough to knock the cargo master’s props out from under him. He sat down hard on his makeshift bunk, staring at his droid.

“Oto? Oto was shooting at the Helix tether?”

Leebo nodded, servos humming softly.

“Why? Why would he do that?”

“Maybe the same reason he picked my brain when he gave me the specs for the holo-emitters.”

“Explain,” said Mel.

“When we got back from getting your container, Dash had me help Oto set up the holo-emitters for the show. When Oto passed me the specs, he picked my brain—literally. He tapped my memory core to see what I’d been doing. Kind of rattled me. I mean, how rude.”

Dash remembered the moment. “I thought it was kind of weird that you didn’t jump all over him for returning that tin pot insult.”

“You caught that, huh? Yeah. On top of sucking my brain, he cracked a joke. Not a terribly funny one—and not that he meant to—but still … that’s my territory. Anyway, I thought it was kind of suspicious, so I kept one eye on him while I was keeping the other on the crowd. I was sure he was bad news when he let the assassin into the security walk.” He looked at Dash. “Frankly, I was surprised you didn’t blast him to metal shavings right then and there.” Dash felt blank. “I just thought he was going to try to …”

“To what—shoot the guy? He couldn’t shoot the guy. For one thing, he wasn’t armed. For another, his programming isn’t that twisted. He was giving the assassin better access to his target.”

Dash recalled the scene: him telling the droid Edge was right above him on the platform; the droid thanking him politely and turning to open the catwalk; his sudden reluctance to act. Dash had assumed he was merely out of his element. “Whoa, wait, hold up,” he said. “You’re saying that Oto is the saboteur?”

Mel was shaking his head. “That’s not possible. Whoever did all of that put Javul—and everyone else—in harm’s way time and again. You said it yourself, he’s still programmed not to harm sentients.”

“Not directly,” corrected Leebo. “And he didn’t. Not once.”

“You’re right,” murmured Dash, mentally running back through the series of incidents—the rain of lilies, the enabling of the false hull breach, the sabotaging of the irising stage door on Rodia, the setup of the gravity failure in the cargo bay. “None of it was direct. He didn’t pull the trigger, he just supplied the ammunition.”

“Yeah,” Leebo agreed. “Or left the door wide open.”

Mel rose and moved to stare at the Otoga 222. “All right. Let’s say he did do all of it. How do you account for the seemingly dual agenda—one to discourage, one to harm?”

“I’m clueless,” Leebo admitted. “Why don’t we ask him?”

Mel, looking grimmer than Dash had ever seen him, checked the restraining bolt, reached for the master reactivation toggle—then stopped and checked the bolt again. Only then did he reactivate the droid.

The large hemispherical optics lit up. Dash had the impression of someone caught napping. Oto’s servos whined, his digits clacked, he looked from one of his interrogators to the other. “May I be of assistance?”

“You can,” said Mel. “You can tell us who you’re working for.”

“I am working for you, Cargo Master Melikan. And, of course, for Javul Charn.”

“No. I mean who programmed you to sabotage Javul’s tour?”

“You would have to be more specific, sir. To which particular sabotage do you refer?”

Mel’s eyes widened. He sent Dash an incredulous glance.

Dash nodded. Suddenly everything made sense. Well, most of it. Or at least some of it … “Oto, if I understand you, you were programmed by different parties with different agendas.”

“Yes, sir. That is correct.”

“All right—who’s who? Start with this: somebody wanted you to frighten Javul to get her to behave in a particular way, right?”

“Correct. Vigo Hityamun Kris wished Mistress Charn to cease working—as he first suspected—to unseat Prince Xizor. He felt she was placing herself in harm’s way. And he wanted her to return to his sphere of influence. I was required to perform such sabotage as would effect this result either by inducing fear or by throwing the tour off schedule such that she could not complete it.”

“By, for example, sabotaging the gravity grid in the cargo hold?”

“Yes, sir. That is a very good example.”

“But someone else wanted her stopped permanently.”

“You are again correct, sir. An Imperial agent programmed me to spy on Mistress Charn and to gather evidence that she was a Rebel operative. And since such evidence existed, they wished me to enable their efforts to stop her. To capture her, if possible, at a point that would cause the most widespread damage to the Rebellion.”

Mel paled visibly. “Such as when we deliver the package.”

“That would be most reasonable to assume.”

Dash blew out a gust of air. “That must have been some programming job to get around your safety protocols. How did they—?”

“I wasn’t finished, Security Chief Rendar. There is one more party involved.”

“What? Who?”

“Prince Xizor. He, too, had me programmed to enable his efforts to stop Mistress Charn. It is Prince Xizor who wishes her dead.”

Dash’s jaw dropped. “You’re joking.”

“No, sir. I am not programmed for humor.”

“You can say that again,” muttered Leebo.

“I am not programmed for humor,” repeated Oto obediently.

Dash raised his hands to stop Leebo from further comment. “How was all this accomplished, Oto?” he asked. “How could they get to you?”

“Hityamun Kris originally had me reprogrammed during my scheduled maintenance prior to the second half of our last tour.”

“But how did he get his programmer access to you?” Mel asked. “I’ve known our Otoga specialist for almost a decade. I would have sworn he was completely trustworthy.”

“Yes, sir. But he was unaware that anyone else had been allowed to tamper with my subroutines.”

“Who was aware, Oto?” Mel asked. “Who brought the Vigo’s programmer in?”

“First Mate Finnick, sir.”

Mel swore. Loudly. Violently. “Bran? Gods of Chaos! How the hell did they get to him?”

“I don’t know, sir.”

“Is he an active agent?” asked Mel. “Has he been aiding you in your sabotage?”

“I don’t know if he’s an active agent, sir. He has not communicated with me or aided me in my programmed assignments. He merely facilitated my reprogramming.”

“How did Xizor get into the act?” Dash asked the droid.

“Into the act, sir? I was unaware of any theatrical aspect to—”

“How did he gain access to you?”

“The programmer was aware of Prince Xizor’s interest in Javul Charn. He made the underlord aware that he had compromised my programming. The prince then used the subroutines he installed to piggyback his own suggestions for my activity. Mostly this involved what he called upping the ante. I would do what Hityamun Kris required of me and a bit more. And I would give Xizor’s operatives access to our effects.”

“And the Empire?”

“The Imperial Security Bureau connected with me through the Nova’s Heart, sir. Via subspace messages. Of course, the previous programming alterations made their task easier.”

Mel grew even more pale. “The signal from Rodian space control to the ship’s AI.”

“Yes, sir. That was one of their avenues of access.”

“Wait,” said Dash. “You said the Empire didn’t want Javul dead. Xizor wanted her dead.” More revenge.

“Yes, sir. That was my assessment based on my instruction set.”

“Then Edge was hired by Xizor?”

Oto tilted his ovoid head, his optics flashing. “I … am uncertain, Chief Rendar. There has been a great deal of … meddling with my software. But it does stand to reason.”

Dash and Mel exchanged glances.

Dash said, “I wonder if Xizor knows he failed.”

“Of course he knows, sir,” said Oto reasonably. “That was part of my instructions as well, from both Xizor and the ISB. And I am to transmit our location as soon as we drop out of hyperspace.”

Dash, Mel, and Leebo all moved at once. Leebo got there first and flipped Oto’s OFF switch, sending the droid back into dormancy.

Mel looked at Dash. “Bran knows we’re rendezvousing with the Nova’s Heart. Somehow we’ve got to get a message to Captain Marrak—let him know he’s got a spy on board—without tipping off Bran.”

“Excuse me,” said Leebo, “but isn’t Finnick also communications officer?”

“Yes. Yes he is.”

“Well, that complicates things a mite.”

Dash was thoughtful, his mind working swiftly through the connections, expectations, and agendas of all the parties involved. “Maybe. Or maybe it simplifies them … for us.”


TWENTY-EIGHT

WHEN DASH AND MEL GATHERED EVERYONE IN THE cargo hold and described the convoluted set of connections that all led back to the Otoga droid, Han laughed outright.

“So we’ve got a Black Sun underlord and a bunch of Imperials just waiting for Oto’s invitation to a party? Does that about sum it up?”

“I fail to see the humor in the situation,” said Spike. “If Leebo hadn’t been so observant …”

“What d’you mean you don’t see the humor? Can’t you just imagine what would happen if a Black Sun frigate and an Imperial Dreadnought popped out of hyperspace in the same spot? I’d pay to see that.”

“You may not have to,” said Dash.

Spike turned to stare at him. “You deactivated the droid, right? He can’t send the signal if he’s deactivated.”

“Yeah. But I think we should let him send it.”

Han met Dash’s gaze and grinned. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

“We drop out of hyperspace with Oto deactivated and send Captain Marrak a message about his mole,” Dash said.

“Then we reactivate the droid and let him send his signal.”

Dash nodded. “Then we jump to lightspeed again and go—”

“To coordinates we’ll share only with Captain Marrak,” finished Javul.

Han frowned. “Why? I told you—I’ll take you all the way to Alderaan.”

“We may need someone to run interference for us. Draw the dogs off. Serdor’s good at that.”

“How’re you going to get a message to the captain without Finnick intercepting it?” asked Dash.

“All the cells of the Rebel Alliance have a shared code,” Mel answered. “We can use that to let him know about the spy in his crew.”

“Won’t Finnick know the code?”

“Bran Finnick isn’t part of our cell,” said Javul. “Not everyone on the crew is, even though I thought we’d vetted everyone pretty well. Finnick was Republic. No sign of any connection to Black Sun. Apparently, Hitch got to him somehow.”

Dash snorted. “I bet I can guess how.”

Javul shook her head, walking a slow circle around the dormant Oto. “I don’t get it. Oto’s been compromised since sometime last year. He’s been leaving our flank open to attack at every turn and hiding his activities. Yet he just opened up to you and told you everything. Why didn’t he tell us before?”

“If you knew anything about programming,” Leebo said, “you wouldn’t have to ask.”

Javul arched a perfect eyebrow and waited.

“It’s simple. Nobody asked him a direct question.”

Mel laughed mirthlessly. “And why would you? Who’d suspect a droid of playing three ends against the middle?”

They overshot Bacrana, holding to a course that swung them to Galactic East toward Cyrillia. Between Cyrillia and Rhommamool they dropped from hyperspace to send a coded message to the Nova’s Heart. The message was: We’re departing from our charted course under restrictive conditions. Material acquired. Will contact you.

Dash, sitting next to Javul at the subspace communications console in the forward circuitry bay, watched her send the coded characters. “I don’t get it. Where’s the hidden message?”

“It’s called a URC,” said Javul, “which is a sort of an acronym for ‘you are compromised.’ Literally a three-word sequence that begins with U, R, and C.”

“So how do they know Finnick is the source of the compromise?”

“The first word after the URC.” Javul nodded at the screen.

“Uh … material.” He shrugged. Then, “Oh! Mate. Is that it? You want Marrak to see mate within material?”

“Exactly. Now the question is: what will he do about it? He may elect to leave Finnick in place and just alert the other operatives in the group or he may decide to stow him in the cargo hold.”

“What do you think he’ll do?”

“I’d almost be willing to bet that he’ll leave him in place. Finnick may have just been paid to perform a simple task—or he may be an active agent regardless of the fact that Oto wasn’t aware of him as such. Hitch might be expecting to hear from him.”

The message sent, they jumped back into hyperspace, heading even farther from their charted course toward the Circarpous system.

“Why there?” Dash asked Han as they prepared for the next stage of their plan.

“Because it’s a busy system. It gets a lot of traffic and it’ll set us up for a fast run through a pretty sparsely populated region that’s off the beaten path … plus it gives us a straight shot to Alderaan.”

Javul poked her head into the cockpit. “Leebo’s ready to bring Oto back online on your mark, Han.”

Dash rose from the copilot’s seat. “I’d better go back then, just in case the tin can’s got some more surprises in store for us.”

“Suit yourself,” Han said.

In the hold, Dash, Javul, Leebo, and Mel waited tensely for the Millennium Falcon to drop to sublight speed. They felt it before Han sent down the message from the cockpit, but they waited for his signal. Then, with Dash and Mel holding blasters on the Otoga unit, Leebo reactivated him, but not without the extra security of a direct connection to his dataport. It was Leebo’s opinion that they should make absolutely sure he didn’t send some sort of additional information or a distress call.

Oto booted up, looked around, and asked Leebo, “We have reentered realspace, have we not?”

“Reality is a matter of opinion,” said Leebo philosophically. “But we’re no longer in hyperspace, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“That was my query,” replied Oto. He was still for a moment, his optic half orbs dimming then brightening. Then he asked, “May I be of assistance?”

“You’ve sent our coordinates?”

“Yes, Chief Rendar, I have.”

“Then you’ve done your job, Oto. Take a nap.” Dash nodded at Leebo.

“I do not need a n—” Oto went silent again, his optics going dark as Leebo withdrew his interfacing digit from the other droid’s dataport.

“Well? Was there any additional messaging going on there?”

Leebo shook his head, but he was tapping a metal finger against his faceplate. “No … he just sent the comm, but …”

“But what? He’s a ticking time bomb? He called Darth Vader directly? What?”

“Relax,” the droid said. “It was no big deal. Just a sort of odd background noise.”

Mel looked at the droid sharply. “Background noise? What sort of background noise?”

As if in answer to the question, the Millennium Falcon’s emergency klaxon sounded, prompting a shriek from Javul. All three humans in the bay pressed their hands over their ears.

Adding to the cacophony, Han’s voice blasted from the intercom: “Dash! Up here! Now! We have a problem.”

Dash bolted for the cockpit, gritting his teeth against the grating blare of the horn and the ache of his wounded leg. He threw himself through the hatch and into the copilot’s seat just as Han shut off the klaxon.

“What’s going on? Why aren’t we—?”

His eye caught on Han’s “problem,” then. A huge, black-hulled yacht easily three times the size of the Millennium Falcon hung over them like the threat of imminent doom. It had no markings on it. Glancing at the communications board, Dash could see it had not identified itself.

He swallowed. “Where’d that come from?”

“It just appeared there. Or just about. Dropped out of hyperspace practically on top of us.”

Dash’s mouth was as dry as the Jundland Wastes. “Black Sun.”

Han glanced sideways at him. “Y’think?”

“Can we throw this thing in reverse and get out of here?”

“You see that weapons port, there? The one that’s aimed right at me? Hi, fellas.” He raised his hand and waggled his fingers at it.

Dash took a deep breath. “It’s probably Xizor.”

“If it’s Xizor, why are we still alive? And how’d he find us so fast? Our little droid buddy just sent our position.”

“Oh, son-of-a-bantha.” Javul had slipped into the cockpit and into the jump seat without either man being aware. “Oh, you perverse, stubborn, boneheaded son-of-a-bantha! Where’s the comm?”

Han made a half gesture at the communications board in front of him. Javul reached between Dash and Han, shoving both aside, and activated it.

“Hailing Black Sun vessel. This is Javul Charn. What are you doing?”

Han’s eyes were wide as he met Dash’s over the curve of Javul’s back. What’s she doing? he mouthed.

There was a moment of dead silence, then a male voice said, “I might ask you the same thing.”

“Who, me? I’m just waiting around to get skewered by Prince Xizor and half a dozen Imperial vessels. You?”

“I’m tracking you—”

“Javul,” began Dash, “maybe you should—”

She bulled through both of them. “Hitch, listen to me: if we do not jump away from here in short order, a lot of really bad things are going to happen.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I don’t have time. Do you intend to fire on us?”

“I might.”

She cut the connection and sat back in the jump seat. “He’s bluffing. Get us out of here.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Han didn’t wait for her to repeat the order. He fired the thrusters, sending the ship back and down, then pivoted and shot away toward the Circarpous system.

“How did he know?” demanded Dash. “How did he know where we were going to be? Oto just sent coordinates and—” Dash broke off, remembering what Leebo had said about the funny background noise.

Han was watching him. “Bad feeling?”

“Very bad.” Dash took off for the forward cargo bay.

Mel was still there with Leebo and the dormant Otoga droid. Nik had joined them and sat on his makeshift bunk, looking scared.

“What’s happened?” Mel asked.

Dash held up a hand. “In a minute. Leebo, the background noise you were picking up from Oto—could it be some sort of homing beacon?”

The droid seemed almost to blink. “Uh-oh.”

“Can it be sending while it’s shut down? Please tell me it can’t be sending while it’s shut down.”

“It can’t be sending while it’s shut down … although …”

“I don’t wanna hear—aw … Although what?”

“You just said you didn’t want to hear—”

“Forget what I just said.”

“Although it’s theoretically possible that someone fitted Oto with an independent transponder.”

“How would you tell?”

In answer, Leebo moved to stand face-to-face with the other droid. He poked his data transfer digit into the dataport behind Oto’s left optical array. After a moment he swiveled his head to look at Dash. “It’s still transmitting.”

Dash drew his blaster.

Mel stood, waving him back. “Don’t. Not unless we absolutely have to. He’s worth a lot to us whole, if for no other reason than that we can study how he was compromised. He may also have intelligence on both Black Sun and Imperial operations.”

Dash hated complications. He re-holstered his blaster and pointed at the cargo droid. “Find it, Leebo. Take that mechanical traitor apart piece by piece if you have to, but find that transponder.”

“Will do, boss,” Leeo said. “What do you want me to do with it when I find it? Toss it out an air lock?”

“Not yet.”

“Where were you going to rendezvous with the Nova’s Heart?” Dash swung back into the cockpit to find Javul still sitting tensely in the jump seat.

Han called up a tactical display of the region on his console and poked a finger into the Circarpous system. “Somewhere in here—close to Mimban.”

Mimban was the local name for Circarpous V—a system ideal for their rendezvous because of its sheer size and complexity. Circarpous Major was an O sequence star, which meant that it had a large habitable zone. Traffic of all sorts—mining platforms, ore carriers, freighters, passenger vessels, and pleasure craft—buzzed through the system making “noise.” And noise, Han said, was exactly what they needed.

“But we can’t pop in there if we’ve got a tracking beacon on us,” he observed. “Has the tin man solved that little problem yet?”

Dash headed for the forward cargo hold, but didn’t make it that far. He found Leebo in the forward engineering bay just off the main hold, practically bumping heads with Mel and Nik as they examined something sitting between them on the circuitry console. Dara Farlion sat on the padded bench that ran around the holodisplay, trying—and failing—to concentrate on the three-dimensional schematic puzzle.

Dash had scarcely entered the area when Leebo turned and put a small, irregularly shaped object into his hand. “Here y’go, boss.”

The transponder. He blinked at it. “Deactivated?”

“Oh, no, I thought I’d just crank up the gain and let all of Black Sun and the entire Imperial Navy know where we are.”

“You know, I’d cheerfully punch you in the nose if you had a nose and I could do it without breaking my hand. You didn’t destroy it, though, right? We can turn it back on?”

“Yeah, but why you’d want to is beyond me.”

“That,” Dash said, “is why I’m the captain and you’re the funny tin sidekick.”


TWENTY-NINE

THEY DROPPED OUT OF HYPERSPACE WELL BELOW THE plane of the system’s ecliptic, and emerged in Mimban’s gravity shadow on the dark side of her largest moon, just a tiny blip among hundreds of other tiny blips. Han locked the ship in selenocentric orbit and ordered everybody to battle stations.

“I’m tired of getting caught with my pants undone—at least by nasty-tempered, oversized Anomids with attitude problems,” he told them. “So I want Dash in the—”

“I’m in the cockpit with you. I’ll take the forward lasers.”

“Just what I was gonna say. Leebo, handle countermeasures.”

The droid saluted smartly. “Handling countermeasures. Copy, sir.”

“Good. Dara, can you take care of the main weapons battery?”

“You bet. Cut my teeth on laser cannons.”

“I can believe that.” Leebo said aloud what Dash was only thinking. Spike ignored the droid and headed for the gunnery tower amidships.

“Mel, keel battery.”

Mel glanced at Javul, then nodded assent. “Nik, why don’t you come with me? Probably time you learn something besides shifting cargo.”

The young Sullustan was on his feet in a flash, his huge, dark eyes sparkling. “Yessir!”

“What about me?” asked Javul.

“I need someone here in engineering … just in case we sustain damage. And to keep an eye on that.” He nodded toward the dormant Oto, who stood in a corner of the hold where Leebo and Mel had stowed him after his hasty reassembly.

They’d been at their various stations for perhaps an hour when the communications panel beeped. Han sent a shipwide heads-up, then answered the hail. It was Nova’s Heart. Javul connected with the bridge of her ship from engineering. “I’ve got this,” she said, and the cockpit communications feed went silent.

Han stared at the console, his mouth open in disbelief. “She just overrode the bridge. She’s got my control codes. How did she get my control codes?”

Dash wasn’t all that surprised. “She’s clever that way,” he said.

“Well, what do I do?”

That deserved—and got—a full-throated laugh. “You’re asking me? Let’s review,” Dash said, counting points on his fingers: “I’m the guy who thought he was providing token protection from an overzealous, stalking fanboy. Only it’s not a fanboy, it’s a Black Sun Vigo, after my client due to a case of mistaken identity. Oh, wait, no—not so mistaken after all. I’m really protecting her from an extremely mad jilted Vigo fiancé. But no, it’s not an extremely mad Vigo ex-fiancé, it’s the Black Sun Underlord himself I’m protecting her from, and he doesn’t just want her back, he wants her dead. Except that it’s not Prince Xizor who’s got her in his crosshairs, it’s the Empire, which means Palpatine, Vader, and who knows who else? But wait—there’s more! Because it’s not just an obsessed fanboy, or a jilted Vigo, or a pissed-off underlord, or the Imperial high muck-a-mucks who’re after her, it’s—wait for it—all of the above.”

Han was staring at him. “Was it really … I mean, did she really …”

“Yeah. She really.”

“All that and you haven’t bailed on her?”

Dash glowered at him. “I suppose you would’ve.”

“Blasted straight, I would’ve.”

“Uh-huh. Yet here you sit with her secret whatever-it-is in your hold, no longer in charge of your own bridge control codes, while she uses your comm to chat with her confederates, and Black Sun and the Empire close in for the kill. Did I miss anything?”

Han didn’t respond. He just turned and stared at his sensor display. “Well, at least it really is the Nova’s Heart.”

“Han, at this point I wouldn’t be surprised to find out the entire crew of that black yacht are Jedi and that the Empire’s sent Darth Vader himself after us.”

Han’s face drained of blood. “Tell me you’re joking.”

Dash sighed and rubbed at his patched right eye, watching as Javul’s yacht drew up along their flank from the stern. “Yeah, I’m joking. Everybody knows there aren’t any more Jedi.”

“Dash?” Javul’s voice came to them from the console.

“Here.”

“I need that transponder Leebo took out of the other droid. Can you bring it back to engineering?”

“May I ask why?”

“We’re going to use the Nova’s Heart as a decoy.”

“And that,” said Han as Dash exited the cockpit, “is the first thing I’ve understood in the last week.”

Dash reached the engineering bay to find not just Javul, but Mel, Nik, and Spike as well. As an added bonus surprise, the container they’d snatched from Bannistar Station had been moved from concealment to the center of the main hold.

“What are you doing?” Dash asked.

Javul held out her hand to him. “Do you have it? The transponder?”

Dash hesitated.

“Trust me,” she said.

Why not? He was too tired not to. He dug the transponder out of his jacket pocket and handed it to her.

She smiled at him. “It’s almost too bad the eye patch will come off soon. It makes you look rakish and piratical.”

“Yeah, and plays havoc with my depth perception. What are you doing?” he repeated. “What’s with the container?”

“The container and this transponder are going over to the Nova’s Heart.”

“Okay. The transponder I understand, but why the container?”

“We’ve got a big fat target painted on our hull right now,” she answered. “The Nova’s Heart has been out of sight and out of mind for a while.”

“Not sure I agree with your line of reasoning, but it’s your show.”

Javul nodded. “Yeah, right now, it is. Thanks, Dash.”

“What for?”

She smiled gently at him; even a man with only one good eye could read plenty into it. “For trusting me, even though I’ve given you every reason not to.”

He felt the gentle bump as the yacht made a soft connection with the Millennium Falcon’s port-side docking ring. Mel moved to cycle the air lock. A moment later the hatch opened and Captain Marrak appeared in the pass-through between the two vessels.

Javul flipped the transponder to Spike, who grinned and strode with it through the access tunnel to meet the yacht’s Zabrak captain. She handed him the transponder, then kissed him enthusiastically enough to raise Dash’s temperature.

Mel and Nik, meanwhile, were maneuvering the container into the cargo pass-through. Behind Javul a light flashed on the sensor panel. As Dash reached for the comm, the ship trembled.

He grabbed the back of the engineering station’s chair to steady himself. “Oh, that can’t be good.”

Javul’s eyes were wide with sudden alarm and, from the cockpit, Han was shouting, “Rendar! Get up here! Now!”

He got up there.

The approaching ship was stealth black, so light-sucking fuliginous that it registered on Dash’s wonky perception as a hole in space. It was coming at them at an oblique angle, from around the curve of another of Mimban’s moons.

“Hitch Kris again,” said Dash. “I’ll get Javul to talk him down.”

“Well, she’d better be on her toes, ’cause he just fired a shot across our bow.”

And there was no one in the laser turret to fire back, Dash realized. But if Javul could dissuade Kris from being a pain in the rear, there’d be no need. As if the Vigo had read his mind, the big black yacht fired another blast of high-energy particles at the smaller vessel, rocking it sharply.

“He’s really mad, Dash. Get Javul!”

Javul stuck her head into the cockpit. “I’m here. What’s hap—” She stopped, staring through the viewport.

“Would you please tell your fiancé to stop shooting at us?” asked Han.

“That’s not my fiancé.”

“Okay, ex-fiancé.”

Javul was already backing out of the cockpit. “No. That’s not my ex-fiancé, either.” She ran down the passageway, shouting now. “That’s Xizor!”

Han hit the intercom to the main hold. “People, we are leaving—now!”

Javul’s voice came back through the intercom. “You can’t! We’re still locked with Nova’s Heart. We’re going to have to fight back.”

Han’s hand flew over the controls. “Then we’ll fight back from behind the moon.”

“We can’t move—”

“You do your job—I’ll do mine! Get someone to the laser turret, get that container off-loaded, and cycle the locks. I’ll take care of the rest.”

Han opened a link to the bridge of the Nova’s Heart.

“What’re we doing?” Dara asked as Javul turned from the communications panel.

The container was half in and half out of the pass-through, and a couple of the Heart’s crew peered at them from the other side of the connected air locks.

“Change of plans. We’re under attack.”

“I heard,” said Mel. “I’m going up to the laser turret. You stay,” he told Nik and sprinted for the turret access tube.

As Javul moved to help Dara with the container, the ships shuddered and a low thrum shivered through the joined hulls. Cold adrenaline shot through her. The sublight engines had come online. They were moving.

“Hurry!” she shouted and reached for the container.

Moving in tandem, the two small ships ducked beneath the moon and into a sharp curve that put the bulk of Mimban’s satellite between them and the Black Sun Underlord—though it brought them closer to the surface than was probably safe. Worse, Dash thought, if Xizor was able to bring his big yacht through the screen of mining traffic and slide between them and the planet, they’d be effectively trapped.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” he told Han.

“Trust me.”

“I do. It’s Xizor I don’t trust. He might just blow up this moon to get at her. Where is he?”

Han checked the sensors. “Coming over the lunar north pole. Dead ahead.”

He was sweating. Dash hadn’t ever seen Han sweat before.

“Arm missiles,” Han told him.

Dash armed the missiles and started sweating himself.

As the bow of Xizor’s yacht peeked over the curve of the moon, the ship’s comm came to life. Dash jumped as Prince Xizor’s dark, silken voice addressed them.

“I know you’re in one of those two little tin cans, Alai Jance. Which is why I intend to blow them both to dust. I admit, though, that I don’t know what you’re up to and my curiosity is piqued. Enough that I may—may, I say—make an attempt to capture you. I suspect you may be of some strategic value. So understand, Alai, that your continued existence depends on your next action. If you’re tempted to fire on me, think twice.”

Dash, his hand hovering over the missile launch button, was more than tempted. The man who had blown his family apart was right there, right above him, silhouetted against the ambient glow of the system’s sun and planets. Two missiles fired at just the right interval and at the right angle could punch a momentary hole in Xizor’s shields at their weakest point and take out their shield generator. A second barrage might disable their ventral laser cannon, leaving the keel unprotected. And if he did it in the next five seconds, before Xizor’s ventral gun battery had cleared the moon, he might just be able to blow the prince to whatever afterlife the Falleen believed in.

He brushed the tips of his fingers over the button, hand trembling with the desire to push it.

What was keeping Javul? How much time did they need to push the container over and button up the two air locks?

“Steady,” breathed Han, as if he could read Dash’s thoughts.

Javul’s voice shattered the tension. “We’re clear! We’re clear!”

“Hold on!” Han shouted. He flipped the ship over, pivoting on its beam, and shot beneath the moon. Nova’s Heart mirrored their movements, then wheeled over the south pole of the moon and shot off in another direction.

The Millennium Falcon sailed toward the heart of the system, into an area of high traffic between Circarpous IV and V. Dash understood the strategy. Even Prince Xizor would be reluctant to take a chance on the sort of collateral damage that might result if he attacked in such a crowded corridor.

But suddenly Prince Xizor was the least of their worries. The freighters, ore carriers, and passenger ships that usually dominated the intersystem space lanes were scattering in the face of two Imperial cruisers and a Star Destroyer—the latter of which was just pulling out of the lee of Circarpous Major.

Han let out a whoop and hauled back on the steering yoke. The ship shot straight up, ninety degrees relative to the system plane, picking up speed … and leaving Xizor and the Imperials on a collision course.

Dash hit the intercom and shouted, “Countermeasures, Leebo! Drop countermeasures!”

But the Star Destroyer had already gotten off a shot. It struck their aft shields just off center and threw the Millennium Falcon into a wild half turn. The second shot caught the cloud of trash Leebo had jettisoned, but they were so close to the ship that it bucked again.

If she’d been alone in the area, the Falcon would have been able to move at will, but even here there were enough other ships to make maneuvering hazardous. And unlike Black Sun, the Imperials obviously wouldn’t think twice about shooting up the locals. The Falcon had only one advantage—size. They could move much faster in this crowded space than the Star Destroyer, but the cruisers were much smaller and much more agile. They were already reacting to the Falcon’s radical course change and giving chase.

As they dodged a string of three ore carriers, Javul came forward and fell into the jump seat behind Han.

“The gunnery crew still in place?” Han asked.

“Mel’s up in the dorsal turret. But I sent Dara and Nik over to Nova’s Heart. We’re a skeleton crew now.”

“Are you kidding? It’s usually just me and Chewie. I still feel over-occupied.”

Another shot just cleared their sensor array. The cruisers were gaining on them.

“Can’t we jump to hyperspace?” Javul asked, her eyes fixed on the tactical display.

“Not yet,” Han muttered. “Still too close to the star’s gravity well.” He glanced sideways at Dash. “You’re gonna have to take the belly turret.”

“I have a better idea—let me steer and you can go and shoot at the Empire.”

“Yeah, like that’s ever gonna happen. You pilot the Falcon? In your dreams. Go take the gun.”

Dash licked his lips. “I … can’t, Han. I can’t aim. Even without the patch, I still can’t see clearly out of my right eye. Not well enough to target.”

Han’s expression was opaque. “Okay, you’ve got the con, but don’t do anything I would.”

Dash put his hands on the copilot’s yoke, and Han climbed out of the pilot’s chair and headed for the hatch. He paused to point a finger at Javul. “Keep an eye on him. Don’t let him do anything dangerous. Or stupid.”

“Right.”

Dash did something both dangerous and stupid almost immediately. He turned the Millennium Falcon over again and aimed her bow directly at Circarpous Major. If he was at a disadvantage visually, flying into the sun, so should be their pursuers. Not only would their visual acuity be cut by the glare, but it would also muck up their sensor arrays. At times the older, simpler instruments were the best; a brand-new, right-out-of-the-shipyards Star Destroyer couldn’t have anything as antediluvian as a simple radar array.

Advantage: Falcon.

The problem was, of course, that the sun’s gravitational pull and magnetic fields played havoc with the Millennium Falcon’s systems as well. The one-eyed pilot was going to have to eyeball the right moment to veer off. Ironic.

Javul slid into the pilot’s seat. She was silent, her gaze on the viewport, which had darkened automatically to screen out the sun’s radiation. Dash somehow knew the silence was trust, not fear. It made him tighten his grip on the steering yoke.

His concentration was broken when the Imperials hailed them. “Unidentified craft, this is Commander Corsa of the Imperial cruiser Valiant. You will heave to and be boarded, or we will destroy you. Do you understand?”

“Oh, I understand just fine, thanks,” Dash murmured, keeping his focus on the looming star.

“I didn’t catch that, Captain,” Commander Corsa said. “Say again.”

“Catch this, Corsa! Fire at will!” Han’s voice shouted over the intercom, followed by the distinctive sound of a barrage of laserfire.

Javul, peering through the viewport dead ahead, suddenly went stiff and pointed. “What’s that?”

That was a black hole in the sun. A vaguely ship-shaped hole. It was moving toward them rapidly—clearly not a fleeing freighter. Dash’s heart hammered and his throat went suddenly dry. If that was Xizor, his intention was clear—to blow them out of the sky and … and what? If that was the plan, it was suicide. He’d be flying right into the path of an Imperial formation. Did Xizor really want Javul dead that badly?

The oncoming vessel hailed them. “Alai Jance.”

Javul shot a startled look at Dash. “Hitch!” She mouthed and leaned forward in her seat. “Here.”

“You really want to go through with this?”

“I have to, Hitch. You know I do.”

There was a moment’s pause, then the Vigo said, “All right. Just now the Imperial’s sensors can’t read me. I’m in your shadow. On my mark, dive minus ninety degrees. Understood?”

“Understood,” Dash said, perspiration trickling down the sides of his face. The eye patch itched. He pulled it off and tossed it.

The sun had filled the Falcon’s viewport, and now the vessel barreling toward them was an expanding black mass in the midst of that fiery backdrop. A blurry black mass.

“Mark!”

Dash leaned into the steering yoke, and the Millennium Falcon dived straight “down” and into the stew of traffic in the Circarpous system’s temperate zone. He dodged other vessels, spinning, spiraling ever-downward through the core of the system and out the other side. This time there seemed to be no pursuit. Free of the system’s gravity fields, beyond a far-flung circling shell of asteroids and comets, Dash turned the Falcon’s bow toward Alderaan and prepared for the jump to hyperspace.

Just before they jumped, Hitch Kris contacted them once more.

“Congratulations, Alai. You’ve shaken the tail … for now. The Imperials split up to chase other targets, and my boss”—he laid subtle stress on the word—“has galloped off after the Nova’s Heart.”

“And you, Hitch?” she asked softly.

For a few moments, there was nothing but the faint hiss and crackle of the carrier wave. Then Hitch’s voice said, “I’m done, baby. You’re into something that’s way beyond my pay grade. Good luck.”

“You, too … that is, I assume you’re one of the targets the Imperials are chasing.”

He laughed. “Don’t worry about me, Alai. I may have lost you, but I still have resources neither the Empire nor Underlord Xizor know about. Smooth spacing.”

“Smooth spacing,” she answered.

Dash turned to look at her. Was that wistfulness in her expression? Did she still harbor some fondness for her Vigo ex? He engaged the hyperdrive, watched the stars blur, then closed his eyes.

Han interrupted his semi-coma by appearing and demanding his command back. Dash was happy to comply. His leg ached, his shoulders were throbbing, and his right eye felt like there was sand in it.

He and Javul made their way aft to the crew’s commons where she sat him down, got out a medkit, and forced him to let her work on his eye for the fourth or fifth time. She flushed it out with a medicated solution that stopped the stinging, then applied some ointment. He sagged in the chair, wanting desperately to sleep. His mind wandered, wondering about the relationship between Javul Charn and Hityamun Kris.

His mind hit a snag. His eyes flew open.

“What?” She was watching him through the steam from a hot cup of caf.

“Hitch said that Xizor was chasing Nova’s Heart.”

“Yes.”

“Why? The transponder was Hitch’s and he’s not chasing anybody anymore.”

“Xizor isn’t chasing the transponder. He’s chasing Oto. We reactivated him, gave him some new instructions, and put him on Nova’s Heart. That’s why it took us so long to disengage the air locks.” She smiled at his dazed expression. “Why don’t you get some sleep? Make that eye feel better.”

He was asleep before he could muster the energy to answer.


THIRTY

DASH WOKE TEN HOURS LATER WITH THE SURE KNOWLEDGE that they were still in hyperspace. He was disoriented for a moment, because he was lying in his bunk, not hunched over the table in the crew’s commons or curled up on the floor beneath it. He tried to imagine Han being enlisted to help move him here and failed. He turned his head and realized two things simultaneously: that his right eye was significantly better and that Han was the occupant of the nearest bunk.

Who was piloting the ship?

The question brought Dash to his feet and out into the corridor. He made his way to the cockpit, where he found Leebo ensconced in the pilot’s chair, with Mel sitting beside him. The cargo master glanced up as he slid into to the jump seat.

“He left you in charge?” Dash asked the droid.

“Yeah, and I didn’t even have to pretend to have a bum eye.”

“I wasn’t pretending. It hurt. I couldn’t see out of it, okay?”

“So you say.”

Mel chuckled. “Where did you get him?” He nodded at Leebo.

“Guy traded him to me for passage off Rodia. A comedian.”

“Ah. It all becomes much too clear.”

“Yeah. Oh, and Leebo, I’ll thank you to remember who programmed you to pilot a spacecraft. If it weren’t for me, you’d be hanging out in the hold twiddling your little tin thumbs.”

“My thumbs are neither little nor tin. They are a laminanium–quadranium alloy with an overplating of terenthium.”

Mel gave Dash a sidewise look.

“Yeah, annoyance makes him pedantic. I didn’t program that. Not sure who did.”

“That was my previous employer,” Leebo informed them.

“Owner,” Dash couldn’t help correcting.

“Now who’s being pedantic? He was a great comedian,” the droid added in an aside to Mel.

“Who’s changed professions,” Dash added, “because he managed to insult the Rodians’ head honcho, Navik the Red.”

“Ah. Hence the necessity of getting passage off Rodia.”

“Artificial intelligence, it seems,” the droid said, “is no match for natural stupidity.”

The two men sat in companionable silence for a moment, then Mel said, “So, you have quite a history with Prince Xizor.”

Okay, that was a crash turn onto a new subject. Still, Dash saw no reason to be coy. “Yeah. Yeah, you could say that.”

“That must have made this tour of duty a bit … difficult.”

“Hey, I’m a big boy. I can handle it.”

“Pardon me for saying so, Dash, but that sounds an awful lot like bluster to me.”

Dash opened his mouth to retort, then met the older man’s eyes. There was no judgment in them, only honest compassion. He took a deep breath and let it out. “Okay. You got me. The truth is … the truth is that when Xizor’s ship was bearing down on us, I really wanted to fire those missiles. There was a split second when I didn’t care about Javul’s mission or Han’s ship or my life. All I could think of was that if I fired at exactly the right moment, one missile might hole his shields and the next might punch through.”

“If you got off the second shot before they unloaded on us.”

“Yeah. Big if.”

“What stopped you?”

Dash flushed and was glad the cockpit was dimly enough lit that Mel might not notice it. “I’d like to say that it was the sure and sudden knowledge that if I didn’t fire at exactly the right moment, Xizor would unload on us and kill everybody aboard, not just me. But to be honest, I didn’t have to make that choice. Han stopped me. Made me hesitate. The next second Nova’s Heart was clear and we were gone. I never had to make the choice.”

“Do you wish you had?”

Dash nodded. “Yeah, I do. I’d kind of like to know what I would’ve done.”

Mel looked right into him. “You know what you would’ve done. You wouldn’t have let personal revenge trump duty … You’d be a good man for the Rebellion, Dash. We need people who can set aside their personal goals the way you have.”

Dash shook his head. “Naw. Not me. I’m too much of a lone wolf to take orders the way you guys have to. This whole Rebellion thing is outside my comfort zone. Too many ways to end up dead.”

“Dash, the Rebellion is outside everyone’s comfort zone. Mine, Dara’s, Javul’s. Nobody wants to have to be here. But look at the alternative—lying down and letting the Empire suck more and more life out of all of us. There was a time people living on Rim worlds could just ignore what was happening at the Galactic Core. That time is long past. The Empire has reached out to the very fringes of the galaxy and is squeezing the life right out of it. Have you been to Corellia lately? They’ve got our homeworld locked down so tightly, people can barely move or draw breath without the Security Bureau showing up on their doorstep.”

Dash didn’t know what to say. He could feel Mel’s words pecking at him, could feel the penetration of his gaze.

He changed the subject. “Let me ask you something. Nova’s Heart has the container and is, I assume, heading for Alderaan eventually. But Nova’s Heart is also broadcasting a signal that’s drawing off at least some Imperial forces and giving Prince Xizor a come-hither. Why both? And why are you and Javul still here aboard the Millennium Falcon?”

“Javul and I need to report to our liaison on Alderaan.”

“Your boss, huh?”

“Our boss.”

“That’s it?”

Mel shrugged.

“You put Nik aboard the Nova’s Heart. Y’know what that tells me? That tells me that he’s safer there than he’d be here.” Dash leaned back, lacing his fingers behind his head. “It tells me that we still have the container. Don’t we?”

Mel didn’t answer. He glanced over Dash’s shoulder. “Good morning, Captain Solo. I’m guessing you’re going to want your seat back. Come on, Leebo. I’ve got some exceptionally high-grade joint oil that I think you’re gonna love.”

Mel slipped out of the copilot’s seat and shifted past Han, laying his hand briefly on Dash’s shoulder. “You’re a very smart man, Captain Rendar. I think you’d be a credit to the Rebel Alliance.”

Han stood in the accessway for a moment, staring after the Rebel commander. “What was that? Was he trying to recruit you?”

“I guess.” Dash really didn’t want to talk about it.

Han slid into his pilot’s seat and checked the readouts before swiveling to look at Dash. “Seriously. He was trying to get you join the Rebellion?”

Dash shrugged. “Yeah. Fool’s errand.”

“Fool’s errand. I’ll say. Man, they must be scraping the bottom of the barrel.”

“Oh, really? They ask you to join?”

Han blinked at him, not catching the implied insult. “Sure … sure, of course they did. I turned ’em down. Flat. I mean, who needs the added risk, right? Your lady friend is crazy—you know that, don’t you? Her and all her crew.” He described a circle around his right ear with his index finger.

“Yeah,” agreed Dash.

The trip to Alderaan was uneventful enough to make everyone relax. And that, all by itself, made Dash nervous. Surely by now the Deep Core would have been discovered to be an innocent cargo vessel “crewed” mostly by droids. The Nova’s Heart would have certainly deactivated Oto and jettisoned the transponder. That meant Xizor and the Imperials knew they’d been deked and were seeking a heavily modified YT-1300 last contacted in the Circarpous system.

Dash Rendar found himself in the unlikely position of wishing someone would just attack and get it over with. He said as much to Han as the two of them sipped hot caf in the cockpit.

Han looked at him as if he were out of his mind. “Bite your tongue. We have to refuel on Commenor. If there’s an Imperial Star Destroyer waiting for us there, I’m gonna blame you.”

“Do we have to refuel on Commenor? Can’t we just plow on through to Alderaan?”

“We could try, but we might end up dropping out of hyperspace short of the goal. I’d rather not chance it.”

“I thought this old crate had extended range. Outrider could make it from Bannistar to Alderaan on one fuel pack.”

Han glared at him. “This old crate has been hauling more crew and more cargo than usual. And she’s been jumping in and out normal space like a madman was at the helm.”

“Got that right. When do we get to Commenor?”

Han checked the chrono. “Oh-three-hundred hours, give or take.”

“Should we put Leebo in one of the weapons turrets? Maybe have Mel in another one?”

Han choked on his caf. “Dash, you’re even more paranoid than I am, and that’s saying a lot.”

“C’mon, Han, what could it hurt? Better safe than sorry.”

Han shrugged. “Hey, if you wanna crew up the weapons, I got no reason to argue with you. As long as you’re not going to ask to pilot again.”

Dash had been thinking about it, but his eye was better now and focused well enough for him to target accurately. “I’ll take gunnery. Give us about a ten-minute heads-up.”

Roughly ten minutes before they were to drop out of hyperspace, Han’s voice sounded the heads-up for their arrival in the Commenor system: “This announcement brought to you by Dash Rendar, mother hen and professional worrier. All hands to battle stations! All hands to battle stations! We are approaching impending doom!”

Dash climbed into the dorsal gun battery, wishing that Han wouldn’t be quite so cocky. It was his observation that when you yawned in the face of the universe, it felt compelled to do something rude to wake you up.

Javul sat next to Han in the copilot’s seat as the Millennium Falcon decanted and then soared into the Commenor system on a heading toward the fourth planet, where, Han assured her, they’d find fuel and friends.

“I do lots of business on Commenor,” he said. “There are very few inner worlds as unimpressed with the Empire as these guys. Our chances of finding an Imperial presence here are astronomically small.”

Javul looked up at the curved flank of a gas giant as the Falcon sailed serenely by. “How do they keep the Empire at bay?”

“Ironically, by being very important to the Emperor. Commenor is a gateway colony. Believe it or not, more trade passes through here than through Corellia. I think the Emperor knows that if they lean on Commenor too heavily, they’ll lose that gateway. I mean, imagine what would happen on Coruscant and some of the other Core Worlds if basic resources were suddenly cut off. Food, fuel, other necessities.”

Javul nodded. “Coruscant can’t produce much of its own food.”

“Exactly. So, the Empire goes out of its way not to arouse Commenorian umbrage. It’s too key a port.”

Javul saw, ahead of them, a large planet surrounded by vessels. She pointed. “Is that the hub world?”

“Yeah. There’s activity on some of the other planets, but Commenor is the heart of it all. Pretty fun place, too, I might add.”

Javul smiled wryly. “I’ve had enough fun on this trip, thanks.”

“No, I mean real fun.” He turned his head to look at her appreciatively. “In fact, if we could afford the time, I’d love to show you some of the nightlife in Chasin City.”

Javul laughed. “You want to show me the nightlife? I thought you thought I was a crazy lady.”

“I do think you’re a crazy lady. But you’re a pretty crazy lady, not to mention a famous one. Saying I’ve gone out with Javul Charn would give me some serious creds in the circles I travel. You know what I mean?”

“Oh, I know exactly what you mean. I do. But we can’t afford the time.”

“Yeah, I figured not.”

Javul didn’t answer; no sense telling him that if she went anywhere with anybody for fun, it would be Dash she wanted on her arm. Maybe because they’d been through so much together. Maybe because he’d saved her life. Maybe because he’d stuck with her even in the face of her duplicity. Or maybe because she liked what happened when he kissed her.

She settled back in the copilot’s seat and watched Commenor draw closer, the ships and satellite stations around it coming into sharper focus. She wasn’t exactly conscious of when she started to feel uneasy. There was just something wrong about the silhouette of a ship coming toward them from out of the Commenor sun, something jarringly familiar about the configuration of another moving slowly out from behind a moon …

She sat up, put her hand on Han’s forearm. “Han …”

He turned toward her, a smile curving his mouth, but the look on her face wiped it away. “What is it?”

“To starboard at about thirty degrees.” She recognized it now and the recognition brought a chill. “Imperial Dreadnought.”

“Do you think they know—”

In answer to Han’s quandary, the Imperial hailed them. “Rebel freighter, this is Commander Zarin of the Imperial Dreadnought Avenger. You will stop and be boarded.”

“Rebel freighter? I’m no Rebel anything!” Han hit the intercom. “Hold on, everybody, we’re outta here!”

They dived—down and to port, twisting, turning toward the moon.

“But there’s a—”

“I see it!” Han said, his eyes on the Imperial corvette that was even now pulling out from behind Commenor’s large natural satellite. He put on speed, looped beneath the moon, and came up under the corvette’s keel. Then they were sweeping in a long S-curve around Commenor.

“TIE fighters in pursuit!” Dash called down from the gunnery.

“Fire at will,” Han told him and then concentrated on getting them out of the system so they could return to hyperspace. He aimed them ninety degrees from their course, heading toward the Inner Rim.

They could hear the slash of the laser cannon as Dash and Mel fired at the swarm of attack ships behind them.

“Leebo!” Han hailed the droid.

“Yeah, I know—countermeasures. I’m on it.”

They swept out of the system with Leebo’s spread of countermeasures littering their back trail. Javul watched the tactical display as the TIE fighters and the corvette’s missiles collided with the live ordnance amid the debris, then flared and died. The corvette blew through the debris field without hesitation, picking up speed as it pursued them.

“This is gonna be close!” Han shouted. “More countermeasures on my mark!”

He jerked the steering yoke hard over to port, yelled “Mark!” and fired the hyperspace engines. They flipped over, their wake lighting up brilliantly for the split second before they leapt out of realspace.

Leaning back in his chair, Han turned to Javul. “You’re a religious type, aren’t you?”

“I … have my beliefs.”

“Then pray that they think we leapt toward the Rim.”

“Han,” said Dash’s voice from the intercom. “She’s been praying since she got on this bucket.”


THIRTY-ONE

DASH DIDN’T DOUBT THAT JAVUL CONTINUED TO PRAY. Having gone without refueling, but with some additional crash maneuvers, the Millennium Falcon wasn’t in the ideal state to complete her journey to Alderaan. Han was sweating again, but he wasn’t going to admit it. He wasn’t above grousing about the fact that they probably wouldn’t make it all the way to Alderaan and would have to limp in under ion power.

“Could take days, you know,” Han complained, “during which we will be completely vulnerable to attack.”

Luckily, they were only moments from the perimeter of Alderaanian space when the hyperdrive used up the last of its reserves. That put them hours, rather than days, out. Mel went back up to the dorsal laser cannon; Dash and Javul hunkered down with Han in the cockpit. They had no more than entered the system when they were hailed.

“Unidentified freighter, this is Alderaan Space Control. Please provide ID.”

Han swore. “What’s up with that? I fly into Alderaan time after time with almost no trouble and this time they ask for ID?”

“That’s because you’re not broadcasting your ID, Han,” Dash reminded him. “You haven’t been broadcasting ID since we left Bannistar.”

“Well, I don’t feel too good about starting now.”

Javul leaned in from the jump seat to activate the comm. “Alderaan Space Control, this is Javul Charn. This vessel is now part of my entourage.”

There was a long moment of silence, then the controller came back with a cautious, “Javul Charn, would you please transmit your personal identification code?”

She slid farther down between the pilot’s and copilot’s seats and typed a series of characters on the communications keypad.

“Checking your ID, please wait—oh, I’m informed you may establish orbit around Alderaan at your earliest convenience.”

“At your earliest convenience,” muttered Han. “I’ll bet that’s not what he was informed.”

They were in orbit before Alderaan control established contact with them again. This time the agent was a female—probably the superior of whoever had hailed them before.

“Charn,” she said in a rich contralto, “may I ask what happened to your tour? We weren’t expecting you for two weeks and with different vessels.”

“We had an equipment failure en route and had to hire another vessel and captain to carry my crew and cargo. We also had a bit of trouble on Bannistar that prompted a change of schedule.”

“I hope everything is all right. You said an equipment failure—you haven’t lost any technology or personnel, have you?”

“No, but we have had to separate our remaining vessels.”

“Are you aware that the ship you’re on is wanted for unspecified infractions against the Empire?”

“Now, wait a minute!” said Han. “All we did—”

Javul silenced him with a look. “Very much aware, Control.”

“In fact, the ship is suspected of smuggling.”

Javul gave Han a sidewise glance. “Yes, well … our captain does have an entrepreneurial streak.”

“Guy’s gotta make a living,” muttered Han.

“Sounds like a real scoundrel,” said the controller wryly.

Dash glanced down at the tactical display. “Uh-oh. We’ve got company …”

Han followed his gaze. “What? Oh, come on. Who’s that?”

“Um, Control,” said Javul. “We seem to have an escort.”

“Yes, you do. And you will follow the lead ship in that escort all the way in or the vessel behind you will take exception to your actions. We’re getting a docking facility ready. When you enter atmosphere, we’ll activate a homing beacon. At that time, you will relinquish control of your vessel to our autopilot.”

Dash looked at Javul, a cold, hard knot in the pit of his stomach. “Javul …”

“Do as she says.”

“You’re sure?”

Javul shrugged. “What’re the alternatives, really?”

“We can cut and run,” suggested Han. “Melikan’s still up in the turret.”

“Cut and run using what for fuel?” asked Javul. “Besides, those aren’t Imperial ships, Han. They’re Alderaan Port Authority vessels. These are the friendlies.”

“Yeah,” muttered Dash, “real friendly. Friendly with those Imperials, I’ll bet.” He nodded to port, where two Imperial cruisers peeked menacingly around the planet’s equator. They were making no moves toward the Millennium Falcon, though.

The descent was uneventful, though nerve racking as far as Dash was concerned. The only thing that set his mind at ease was that Javul did not seem so much nervous as determined. He saw less and less the touring diva and more and more the Rebel operative.

The autopilot took control as they entered atmosphere and drew them to the planetary capital, Aldera—more specifically to the main docking facility in a secure part of the spaceport. That made both Dash and Han a bit squeamish.

By the time they were approaching their landing bay, Mel had made his way to the cockpit, as well. The Millennium Falcon slowed. All four humans watched in silence as a warren of docking pads and service facilities passed beneath them.

As they approached a cluster of hemispherical buildings, Mel turned a solemn gaze on the two Corellians. “I want you both to know,” he said, “Al—I mean Javul—was perfectly serious when she suggested you’d be an asset to the Rebel Alliance. To say you’ve been invaluable to us would be a tremendous understatement. We simply wouldn’t have survived this far without you—either of you.”

“I’ll second that,” said Javul. “Seriously, Dash, Han, the offer still stands—”

Han was already shaking his head. “Sorry, sister. Dash’ll tell you—I don’t do causes. I’m the only cause I …” He hesitated. “I’m used to being responsible for me and nobody else. I’m not at my best when other people are depending on me.”

Mel fixed him with a laser gaze that Dash knew from experience cut right to the soul. “Your friend Chewbacca doesn’t depend on you? Can’t trust you to be at his back? I find that hard to believe, Captain Solo.”

Han just shook his head and returned his gaze to the view from the cockpit.

“What about you, Dash?” Javul said softly. “Are you ready to sign on? It seems to me you already have.”

Suddenly Dash felt as if he and Javul were the only two people in the cockpit. He looked into those intense silver eyes and knew he was being drawn in—reeled in, maybe. He had the unworthy thought that Javul Charn was one heckuva Rebellion recruitment tool. He shook off the thought, but the chill remained.

“I can’t argue with the ends, Javul,” he said finally, “but I … I’m a freelancer. I’m the boss on the Outrider. You understand? I’m not real good at taking orders from on high.”

She looked sincerely aggrieved. But was there anything personal in it, or was it just the disappointment of losing an asset for the “cause”? He wished he could ask, but with Han sitting there, watching him out of the corner of his eye …

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” Javul said. “For a lot of reasons. But think about it—both of you—” She turned her head to take in Han. “The Empire is tightening its hold on our lives—all our lives—day by day. You function freely now—if you can call it that—so maybe you think this isn’t your fight. You’re wrong. It is your fight. It’s our fight. All of us. If you wait to act until the Empire reaches out for you, personally, you will have waited too long.”

“I can’t,” Dash said, and felt a deep and sincere regret. “I’m just not made for this sort of work. I’m my own man. I make my own rules. Fly my own course. It’s safer that way—for everyone concerned.”

Mel smiled and shook his head. “You really believe that, do you?”

“C’mon, Mel. You’ve seen me operate. I’m just bad at taking orders. And he’s even worse.” He jabbed a thumb at Han. “We might look like assets, but in the end we’d be liabilities. We’d go rogue at some point. Screw something up. I wouldn’t want that.”

The control beeped just then, and Dash looked out through the forward viewport to see that one of the docking domes had opened up below them. They were descending toward it.

“Charn,” said the woman from the control center, “prepare your crew for landing. You should be on the ground in approximately two minutes. Standard procedure.”

Javul pressed the TRANSMIT button on the console. “Affirmative.” She turned back to Dash. “I guess we’d better get ready to debark.”

“What’s to get ready?” Han grumbled. “They’re running the show. All we have to do is show up at the air lock. What’s gonna happen to our cargo?”

“I don’t know,” Javul answered. “This wasn’t what was supposed to happen.”

Han blinked. “You mean you’re making this up as you go along?”

She smiled, dazzlingly. “Pretty much.”

The ship settled gently into her berth in the landing bay and the dome slid shut, closing her in. Han, looking up through the forward viewport, shook his head.

“I don’t like this. This feels bad.” He climbed out of the pilot’s chair and headed aft.

Mel followed him. Javul didn’t. She turned to Dash as he rose from his jump seat.

“You won’t reconsider?”

“Who’s asking—the Rebel operative or the woman?”

“One and the same, Dash. The Rebellion isn’t something I do. It’s something I am.” She took a deep breath, let it out. “But if you’re asking if I, personally, would like you to stay on for my own selfish reasons … the answer is yes. My motives aren’t entirely defined by what the Alliance needs. And that worries me a little. Sometimes I think it’s a bad idea to form attachments here, now, under these circumstances. And other times I think …”

“That life’s all about attachments?” he finished.

She nodded. “That those attachments to people we care about are essential to the fight … and make the fight essential.”

She kissed him this time, and he thought about attachments and things worth fighting for. He’d fought for her during this tour again and again. He’d almost died a few times. Eaden had died fighting for both of them and for his dead master. Dash knew, on some level beneath the clamor of his hormones and heartbeat, that there was a truth of some sort in what Eaden had done.

In a blinding flash of insight, as their lips parted and Javul pulled away, he thought he knew part of that truth: Eaden hadn’t died to avenge his master’s murder. He had died to save the lives of the two remaining members of his order—his sister and his cousin.

Watching Javul walk away from him toward the main cargo hold, Dash almost called her back to tell her he’d throw in with her—with them, with the Rebels. But something stopped him. He tried to tell himself it was common sense.

There was an escort awaiting them when they left the ship—half a dozen soldiers armed with blaster rifles. The crew of the Millennium Falcon were quickly disarmed and led to a holding area. Leebo, who had exited the ship with them, was ordered back aboard. The human members of the group were marched into a small, spare room and left. They’d been there only moments when another set of guards appeared to take Mel and Javul away for questioning.

The look Javul gave him as she left the room made him squirm. We’re on Alderaan, he reminded himself. They’re civilized people. They won’t do anything nasty.

“Those soldiers,” murmured Han. “Did you notice?”

“Notice what?” Dash brought his mind forcibly back from his unwelcome thoughts.

“They weren’t regular army. They were some sort of elite corps.”

That was alarming. “What sort of elite corps?”

“Not sure. Didn’t recognize the uniform. There was an insignia on the collar. Gold. Sort of an upside-down triangle.”

Dash shook his head. “Meaning what?”

“Meaning they could have been Royal Guards—House of Organa.”

“Is that good or bad?”

Han gave him a strange look. “You tell me. Who’s your girlfriend’s liaison on Alderaan?”

“I don’t know.”

“I guess she doesn’t trust you that much after all.” Han grinned.

Dash felt a flare of anger under his breastbone, but tamped it down. “It makes sense that she wouldn’t tell me. That way if I ended up in enemy hands—”

“Like now, for example.”

“Maybe like now. The point is, I couldn’t give up critical information, put that person’s life in danger. If I were—you know—interrogated or something.”

Han seemed darkly amused. “ ‘Or something’? You mean like tortured?”

But as it turned out, they were neither interrogated nor tortured. Instead, after roughly an hour in the holding area, the doors slid back and they were marched back to the docking bay with an invitation to leave. Quickly, quietly, and anonymously.

“Why wouldn’t they at least question us?” Han asked as the landing bay doors slid shut with an emphatic thud, as if to underscore the “invitation” to get lost.

“Maybe because we’re not members of the Rebel Alliance,” Dash said.

“You mean you think they believed Javul when she told them we were just unlucky mercs?”

“Yeah. Something like that.” The impulse to throw himself at the durasteel doors and demand that Javul be sent out was strong, but not strong enough to overthrow his rationality … or his dignity. Instead of making such a token display, he turned on his heel and went back to the ship.

The main cargo hold was empty. Every piece of Javul’s equipment had been removed. Han stood and stared at the empty compartment for a moment.

“Blast! I wonder what else they took.”

He and Dash moved methodically from hold to hold. Sure enough, every scrap of Javul Charn’s presence had been removed from the Falcon. Even her personal effects were gone.

Anxious, Han hurried to the secret compartments beneath the decking in the starboard passageways. He knelt to activate the hydraulic mechanism on the aftmost deck plate. Apparently it rose too slowly for his taste; he poked his head beneath the rising hatch cover to check the contents, then sat back with a sigh of relief. The cargo he’d picked up on Bannistar was intact.

“Good news. They didn’t find this stuff.”

“No, they found it, they just didn’t care,” Dash amended. He was looking down into the forward compartment. “The container is gone.”

“The container? You mean the one we lifted from Bannistar? Sure it’s gone. They stowed it aboard the Nova’s Heart.”

“No, they didn’t. They moved the droid and reengaged his signaling devices. They put the container back. We had it all the time. They took it.”

“Who took it?”

“They knew where to look,” Dash murmured half to himself. “That means she must’ve told them.” He hoped that meant she’d wanted them to know where it was. He closed the deck plate that covered the now-empty compartment. It glided shut with a solid thump and a click from the locking mechanism.

Han straightened. “Let’s get out of here.”

Dash didn’t move. “Yeah. I guess.”

Han came to put a hand on his shoulder. “Dash, old buddy, there are just some things you can’t do anything about. This is one of them. We don’t know who took the container. We don’t know where it is. We don’t know where she is.”

Dash didn’t comment that he did know that much. He’d seen her as they crossed the landing bay. She’d been standing, unfettered, beside a petite, dark-haired woman, looking down on them from a high, glassed-in gallery that ran partway around the upper latitudes of the dome. The body language between the two women hadn’t been that of prisoner and captor, which gave Dash some reason for hope that Javul had things under control. That, and the fact that Han had been right about the soldiers on duty here—every one of them was a member of Bail Organa’s elite guard. And Bail Organa, he knew, was not often a friend of Imperial policy. He had been outspoken in his opposition to the Emperor’s more draconian measures—such as the infamous order to hunt down and annihilate the Jedi.

“C’mon,” Han said, heading for the cockpit. “Let’s go.”

Dash followed. “Yeah. Sure. Where’s Leebo?”

“Dunno. They sent him back to the ship, so he’s gotta be here somewhere.”

Dash activated his comlink. “Hey, Leebo—where are you?”

There was no answer. He tried again.

“Leebo? Leebo! Where are you, tin man?”

Still no answer.

He entered the cockpit in Han’s wake and slid into the copilot’s seat, reaching forward to activate the ship’s intercom system.

“What’s up?” Han was already doing his preflight prep, checking systems one by one.

“Can’t raise Leebo. Maybe his comlink is down. Leebo, this is Dash. Get your tin can up to the cockpit.”

Still nothing. Dash felt a tickle of apprehension. “They’d better not have confiscated him.” He opened a channel to the facility control even as the dome rolled back overhead. “Docking Control, this is Dash Rendar in Docking Bay Alpha Nine. Did you remove my droid from the ship?”

“Sir?” The controller sounded startled.

“My droid. A modified LE-BO2D9 model. I can’t locate him. Did your guys remove him from the ship?”

“I don’t know, sir. Let me check.”

The channel went dormant. Dash turned to Han. “Why’re they being so polite?”

“Don’t knock it.”

When the connection went live again, the female controller was back, her voice crisp and businesslike. “Specialist Rand says you were asking about your droid. What seems to be the problem?”

“The problem is I can’t find my droid. What did you do with him?”

“The droid unit was returned to your ship.”

“You didn’t impound him or something?”

“The whole ship was impounded, Captain, with your LE unit aboard. No one saw it leave.” Now she sounded faintly amused.

“He might have snuck out while your guys were off-loading the cargo.”

“Why? Is your droid prone to wandering off without orders?”

“Not normally,” Dash fibbed. “Did your guys turn him off?”

“That I can’t tell you. I suppose they may have. Are you ready to launch?”

“Not without my droid!”

“I assure you, Captain, the unit is aboard somewhere. If by some wild fluke it’s not, we’ll find it and return it to you. Right now I need you and your friend to get off the planet. Please.”

“Uh, Control?” said Han. “This is his friend. We’re getting.” He turned to Dash. “Go look for your droid. He’s gotta be here somewhere.”

“Right.” Dash pulled himself out of the copilot’s chair and went in search of Leebo.


THIRTY-TWO

DASH MADE HIS WAY AFT, PORT-SIDE FIRST, POKING INTO every compartment … again. He saw nothing amiss, but also no Leebo. He called out. He tried the comlink several more times. He even looked in the storage lockers in the crew’s quarters, checked the engine room, the weapons batteries, the galley.

No Leebo.

Frustrated and worried, he made his way back around to the starboard side, thinking that just maybe the droid had hidden himself in one of the secret cargo holds. While Han had peeked into them to make sure the cargo was intact, neither of them had gone below to check them thoroughly.

Dash started with the aftmost compartment, kneeling to depress the near-invisible locking mechanism on the first deck plate. It glided upward on its hydraulic pistons, revealing cargo and nothing else. He poked his head into the opening, pulling out a glowlight and playing it about the interior.

Negative. He closed that deck plate and moved to the next. More nothing. He knelt to activate the next plate. His fingers had no sooner released the lock than it opened suddenly beneath him, flinging him from his feet. The hydraulics gave a whine of protest. Dash tumbled back and sideways, slamming his left shoulder against the hatch frame of the starboard docking ring and landing on his back across the threshold of the access corridor.

Breath knocked from his body, he looked down between his knees—and saw the impossible. Edge—battered, torn, but still alive—was rising out of the cargo compartment like an avenging demon, his body armor holed and awry. He wielded a cortosis staff in one hand and a darkstick in the other. Dash saw immediately that the Anomid assassin had not made the same mistake twice—the end of the darkstick’s horrific claw dripped with a red liquid Dash knew was lethal.

He pushed himself farther up the access and scrabbled for his laser pistol, only to recall as it met his hand that the Alderaanians had removed its power cell and he hadn’t yet reloaded.

No time for that now. The big Anomid already loomed over him, one knee on the edge of the cargo compartment. Without warning the assassin swept the cortosis staff toward Dash’s midsection, its plasma blade spitting fire. Dash lashed out with booted feet. His heel connected with Edge’s left hand. The staff spun from his grip, searing across the top of Dash’s left thigh. He gasped in pain and kicked again, knocking the staff away, but Edge had the darkstick raised, ready to strike.

Dash met the strange orange eyes. They had been cold before—implacable, emotionless. Now they were filled with fire. This had obviously become personal. Edge probably wasn’t used to having his prey skitter to safety or unseat him not once, but twice.

Dash felt a supreme sense of betrayal in the frozen moment before the darkstick began its downward descent toward his heart. Not his own betrayal, but Eaden’s. He was angry. Angry that the Universe—or the Force or the Deity or whatever—had allowed Eaden to die and this death machine to survive. The injustice was galling and Dash roared aloud with it.

From out of nowhere, Leebo’s pet MSE droid shot through from one side of the corridor to the other. The sudden, unexpected movement distracted Edge—only momentarily, but that was all that was needed. Two pulses of light flashed from behind the Anomid. One energy bolt hit his shoulder where the armor had been shot away. The other caught him with pinpoint accuracy in the back of the neck where the body armor met his helm. He jerked upright, his knees slipping from the rim of the compartment.

Han! Dash felt a surge of relief … until Edge toppled forward, the darkstick continuing its downward plunge.

Dash rolled half on his left side and the weapon’s tip buried itself in the deck plating, roughly where his right lung would have been. He looked down the length of his body. The Anomid was laid out with his head between Dash’s feet, his long, muscular arm stretched upward, his hand still clutching the weapon. His body was smoking where the energy bolts had caught him. Dash gagged on the smell of burned flesh.

The big sentient quivered, not yet done, and tried to push himself up.

“Oh, blast it!” said a voice from the main corridor. Two more energy bolts took out the hydraulic assists on the cargo compartment’s hatch.

The heavy durasteel deck plate dropped shut, crushing the Anomid’s lower body. He made a horrible, strangled bleat of rage and pain and looked up at Dash through those burning eyes. With a last, tremendous effort, Edge pulled the tip of the darkstick out of the decking, its tip dripping venom. He lifted it high, preparing to swing it at Dash—

And died.

Dash saw the light go out of his eyes, draining away like water from a broken bowl, and was glad he hadn’t witnessed that moment with Eaden. The thought of it would haunt him anyway.

Edge went limp, his hand releasing the darkstick, which clattered to the deck. His body released its last breath.

Dash carefully moved the darkstick away from his body. Then he scrambled to his feet, wincing a little, and stepped cautiously around the corpse into the main corridor.

“Han, you are a—”

But it wasn’t Han standing hip-deep in the next-door cargo compartment. It was Leebo. Mousie was by his side.

Dash gaped. “Leebo? But …” He glanced at the dead Anomid. “You can’t … you’re not supposed to … What happened?”

The droid gave as close to a shrug as Dash had ever seen. “I missed.”

“You … missed.”

“Is there an echo in here? I missed with the first two shots. I was aiming for the hydraulics. Got ’em the third time, though.”

“You missed.”

“That’s what I said.” Leebo glanced at the MSE unit. “Had some help, though.”

Dash laughed and shook his head, his heart struggling to return to a normal rhythm. “You’re something else.”

“I’m a souped-up LE-BO2D9 Cybot Galactica repair droid. I am not something else.”

“Hey!” Han appeared in the hatchway that led to the cockpit. “What are you two doing down here, throwing a party?”

Once Han recovered from finding a dead, armor-plated assassin in his secret cargo compartments, they confirmed his demise, stripped him of his weaponry, and put him in a contraband stasis pod that Han had added to his equipage. Dash had wanted to flush the Anomid out an air lock, but Han was insistent that there surely must be a bounty on him somewhere that could bring them some “serious credits.”

Dash wasn’t sure how he felt about making money from Edge’s death, but he supposed there was a certain poetic justice to it. Maybe he could find Eaden’s cousin or sister, give some of the bounty to them.

He was more intrigued by the alleged glitch that Leebo blamed for the assassin’s destruction. The droid said he didn’t want to talk about it—said it was humiliating to a mechanism of his capacity to have so badly missed a target. He was perfectly willing, though, to describe how he’d been alone aboard the Millennium Falcon—or rather how he should have been alone aboard the Millennium Falcon—when he realized there was another presence on the vessel. He’d seen Edge move from concealment in the aft hold and had hidden himself in the compartment beneath the deck plating.

“It didn’t occur to you to call me?”

“It did occur to me to call you, but I figured that if I did that while you were chatting with the nice soldiers it might cause problems for you. So I decided to wait until you came back aboard.”

“Which we did,” noted Dash, “but you still didn’t call me.”

“Well, you see, I ran into a bit of a problem. I was hiding in the secret compartment there, when this big ugly guy moved in right next door. If I’d made a peep …”

Dash nodded. “Yeah, he’d have scragged you.”

“Precisely. So, I waited him out. When he popped out of hiding, I figured to drop the lid on him, so to speak.”

“And missed.”

“And missed. Much to my dismay, of course. It was a humbling experience.”

“You’ve got a BlasTech sighting mechanism built into your optics,” Dash reminded the droid. “Practically brand new. You trying to tell me it’s faulty?”

“Must’ve gotten misaligned somehow,” Leebo said blandly. “I ran a diagnostic, so it should be aces now.”

“Aces.”

“There’s that echo again. You on some sort of repeat loop, boss?”

“Don’t change the subject. That’s a helluva glitch to result in the death of a sentient, don’t you think?”

Leebo was silent for a moment, then said, “He was not a pleasant sentient. Initially, you seemed pleased that I … neutralized him.”

Leebo, Dash had come to know, tended to retreat to a more droidlike way of self-expression when cornered. Right now, he sounded almost like Oto. “I can’t say I was unhappy about it, no. If you hadn’t shot him—”

“I didn’t shoot him. I shot the hydraulics and missed.”

“Okay. If you hadn’t missed the hydraulics, we probably wouldn’t be having this conversation and you’d belong to Han.”

“Force forbid,” said Leebo with a metallic shudder.

“You don’t like Han?”

“He treats me like a machine.”

“You are a machine.”

“There, you see? His attitudes are rubbing off on you. I’ll be pleased to return to Tatooine.”

They did that—uneventfully, thank the stars—some ten standard days later, moving at flank speed and making only one stop for fuel at a little outpost off the beaten track. In Mos Eisley, they discovered—much to Han’s glee—that he’d been right about Edge. There was a bounty on his masked and helmeted head. Dead or alive. It seemed that in executing some of his Black Sun contracts, he had assassinated a rogue Vigo who happened to be the favorite nephew of the Mandalore, himself. The ruling council of the New Mandalorian tribes had therefore put a bounty on him.

Han was altogether too tickled by the idea that he had done what Boba Fett had not.

“You didn’t do anything, Han, old buddy,” Dash reminded him as he, Han, and Leebo left the Mandalorian “embassy”—a suite of rooms in the Dowager Queen Hotel. “In fact, I didn’t do anything except almost get myself staked to the decking with a darkstick. Leebo killed the assassin.”

“I did not,” Leebo objected. “And I’ll thank you to stop saying that I did. Last thing I want is to get a reputation as a rogue droid. I simply missed my target. It was a glitch in my software, which I have fixed. I was merely trying to disable him or slow him down so you could deal with him.”

“There, you see? Even Leebo says he didn’t do it,” argued Han. “He can’t spend the bounty anyway. He’s just a machine.”

Leebo’s head swiveled toward Dash. “See what I mean?”

“Oh, can it, tin pot,” growled Han. “Look, Dash, d’you feel a fifty-fifty split is unfair?”

Dash shook his head. They’d had this argument all the way back from Alderaan. Dash maintained that since he’d nearly been killed by the assassin three times and his droid had “neutralized” him he might be entitled to 60 percent. Han argued that since he had rescued Dash from the first attempted assassination and helped Javul Charn complete her mission and the kill had taken place aboard the Millennium Falcon, he’d easily earned a full half—if not more. Dash had agreed to the fifty-fifty split mostly because he was tired of listening to Han go on about it.

“It’s fine. Really. I’ve got enough to bail Outrider out of Kerlew’s dock. In fact, I think Leebo and I will just drop over there right now and pay him off.”

“You sure? I was gonna suggest we pop in to Chalmun’s for a glass of ale. My treat. Supposed to meet Chewie there today. I hope he’s got something lined up—that bounty money’ll just about cover most of my existing debts.”

They’d reached the turning at Kerner Plaza from which they could see the façade of the cantina. Dash gazed up the street. “Tempting, but no. I really want to get back to Outrider. Been away too long. I miss her. And besides,” he added frowning, “there’s too many stormtroopers around today. Makes me nervous.”

There were indeed a number of the white-armored soldiers roaming about, some congregated right in front of Chalmun’s.

Han shrugged. “Have it your way. See you later, then?”

“Maybe. Say hello to Chewie for me.”

“Will do.” Han held out his hand, and the two men clasped forearms in a gesture of friendly solidarity.

“It wasn’t a bad adventure,” Han said. “Lucrative, anyway. Sorry about your girlfriend turning out to be a Rebel and all that. I know … that’s gotta sting.”

Dash met Han’s eyes. They were uncharacteristically solemn. “Yeah, well. I’ll get over it. Smooth spacing.”

“Same to you.” Han turned on his heel and whistled as he strode toward Chalmun’s.

Dash and Leebo started across the plaza, Dash noticing once again, somewhat uneasily, the large numbers of stormtroopers. They continued on to Spacers’ Row and the docking facility. Dash was relieved to note that his passcode still activated the security lock on the street access for Docking Bay 92. That meant Javul had been as good as her word and had paid all the repair and docking fees. Otherwise, Kerlew would have most likely changed the code.

“It’ll be real good to get back aboard the old girl,” he told Leebo as they entered the bay. “I missed having my own command.”

The lights came on as the motion sensors picked up their presence and Dash stared blankly at what they revealed—an empty bay. The Outrider was gone.

“Huh,” said Leebo. “Looks like you’ll have to miss it a bit longer.”


THIRTY-THREE

“I COMPLETED THE REPAIRS ABOUT FIVE DAYS AFTER you and Han lifted off,” Kerlew told Dash as they sat in his preternaturally neat office-cum-workshop. “Would’ve been done a day earlier but we had to recable the auxiliary power bus to the port hyperdrive.”

Dash sat forward in his formchair. “Ker, where’s my ship?”

“I’m getting to that. About ten days later, I got a message from Charn’s road manager telling me they were going to need to move the ship for security reasons. About a week ago, a pilot and crew came and paid off all the repairs and docking fees and added a fat bonus to lie to anyone other than you who asked after her whereabouts. They took her.”

Dash felt a chill glide down his spine. “Did anyone else ask after her whereabouts?”

Kerlew nodded, looking grimmer than Dash had ever seen him. “Imperials. An Imperial colonel and a six-pack of stormtroopers. Dash, what the hell were you doing?”

“He was saving the galaxy,” said Leebo drily.

Dash glared at him. “I was guarding a celebrity with stalker problems. They just turned out to be bigger problems than I was led to believe.”

“Imperial stalkers?” Ker shook his head. “That’s pretty big.”

“You have no idea.” Dash tried to relax, to lean back in his chair and look unflustered. “Okay. So, where did they take her?”

“I don’t know. They didn’t say. They only left this.” This was a data wafer, which Kerlew extracted from his vest pocket and handed over to Dash. “It’s passcoded,” he added.

Dash glanced up from the wafer. “What’s the code?”

“Two ships. They said you’d understand.”

He didn’t understand at first, but it came to him pretty quickly. So after they’d checked their credit balance and gotten a comfortable room in a hotel somewhat less upscale than the Dowager Queen, he slid the data wafer into the computer terminal in their room and entered the phrase Nova’s Heart Deep Core. That didn’t work. Frustrated, he tried a few more permutations on the theme and finally cracked the lock with Nova’s Deep Core Heart.

The message was simple. It was an address. In Tatooine’s planetary capital, Bestine. And another passcode. The passcode was followed by a phrase of three words: Buy new clothes.

Dash was puzzled. Why in the world would Javul send him to the seat of Imperial power on Tatooine? He knew a moment of apprehension that maybe, just maybe, she was setting him up. Getting rid of him by sending him where he’d be arrested.

But no, that made no sense. What made sense was that she was leading him precisely where no one would look for him. He could only hope that the Outrider was at the end of this wild chase.

“Your girlfriend has a quirky sense of humor,” Leebo told him, sounding enough like Han to be irritating.

“She’s not my girlfriend,” Dash said testily.

“You only wish she was, I guess … yeah, yeah, I know: shut up, tin man.”

Dash did as Javul suggested. He bought new clothes—nice clothes, clothes that made him look more like a successful merchant than a scruffy smuggler. He shaved. He bought a high-end travel bag to keep his new and old clothes in and even made sure Leebo was transformed into a well-oiled, shiny droid.

They took the regular shuttle to Bestine first thing in the morning, debarking at the central terminus and stepping out into the gleaming streets of the capital city. Bestine was the most cosmopolitan and largest settlement on Tatooine, a city of sculpted, graceful stone buildings the same color as the desert and ruddy mountains that ringed it.

They took a speeder cab to the address they’d been given. The route took them past the capitol building, a beautiful, domed structure—the tallest in Bestine. It was now guarded by Imperial stormtroopers, who looked incongruously out of place there. Their white body armor was blinding in the light of Tatooine’s two suns.

The address turned out to be an inn. The data wafer directed them to the “Bright Sun” suite, and the second passcode admitted them to a suite of rooms that was, without any exaggeration, the most luxurious residence Dash had been in since he was a boy. He hadn’t even imagined a place like this existed on Tatooine, but of course, it must. The wealthy, the celebrated, and the diplomatically important must be lodged somewhere. He was none of those things, and felt conspicuous because of it. But oddly, none of the staff or residents of the inn seemed to find him of the least interest. He was just one more well-heeled resident.

In the suite’s opulent study was a HoloNet terminal to which Dash went immediately upon their arrival. Behind him in the living room, Leebo uttered a metallic sigh and dropped the travel bag. His heart rate rising, Dash activated the terminal and saw that there was a message on it.

“Play message,” he told it.

“Voice recognition necessary,” said the terminal in a prissy female voice. “Please repeat this phrase: Bantha flop.”

“What?”

“Inappropriate response. Please repeat: Bantha flop.”

“Bantha flop.” Leebo was right—his girlfriend did have a quirky sense of humor.

And of course, it was Javul. She shimmered into existence, looking achingly lovely and equally unattainable. She was dressed in traditional Alderaanian style—a floor-length gown of deep blue with a sash of woven gold and silver that matched her hair, which was done up in elaborate braids. He thought her smile was wistful. Or maybe he only hoped it was.

“My cousin got the present you sent,” she said brightly. “It was everything she hoped for. We can’t thank you enough—no, really—we can’t. I hope someday I get to thank you in person. But in the meantime, I’ve arranged a little surprise for you. A token of my appreciation and affection. It’s in slip 4134A at the Bestine Port Authority. You can pick it up whenever you like.”

He sagged back into the chair, relief flooding him. The Outrider was safe. Safe and repaired and waiting for him a stone’s throw away. He took a deep breath and let it out. Just for the moment, then, he did belong here. He gazed up into Javul’s holographic face.

As if she were reading his mind across time and space, she said: “I hope you’ll stay and enjoy the other part of my gift awhile. At least until things calm down a bit in the outside world. You deserve it. I’ve made sure both your room and board—not to mention bar tab—are open-ended.” She hesitated, and now there was no doubt about the wistfulness in her eyes and her smile. “I wish I could see you again. It’s not fair, you know, because you can see me anytime you want.”

That much was true, Dash reflected as he reached out his hand to freeze the image. She gazed down at him through those amazing silver eyes, smiling. He could see Javul Charn just about anytime he wanted merely by firing up the HoloNet and watching one of her shows.

He just wasn’t sure whether that was a good thing or a bad thing. But it was definitely a true thing.

He reached out again and unfroze the image. An instant after he did so, the holo changed to a wider angle, showing two women side by side. One was Javul—the other was the dark-haired beauty she’d been with back on Alderaan. This time he recognized her. He blinked in astonishment.

Princess Leia Organa?

Javul’s cousin?

Couldn’t be …

“Well,” he heard Leebo murmur from behind him, “she did say she had friends in high places …”

Dash didn’t respond. He was thinking about what it must be like to have climbed up from rags to not just riches, but royalty … to be able to indulge a friend in one of the classiest hotels in this section of the Rim for an indefinite time … to be able to do all that and yet be willing to sacrifice it all—to risk political prison and very possibly execution—to attempt to free a galaxy.

Javul Charn was quite a woman.

“So,” Leebo said, “y’gonna enlist after all, boss?”

Dash was quiet for some time. Then he grinned and shook his head. “Tell you what,” he said. “When Han Solo joins the revolution—that’s when I’ll join.”

“From what I’ve seen of Han Solo,” Leebo said, “and based upon what I hope is an unbiased and unsentimental view of sentient behavior, I think you’re pretty safe, then. Because Solo would have to be frozen in carbonite before he’d hold still for that.”

“Exactly,” Dash said. “No worries, then.” He stood, stretched, and looked about. “Didn’t I see a carafe of Corellian brandy somewhere around here?”
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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.
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one

In the lowest levels, in the abyssal urban depths, of the ecumenopolis that was Coruscant, it was a rare thing indeed to see sunlight. For the inhabitants of the baroque and gleaming cloudcutters, skytowers and superskytowers—the latter reaching as much as two kilometers high—the sun was something taken for granted, just as were the other comforts of life. Since WeatherNet guaranteed that it never rained until dusk or later, the rich golden sunlight was simply expected, in the same way that one expected air to fill one’s lungs with every breath.

But hundreds of stories below the first inhabited floors of the great towers, ziggurats, and minarets, in some places actually on or under the city-planet’s surface, it was another story. Here hundreds of thousands of humans and other species lived and died, sometimes without ever catching as much as a glimpse of the fabled sky. Here the light that filtered through the omnipresent gray inversion layer was wan and pallid. The rain that reached the surface was nearly always acidic, enough so at times to etch tiny channels and grooves into ferrocarbon foundations. It was hard to believe that anything at all could survive in these dismal trenches. Yet even here life, both intelligent and otherwise, had adjusted long ago to the perpetual twilight and strictured environment.

At the very bottom of the chasms, in the variegated pulsing of phosphor lights and signs, stone mites, conduit worms, and other scavengers flourished on technological detritus. Duracrete slugs blindly masticated their way through rubble. Hawk-bats built nests near power converters to keep their eggs warm. Armored rats and spider-roaches scuttled and hunted through piles of trash two stories high. And millions of other species of opportunistic and parasitic organisms, from single-celled animalcules all the way up to those self-aware enough to wish they weren’t, doggedly pursued their common quest for survival, little different from the struggles on a thousand different jungle worlds. Down here was where the jetsam of the galaxy, a motley collection of sentients dismissed by those above simply as “the underdwellers,” eked out lives of brutality and despair. It was merely a different kind of jungle, after all.

And where there’s a jungle, there are always those who hunt.

Even Piell had been one of the lucky ones. Born on the violence-plagued planet Lannik to an impoverished family, he had been taken by the Jedi in his infancy because of his affinity for the Force. He had been raised in the Temple, high above the poverty and misery that had once seemed the inevitable birthright of his homeworld. True, his life had been somewhat ascetic, but it had also been clean, ordered, and—most important of all—it had been purposeful. It had been about something. He had been part of a cause greater than himself, one of a noble and revered Order stretching back hundreds of generations.

He had been a Jedi Knight.

Now he was a pariah.

Those who knew him respected the diminutive humanoid for his fierce courage and fighting skills, as well they should. Had he not defeated the Red Iaro terrorist Myk’chur Zug, at the cost of an eye? Had he not survived the Battle of Geonosis, and fought many a battle for the Republic in the Clone Wars? It was truthfully said that Even Piell had never backed away from a fight in his life. Give him a lightsaber and a cause in which to ignite it, and there was no braver warrior on two legs, or four, or six. But now …

Now it was different.

Now, for the first time in his life, he knew fear.

Even walked hurriedly through the colorful crowds that thronged the Zi-Zhinn Marketplace. This was a euphemistic name for an ongoing rowdy street fair on the 17th Level of an area in Sector 4805, also known as the Zi-Kree Sector, along the equatorial strip. That was the name given to the upper levels, anyway; down here, below the layer of smoke and fog, it was simply called the Crimson Corridor. While much of Coruscant’s lower levels comprised less-than-desirable real estate, some areas were loci of particular and concentrated trouble. The Southern Underground, the Factory District, The Works, the Blackpit Slums—these and other colorful names did little justice to the harsh realities of life under the perpetual smog layer that hid them from the rarefied upper levels. Yet ironically, it was only in ghettos like these, amid despair and desperation, that a measure of anonymity and security could be found.

Even wasn’t sure how many of the Jedi were left, but he knew the number wasn’t high. The slaughter begun on Geonosis had been pursued with a vengeance here on Coruscant, and on other worlds such as Felucia and Kashyyyk as well. Barriss Offee was dead, as were Luminara Unduli, Mace Windu, and Kit Fisto. Plo Koon’s starfighter had been shot down over Cato Neimoidia. To the best of his knowledge, Even was the only senior member of the Council to escape the massacre at the Temple.

It was still almost impossible to comprehend. It had all happened so fast. In only a few short days he had been forced to give up everything. No more would he look upon the five spires of the Jedi Temple, or walk the fragrant-flowered paths and tessellated floors of its private gardens and chambers. No more would he spend rewarding hours in discussion with his fellow scholars in the Council of First Knowledge, or research interstellar esoterica in the Archives, or practice the seven forms of lightsaber combat with his fellow Jedi.

But he could not give up using the Force to aid others. To deny the Force was to deny himself. Fear of discovery had caused him to hold back from using it in public for as long as he could stand. He had been a helpless witness to the everyday atrocities during the interregnum, to the chaos and anarchy that had accompanied the overthrow of the Galactic Senate and the ascension of the new Emperor. Sick at heart, he had reined in his dismay and revulsion, his desperate need to do something to stop this unending nightmare. He had seen his fellow Jedi assassinated by clone commanders under the thrall of Order Sixty-six; he had seen employees and instructors mowed down by blasterfire; and, worst of all, he had heard the screams of the children and the young Padawans as they had been cut down.

And he had fled. That fateful night, while destruction dropped from the skies and stormtroopers patrolled the streets, Even Piell and the others—the very few others—still alive had escaped the massacre.

For now.

Even moved cautiously and stealthily through puddles of stuttering neon light. Used subtly, the Force allowed him to slip through crowds of various species—Bothans, Niktos, Twi’leks, and humans—with few noticing him. And even those few forgot him almost immediately. For the moment, he was safe—but not even the Force could protect him forever.

His pursuers were closing in.

He did not know their ID numbers, nor would it matter if he did. They were stormtroopers, cloned soldiers created in the vats of Tipoca City on the water world Kamino and elsewhere, warriors bred to fight fearlessly for the glory of the Republic, and to obey without question the commands of the Jedi.

That, however, was before Order Sixty-six.

He could sense them through the Force, their malignant auras like ice water along his nerves. They were getting closer; he estimated the distance at little more than a kilometer now.

He ducked into a recessed doorway. The entrance was locked, but a gesture of his hand, and an answering ripple in the Force, caused the door panel to slide back reluctantly, with a rasping screech. It jammed partway, but there was enough room for him to squeeze past.

The Lannik hurried through what had once been a spice den, by the looks of it; formcast cribs and niches in the wall showed where various body shapes had lain long ago, their minds disengaged and floating in soporific bliss. Though it may have been as much as five centuries since it had last been used, it seemed to Even that he could still smell the ghostly scent of glitterstim that had once clouded both the air and the occupants’ minds.

At first Even had wondered how the stormtroopers tracking him had found him so quickly. He had been circumspect in his use of the Force, had kept as low a profile as possible for the past two standard months. He’d stayed off the grid, dealing for sustenance and shelter strictly with credit chips and bills. While it was true that Lannik were not all that common, even on Coruscant, how the troopers had come across him was still baffling. It didn’t really matter, though. Perhaps someone had recognized his image as one of the Council, and reported him. All that mattered was that they were closing in, with but one purpose in mind—to kill Jedi.

To kill him.

He still carried his lightsaber, concealed in his jacket’s inside pocket. He resisted the urge to seize the weapon. Its cool grip would feel most comforting in his hand right now.

But this wasn’t yet the time, although from all indications that time would be upon him very shortly. The final battle—he had little doubt it would be anything less than that—could not take place where innocents might be caught in the crossfire. The agents of the Emperor didn’t care about collateral damage, but Jedi could not be so cavalier.

That alone was reason enough to flee rather than fight. But there was another reason as well: the quest he was on. It was not merely his own life he risked by facing his pursuers. For the sake of many others’ lives, he had to delay the inevitable as long as possible.

The spice den opened, by way of a half-concealed entrance, into a dimly lit, cavernous chamber that had long ago been a casino. It was huge, with a high, vaulted ceiling that rose easily three stories. Even made his way to a turbolift tube, pushing his way past furniture and gambling tables so ancient that some of them crumbled to dust when he brushed by. How many abandoned, desolated places like this were there in the sublevels? Millions, no doubt, hidden and silent at the bases of the glittering, fresh towers, like rot growing silently in a tooth. The capital of the galaxy had grown from a vast necropolis, as flowers sprout from funerary dirt …

Even Piell shook his head to clear his thoughts. Now was definitely not the time to be dwelling on the past. Total concentration was required if he was to survive this night.

As if to confirm his thoughts, he heard, very faintly, the crisp voices of his pursuers from outside the building. He reached the lift—a clear transparisteel tube—and stepped in. Nothing happened; he hadn’t expected anything to. The charge in the repulsor plates had depleted over the centuries. Fortunately, he wasn’t dependent on technology to make the turbolift work.

Everyone experienced the Force in different ways, it was said. For some it was like a storm in which they were the cynosure, secure in its calm eye while commanding its tempests. For others it was a fog, a mist, the vaporous tendrils of which could be manipulated, or incandescence with which to illuminate or inflame. These were inadequate approximations, feeble attempts to describe, in terms of the five ordinary senses, that which was indescribable. Even the full-blown synesthesia of one of the more hallucinogenic forms of spice was a faint and colorless experience next to being one with the Force.

For Even, the closest thing to which he could liken calling on the Force was sinking into warm water. It soothed him, calmed him, even as it lent energy to his tired muscles and sharpened his senses.

He made a slight, uplifting gesture. The Force became a geyser, raising him up through the length of the tube.

Before he reached the ceiling through which the tube extruded, he heard the sound of the door he had just come through being kicked open. Five stormtroopers in full body armor came through. They were holding blasters and slugthrowers. One of them pointed upward at Even. “There!” he shouted. “In the tube!”

The others followed his gaze. One—a sergeant, judging by the green markings on his armor—raised his blaster. It was a BlasTech SE-14, a pistol that packed the highly concentrated beam power of an energy rifle into a weapon half the size. Even knew that the crystasteel tubing couldn’t stop the burst of charged subatomic particles. He accelerated his ascent. Just before he reached the ceiling, the leading trooper fired—but not at Even.

Above him.

Too late, Even realized the other’s tactic. The blast struck the tube at the juncture between the ceiling and the lift, melting and fusing it together into an impassable mass. Even barely managed to stop his ascent in time. A second later the trooper fired again, this time turning the tube’s base below the Jedi’s feet into molten slag.

He could move neither up nor down, Even realized. He was trapped, like a bug in a bottle.

But this bug could sting.

Even Piell reached into his jacket’s pocket and seized his lightsaber. Before the stormtrooper, who was carefully lining up his shot, could fire again, he activated the blade.

With a fierce electronic growl, the energy shaft surged forth, as if eager to be free after all this time. Even swung the blade once, then reversed the stroke, slashing and melting a hole in the tube. He let the Force wash him through it, an invisible cascade that carried him out of the lift and in a long arc toward the floor. The five troopers fired repeatedly, bolts of red lambent energy that Even, guided by the Force, batted away with his own weapon. None came close.

Despite his momentary victory, he knew this battle was far from won. The stormtroopers blocked the exit. Normally even five-to-one odds would pose little challenge for a Jedi Master immersed in the Force. But Even had been on the run for weeks; he’d had little rest and even less food. Despite the energizing effects of the Force, he was still far from his peak fighting form. He had no compunctions about running if possible; the Jedi teachings stressed practicality over bravery. But to flee into the darkness of the ancient chamber in his condition would be futile. The troopers would cut him down like a ripe yahi’i stalk if he turned his back. No, there was only one way out—through them.

The stormtroopers were almost upon him. Even Piell took a fighting stance, raised his lightsaber, and gave himself fully to the Force.


two

Nick Rostu was living on borrowed time.

He knew it; had known it for almost three standard years, ever since that night in the command bunker on Haruun Kal, when Iolu’s vibroshield had opened him up like an overcooked Balawai meatpie. He had held his viscera in, his interlocked fingers the only barrier keeping them from spilling onto the duracrete floor, as he lay in a crumpled heap, only dimly aware of the final battle taking place a couple of meters away between Mace Windu and Kar Vastor. Then even that faint spark of consciousness had faded; Nick had felt the planet crack open beneath him, and he had fallen through it and tumbled toward the stars.

He hadn’t minded, really. As a Korunnai, all he had ever known was war, as far back as he could remember. He was more than ready for some peace.

But peace wasn’t in the cards just yet.

Nick had awakened two days later, on board a MedStar frigate bound for the Core Worlds. He was told that only his connection with the Force had kept him alive long enough to respond to medical aid. He’d asked that the scar across his belly be left unrevised—he wanted a reminder of what it meant to let his guard down, even for a split second.

He’d completed his convalescence at Coruscant Medical, under the best care available—the Jedi Council had seen to that. And Mace made it a point to visit him; often, at first, but as the days went by and the Clone Wars escalated, the Jedi Master appeared less and less. Nick understood why, of course. Things were really heating up. The last couple of times he’d seen Mace, the latter’s face had been creased with worry.

Mace had recommended him for a Silver Medal of Valor, the second highest award given for conspicuous bravery under fire. The ceremony took place after Nick was released from the medcenter. His rank of brevet major in the Grand Army of the Republic was also confirmed, and for the next two years Major Nick Rostu commanded the 44th Division, a unit composed of clone troopers and several other species, also known as Rostu’s Renegades. The 44th saw action on Bassadro, Ando, Atraken, and several other planets, distinguishing itself on each world front. At least, that’s how the HoloNet press releases played it. After all, the loyalists of the galaxy wanted reassurance that the war was indeed going well for the Republic. They needed all the heroes they could get, and so Rostu’s Renegades were twirled as can-do fighters, full of élan and verve, barely finishing one campaign before eagerly leaping back into the white-hot fray again.

Nick remembered it somewhat differently; he remembered days and nights of screaming chaos, repeated times when only the intervention of more troops, or blind luck, had yanked their jiffies from the smelter at the last minute. But then, that was as good a definition of warring as any he’d come across. And they’d performed the same service for other divisions, so it all seemed to level out.

Even so, even despite the deprivation, the hardship, the extreme conditions, and the general bowel-loosening fear that was war, Nick considered himself fortunate. He’d been one of the youngest commissioned officers in the Republic, and he knew that, if he survived the various conflicts, he could look forward to a career of peacetime military service—followed, in all probability, by a comfortable retirement pension, a family and a conapt, perhaps in the Arak Dunes district or a similar upscale locale, and eventually fat grandchildren to bounce on his knee. He was good with that. Maybe it wasn’t the most illustrious or distinctive life in the galaxy, but it was light-years better than what he’d have gotten back on Haruun Kal, which, if he’d been very lucky, would have been a marked grave instead of an anonymous mound of dirt.

But that wasn’t quite the way things had turned out. Instead, nearly three years after Iolu had shown him the color of his own innards, Nick Rostu found himself a member of a nascent group of revolutionaries dedicated to resisting the new regime.

Back on Haruun Kal, the people of Nick’s ghôsh had a saying: Don’t mess with the akk dog. It was good advice, especially in those troubled times. He’d been planetside on the capital world when the coup went down, and overnight, it seemed, everything had changed—even the planet’s name, from Coruscant to Imperial Center, although no one Nick knew called it that. Suddenly there was a new oligarchy in town, with Palpatine at its apex. Suddenly the Army of the Republic was the Army of the Empire, and it was obvious that it would go hard indeed on anyone who didn’t know which way to salute. Suddenly Major Rostu was given a choice: swear allegiance to the new regime, or face a blasting squad.

He was offered this ultimatum on the same day that he’d learned the fate of Mace Windu. Supposedly the Jedi Master—his adviser, his benefactor, his friend—had attempted to assassinate the Chancellor, and had been killed during the traitorous action. Nick had a problem believing that. Knowing Mace as he had, and judging by Emperor Palpatine’s ruthless pogrom against the Jedi, Nick was pretty sure there’d been nothing traitorous about it, at least as far as Mace had seen it.

He liked to think that he would have made the right choice anyway. There was no denying, however, that the news of Mace’s death made the decision considerably easier. He’d faced the Empire’s representative, flanked by two stormtroopers armed with blasters, and told him—respectfully, of course, the man had been a superior officer under the previous regime, after all—to go frip himself. Then he’d grabbed one of the blasters, shot both troopers and the representative, blown a hole through the big transparisteel window of the conference chamber, and leapt through it as the rest of the troopers in the room unleashed a barrage in his direction.

They missed—probably because they were momentarily immobilized by the shock of seeing a man voluntarily leap from a 210th-story window. Nick wasn’t crazy about the idea, either, but he didn’t see a lot of alternatives, other than being fried like a mulch fritter. Fortunately he had an ace in the field.

He could touch the Force.

This was something he had in common with all that hailed from Haruun Kal. Why, no one was sure; one theory was that the Korunnai were all descended from the Jedi crew of a downed spaceship that had crashed there, millennia ago. Whatever the reason, it came in handy at times, like when it had told Nick that a sky lorry loaded with nerf pelts was passing by only ten meters below the window.

Eventually he’d made his way downlevel, below the omnipresent inversion layer, and into the dim netherworld of the surface streets. He’d nearly been killed his first night there by a gang with the unlikely name of the Purple Zombies, had spent most of the only credits he’d had with him on a bedslot teeming with blister fleas, and dined alfresco the next day on grilled armored rat from a street vendor.

Talk about your downward mobility …

Six weeks later, three kilos lighter, and a whole lot meaner, he’d saved the life of a Kitonak merchant. To accomplish this, he’d had to go one-on-one with a Trandoshan antenna-breaker, who’d been sent to extort collection credits for a local gangster. In retrospect, this action turned out to be about as bright as a circus sword swallower upgrading his act to a lightsaber, but it had seemed to Nick a good idea at the time. The Trandoshan’s nickname was Crusher—or maybe Cruncher; his accent was too thick for Nick to tell for sure. Either way, it seemed to fit. The scaly thug, annoyed at Nick’s request that he leave the pudgy little humanoid merchant alone, had backhanded Nick across the narrow street and nearly through a break in the wall surrounding one of the gigantic, noisome garbage pits that dotted Coruscant’s slums and industrial areas.

Crusher (or Cruncher) wasn’t tall, but he was massive—at least 150 kilos, maybe more. All of which was charging straight toward Nick, shouting a battle cry in a phlegm-choked voice. Nick had barely enough time and wits to dodge and let the big oaf blunder past him and fall, screaming, into the silage below. His long wail was abruptly cut short, and, judging by the moist chomp! that quickly followed, Nick assumed Crusher/Cruncher had made a tasty mouthful for a dianoga, one of the huge, constricting garbage worms that infested the pits. He was just as happy not to know for sure.

The Kitonak turned out to be a member of a newly formed subversive movement called the Whiplash. She’d loudly sung his praises and made much of his bravery to her comrades in arms, and so he’d been asked to join them in their struggle against the new regime. No pay, little rest, and much danger—Nick couldn’t see a lot of difference between this and the resistance movement back on Haruun Kal.

But he’d agreed. He was a military deserter and a killer, after all, subject to being shot on sight, and there was safety—or at least a spurious sense of it—in numbers. What other choice was there? He was a soldier; it was all he knew, all he had ever known. Call it the Upland Liberation Front or the Army of the Republic, it really made no difference. The uniforms were different, but the job was the same.

It wasn’t that he enjoyed fighting this war, or any war—he hadn’t been shortchanged in the fear category, like all the clones had been. And thank whoever was ultimately in charge for that. Nick had once watched a phalanx of clones on Muunilinst fearlessly attack a hill against the blasterfire of three times as many droidekas. None of the clones so much as faltered, even though the droidekas’ lasers, plasma rays, and particle beams had torn through the majority of them as if they’d been flimsiplast cutout dolls. Three-quarters of the phalanx had been shredded in that charge.

But they’d taken the hill.

Yet, despite the dangers of war, there had been a certain odd security, almost comfort, in the rules and regs of the military life. Nick was by no means one of those snap-click officers with little to no field experience, just time in simulation holos and heads-up trainers. Even when commander of his own unit, he’d had to follow the asinine orders of a few desktop generals, and he’d nearly gotten his head shot off more than once as a result. A rather large proportion of those pressed-and-polished newbie warriors tended to not come back from their first or second campaign in top working order, if they came back at all.

He’d looked forward, like many others, to a lasting peace after Dooku, Grievous, and the others had been disposed of properly. A time in which he could at last lay down his arms and relax a bit. A time to heal.

Instead here he was, couched behind the rusting fender of an abandoned construction crawler, along with six others, waiting tensely as a quintet of stormtroopers hurried by. From the snatches of conversation Nick heard as they passed, it didn’t take a Tatooine brain spider to figure out that they were hot in pursuit of a Jedi. Whether it was a Padawan, Jedi Knight, or Master wasn’t clear.

During his service, and because of his acquaintance with Mace Windu, Nick had come to know a number of Jedi quite well, including a few members of the Council—all of whom, as far as he knew, were now dead. Or, as the Jedi themselves often put it, “Returned to the Force.” Whatever. Nick had little patience with any and all theories and philosophies that included speculation on an afterlife. The life he was living now was more than enough work; the thought of doing it all over again just made him tired.

He glanced back at his group, signaling with a head jerk that they were following the pack. There was no hesitation among his team as they fell in behind him.

Keeping the troopers in sight, Nick moved stealthily through the deserted streets. There was never much foot traffic down here at this time, and what little there was had prudently relocated when the armed stormtroopers had come marching down the thoroughfare. Before too long they stopped before a half-open panel in a long-abandoned building. Nick could barely hear them discussing whether their quarry had gone to ground there. The decision to investigate was quickly reached when one of the troopers pointed out that the panel had been opened quite recently, judging by the disturbed dust and grime. A single kick from another trooper was enough to open it the rest of the way. The stormtroopers disappeared inside, weapons ready.

“Let’s go,” Nick whispered. “Could be they’ve got a Jedi trapped in there.”

“Could be we’ll be in the same fix, if we don’t do some recon before we rush in,” Kars Korthos pointed out. He was a small, compact man, full of nervous energy that always seemed on the verge of bursting like a solar flare, and his instincts were seldom wrong.

Nick considered. Kars had a point; they should at least scope the building for other possible ways in or out before they—

From deep within the forbidding interior came the sound of a blaster being fired.

“We’re going in,” Nick said, pulling his blaster and stepping quickly through.

“Looks like,” Kars agreed as he and the rest followed.


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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SHIGAR KONSHI FOLLOWED the sound of blasterfire through Coruscant’s old districts. He never stumbled, never slipped, never lost his way, even through lanes that were narrow and crowded with years of detritus that had settled slowly from the levels above. Cables and signs swayed overhead, hanging so low in places that Shigar was forced to duck beneath them. Tall and slender, with one blue chevron on each cheek, the Jedi apprentice moved with grace and surety surprising for his eighteen years.

At the core of his being, however, he seethed. Master Nikil Nobil’s decision had cut no less deeply for being delivered by hologram from the other side of the galaxy.

“The High Council finds Shigar Konshi unready for Jedi trials.”

The decision had shocked him, but Shigar knew better than to speak. The last thing he wanted to do was convey the shame and resentment he felt in front of the Council.

“Tell him why,” said Grand Master Satele Shan, standing at his side with hands folded firmly before her. She was a full head shorter than Shigar but radiated an indomitable sense of self. Even via holoprojector, she made Master Nobil, an immense Thisspiasian with full ceremonial beard, shift uncomfortably on his tail.

“We—that is, the Council—regard your Padawan’s training as incomplete.”

Shigar flushed. “In what way, Master Nobil?”

His Master silenced him with a gentle but irresistible telepathic nudge. “He is close to attaining full mastery,” she assured the Council. “I am certain that it is only a matter of time.”

“A Jedi Knight is a Jedi Knight in all respects,” said the distant Master. “There are no exceptions, even for you.”

Master Satele nodded her acceptance of the decision. Shigar bit his tongue. She said she believed in him, so why did she not overrule the decision? She didn’t have to submit to the Council. If he weren’t her Padawan, would she have spoken up for him then?

His unsettled feelings were not hidden as well as he would have liked.

“Your lack of self-control reveals itself in many ways,” said Master Nobil to him in a stern tone. “Take your recent comments to Senator Vuub regarding the policies of the Resource Management Council. We may all agree that the Republic’s handling of the current crisis is less than perfect, but anything short of the utmost political discipline is unforgivable at this time. Do you understand?”

Shigar bowed his head. He should’ve known that the slippery Neimoidian was after more than just his opinion when she’d sidled up to him and flattered him with praise. When the Empire had invaded Coruscant, it had only handed the world back to the Republic in exchange for a large number of territorial concessions elsewhere. Ever since then, supply lines had been strained. That Shigar was right, and the RMC a hopelessly corrupt mess, putting the lives of billions at risk from something much worse than war—starvation, disease, disillusionment—simply didn’t count in some circles.

Master Nobil’s forbidding visage softened. “You are naturally disappointed. I understand. Know that the Grand Master has spoken strongly in favor of you for a long time. In all respects but this one do we defer to her judgment. She cannot sway our combined decision, but she has drawn our attention. We will be watching your progress closely, with high expectations.”

The holoconference had ended there, and Shigar felt the same conflicted emptiness in the depths of Coruscant as he had then. Unready? High expectations? The Council was playing a game with him—or so it felt—batting him backward and forward like a felinx in a cage. Would he ever be free to follow his own path?

Master Satele understood his feelings better than he did. “Go for a walk,” she had told him, putting a hand on each shoulder and holding his gaze long enough to make sure he understood her intentions. She was giving him an opportunity to cool down, not dismissing him. “I need to talk to Supreme Commander Stantorrs anyway. Let’s meet later in Union Cloisters.”

“Yes, Master.”

And so he was walking and stewing. Somewhere inside him, he knew, had to be the strength to rise above this temporary setback, the discipline to bring the last threads of his talent into a unified design. But on this occasion, his instincts were leading him away from stillness, not toward it.

The sound of blasterfire grew louder ahead of him.

Shigar stopped in an alley that stank like a woodoo’s leavings. A swinging light flashed fitfully on and off in the level above, casting rubbish and rot in unwanted relief. An ancient droid watched with blinking red eyes from a filthy niche, rusted fingers protectively gathering wires and servos back into its gaping chest plate. The cold war with the Empire was being conducted far away from this alley and its unhappy resident, but its effects were keenly felt. If he wanted to be angry at the state of the Republic, he couldn’t have chosen a better place for it.

The shooting intensified. His hand reached for the grip of his lightsaber.

There is no emotion, he told himself. There is only peace.

But how could there be peace without justice? What did the Jedi Council, sitting comfortably in their new Temple on Tython, know about that?

The sound of screams broke him out of his contemplative trance. Between one heartbeat and the next he was gone, the emerald fire of his lightsaber lingering a split instant behind him, brilliant in the gloom.

LARIN MOXLA PAUSED to tighten the belly strap on her armor. The wretched thing kept coming loose, and she didn’t want to take any chances. Until the justicars got there, she was the only thing standing between the Black Sun gangsters and the relatively innocent residents of Gnawer’s Roost. It sounded like half of it had been shot to pieces already.

Satisfied that nothing too vulnerable was exposed, she peered out from cover and hefted her modified snub rifle. Illegal on Coruscant except for elite special forces commandos, it featured a powerful sniper sight, which she trained on the Black Sun safehouse. The main entrance was deserted, and there was no sign of the roof guard. That was unexpected. Still the blasterfire came from within the fortified building. Could it be a trap of some kind?

Wishing as always that she had backup, she lowered the rifle and lifted her helmeted head into full view. No one took a potshot at her. No one even noticed her. The only people she could see were locals running for cover. But for the commotion coming from within, the street could have been completely deserted.

Trap or no trap, she decided to get closer. Rattling slightly, and ignoring the places where her secondhand armor chafed, Larin hustled low and fast from cover to cover until she was just meters from the front entrance. The weapons-fire was deafening now, and screaming came with it. She tried to identify the weapons. Blaster pistols and rifles of several different makes; at least one floor-mounted cannon; two or three vibrosaws; and beneath all that, a different sound. A roaring, as of superheated gases jetting violently through a nozzle.

A flamethrower.

No gang she’d heard of used fire. The risk of a blaze spreading everywhere was too high. Only someone from outside would employ a weapon like that. Only someone who didn’t care what damage he left in his wake.

Something exploded in an upper room, sending a shower of bricks and dust into the street. Larin ducked instinctively, but the wall held. If it had collapsed, she would have been buried under meters of rubble.

Her left hand wanted to count down, and she let it. It felt wrong otherwise. Moving in—in three … two … one …

Silence fell.

She froze. It was as though someone had pulled a switch. One minute, nine kinds of chaos had been unfolding inside the building. Now there was nothing.

She pulled her hand in, countdown forgotten. She wasn’t going anywhere until she knew what had just happened and who was involved.

Something collapsed inside the building. Larin gripped her rifle more tightly. Footsteps crunched toward the entrance. One set of feet: that was all.

She stood up in full view of the entrance, placed herself side-on to reduce the target she made, and trained her rifle on the darkened doorway.

The footsteps came closer—unhurried, confident, heavy. Very heavy.

The moment she saw movement in the doorway, she cried out in a firm voice, “Hold it right there.”

Booted feet assumed a standing position. Armored shins in metallic gray and green.

“Move slowly forward, into the light.”

The owner of the legs took one step, then two, revealing a Mandalorian so tall his helmeted head brushed the top of the doorway.

“That’s far enough.”

“For what?”

Larin maintained her cool in the face of that harsh, inhuman voice, although it was difficult. She’d seen Mandalorians in action before, and she knew how woefully equipped she was to deal with one now. “For you to tell me what you were doing in there.”

The domed head inclined slightly. “I was seeking information.”

“So you’re a bounty hunter?”

“Does it matter what I am?”

“It does when you’re messing up my people.”

“You do not look like a member of the Black Sun syndicate.”

“I never said I was.”

“You haven’t said you aren’t, either.” The massive figure shifted slightly, finding a new balance. “I’m seeking information concerning a woman called Lema Xandret.”

“Never heard of her.”

“Are you certain of that?”

“I thought I was the one asking questions here.”

“You thought wrong.”

The Mandalorian raised one arm to point at her. A hatch in his sleeve opened, revealing the flamethrower she’d heard in action earlier. She steadied her grip and tried desperately to remember where the weak points on Mandalorian armor were—if there were any …

“Don’t,” said a commanding voice to her left.

Larin glanced automatically and saw a young man in robes standing with one hand raised in the universal stop signal.

The sight of him dropped her guard momentarily.

A sheet of powerful flame roared at her. She ducked, and it seared the air bare millimeters over her head.

She let off a round that ricocheted harmlessly from the Mandalorian’s chest plate and rolled for cover. It was hard to say what surprised her more: a Jedi down deep in the bowels of Coruscant, or the fact that he had the facial tattoos of a Kiffu native, just like she did.

SHIGAR TOOK IN THE confrontation with a glance. He’d never fought a Mandalorian before, but he had been carefully instructed in the art by his Master. They were dangerous, very dangerous, and he almost had second thoughts about taking this one on. Even together, he and a single battered-looking soldier would hardly be sufficient.

Then flame arced across the head of the soldier, and his instincts took over. The soldier ducked for cover with admirable speed. Shigar lunged forward, lightsaber raised to slash at the net that inevitably headed his way. The whine of the suit’s jetpack drowned out the angry sizzling of Shigar’s blade as he cut himself free. Before the Mandalorian had gained barely a meter of altitude, Shigar Force-pushed him sideways into the building beside him, thereby crushing off the jet’s exhaust vent.

With a snarl, the Mandalorian landed heavily on both feet and fired two darts in quick succession, both aimed at Shigar’s face. Shigar deflected them and moved closer, dancing lightly on his feet. From a distance, he was at a disadvantage. Mandalorians were masters of ranged weaponry, and would do anything to avoid hand-to-hand combat except in one of their infamous gladiatorial pits. If he could get near enough to strike—with the soldier maintaining a distracting cover fire—he might just get lucky …

A rocket exploded above his head, then another. They weren’t aimed at him, but at the city’s upper levels. Rubble rained down on him, forcing him to protect his head. The Mandalorian took advantage of that slight distraction to dive under his guard and grip him tight about the throat. Shigar’s confusion was complete—but Mandalorians weren’t supposed to fight at close quarters! Then he was literally flying through the air, hurled by his assailant’s vast physical strength into a wall.

He landed on both feet, stunned but recovering quickly, and readied himself for another attack.

The Mandalorian ran three long steps to his right, leaping one-two-three onto piles of rubbish and from there onto a roof. More rockets arced upward, tearing through the ferrocrete columns of a monorail. Slender spears of metal warped and fell toward Shigar and the soldier. Only with the greatest exertion of the Force that Shigar could summon was he able to deflect them into the ground around them, where they stuck fast, quivering.

“He’s getting away!”

The soldier’s cry was followed by another explosion. A grenade hurled behind the escaping Mandalorian destroyed much of the roof in front of him and sent a huge black mushroom rising into the air. Shigar dived cautiously through it, expecting an ambush, but found the area clear on the far side. He turned in a full circle, banishing the smoke with one out-thrust push.

The Mandalorian was gone. Up, down, sideways—there was no way to tell which direction he had chosen to flee. Shigar reached out through the Force. His heart still hammered, but his breathing was steady and shallow. He felt nothing.

The soldier became visible through the smoke just steps away, moving forward in a cautious crouch. She straightened and planted her feet wide apart. The snout of her rifle targeted him, and for a moment Shigar thought she might actually fire.

“I lost him,” he said, unhappily acknowledging their failure.

“Not your fault,” she said, lowering the rifle. “We did our best.”

“Where did he come from?” he asked.

“I thought it was just the usual Black Sun bust-up,” she said, indicating the destroyed building. “Then he walked out.”

“Why did he attack you?”

“Beats me. Maybe he assumed I was a justicar.”

“You’re not one?”

“No. I don’t like their methods. And they’ll be here soon, so you should get out of here before they decide you’re responsible for all this.”

That was good advice, he acknowledged to himself. The bloodthirsty militia controlling the lower levels was a law unto itself, one that didn’t take kindly to incursions on their territory.

“Let’s see what happened here, first,” he said, moving toward the smoke-blackened doorway with lightsaber at the ready.

“Why? It’s not your problem.”

Shigar didn’t answer that. Whatever was going on here, neither of them could just walk away from it. He sensed that she would be relieved not to be heading into the building alone.

Together they explored the smoking, shattered ruins. Weapons and bodies lay next to one another in equal proportions. Clearly, the inhabitants had taken up arms against the interloper, and in turn every one of them had died. That was grisly, but not surprising. Mandalorians didn’t disapprove of illegals per se, but they did take poorly to being shot at.

On the upper floor, Shigar stopped, sensing something living among the carnage. He raised a hand, cautioning the soldier to proceed more slowly, just in case someone thought they were coming to finish the job. She glided smoothly ahead of him, heedless of danger and with her weapon at the ready. He followed soundlessly in her wake, senses tingling.

They found a single survivor huddled behind a shattered crate, a Nawtolan with blaster burns down much of one side and a dart wound to his neck, lying in a pool of his own blood. The blood was spreading fast. He looked up as Shigar bent over him to check his wounds. What Shigar couldn’t tourniquet he could cauterize, but he would have to move fast to have any chance at all.

“Dao Stryver.” The Nautolan’s voice was a guttural growl, not helped by the damage to his throat. “Came out of nowhere.”

“The Mandalorian?” said the soldier. “Is that who you’re talking about?”

The Nautolan nodded. “Dao Stryver. Wanted what we had. Wouldn’t give it to him.”

The soldier took off her helmet. She was surprisingly young, with short dark hair, a strong jaw, and eyes as green as Shigar’s lightsaber. Most startling were the distinctive black markings of Clan Moxla tattooed across her dirty cheeks.

“What did you have, exactly?” she pressed the Nautolan.


The Nautolan’s eyes rolled up into his head. “Cinzia,” he coughed, spraying dark blood across the front of her armor. “Cinzia.”

“And that is …?” she asked, leaning close as his breathing failed. “Hold on—help’s coming—just hold on!”

Shigar leaned back. There was nothing he could do, not without a proper medpac. The Nautolan had said his last.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“You’ve no reason to be,” she said, staring down at her hands. “He was a member of the Black Sun, probably a murderer himself.”

“Does that make him evil? Lack of food might have done that, or medicine for his family, or a thousand other things.”

“Bad choices don’t make bad people. Right. But what else do we have to go on down here? Sometimes you have to make a stand, even if you can’t tell who the bad guys are anymore.”

A desperately fatigued look crossed her face, then, and Shigar thought that he understood her a little better. Justice was important, and so was the way people defended it, even if that meant fighting alone sometimes.

“My name is Shigar,” he said in a calming voice.

“Nice to meet you, Shigar,” she said, brightening. “And thanks. You probably saved my life back there.”

“I can’t take any credit for that. I’m sure he didn’t consider either of us worthy opponents.”

“Or maybe he worked out that we didn’t know anything about what he was looking for in the safehouse. Lema Xandret: that was the name he used on me. Ever heard of it?”

“No. Not Cinzia, either.”

She rose to her feet in one movement and cocked her rifle onto her back. “Larin, by the way.”

Her grip was surprisingly strong. “Our clans were enemies, once,” Shigar said.

“Ancient history is the least of our troubles. We’d better move out before the justicars get here.”

He looked around him, at the Nautolan, the other bodies, and the wrecked building. Dao Stryver. Lema Xandret. Cinzia.

“I’m going to talk to my Master,” he said. “She should know there’s a Mandalorian making trouble on Coruscant.”

“All right,” she said, hefting her helmet. “Lead the way.”

“You’re coming with me?”

“Never trust a Konshi. That’s what my mother always said. And if we’re going to stop a war between Dao Stryver and the Black Sun, we have to do it right. Right?”

He barely caught her smile before it disappeared behind her helmet.

“Right,” he said.


Introduction to the RISE OF THE EMPIRE Era
(33–0 YEARS BEFORE STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)

This is the era of the Star Wars prequel films, in which Darth Sidious’s schemes lead to the devastating Clone Wars, the betrayal and destruction of the Jedi Order, and the Republic’s transformation into the Empire. It also begins the tragic story of Anakin Skywalker, the boy identified by the Jedi as the Chosen One of ancient prophecy, the one destined to bring balance to the Force. But, as seen in the movies, Anakin’s passions lead him to the dark side, and he becomes the legendary masked and helmeted villain Darth Vader.

Before his fall, however, Anakin spends many years being trained as a Jedi by Obi-Wan Kenobi. When the Clone Wars break out, pitting the Republic against the secessionist Trade Federation, Anakin becomes a war hero and one of the galaxy’s greatest Jedi Knights. But his love for the Naboo Queen and Senator Padmé Amidala, and his friendship with Supreme Chancellor Palpatine—secretly known as the Sith Lord Darth Sidious—will be his undoing …

If you’re a reader looking to jump into the Rise of the Empire era, here are five great starting points:


	Labyrinth of Evil, by James Luceno: Luceno’s tale of the last days of the Clone Wars is equal parts compelling detective story and breakneck adventure, leading directly into the beginning of Star Wars: Episode III Revenge of the Sith.

	Revenge of the Sith, by Matthew Stover: This masterfully written novelization fleshes out the on-screen action of Episode III, delving deeply into everything from Anakin’s internal struggle and the politics of the dying Republic to the intricacies of lightsaber combat.

	Republic Commando: Hard Contact, by Karen Traviss: The first of the Republic Commando books introduces us to a band of clone soldiers, their trainers, and the Jedi generals who lead them, mixing incisive character studies with a deep understanding of the lives of soldiers at war.

	Death Troopers, by Joe Schreiber: A story of horror aboard a Star Destroyer that you’ll need to read with the lights on. Supporting roles by Han Solo and his Wookiee sidekick, Chewbacca, are just icing on the cake.

	The Han Solo Adventures, by Brian Daley: Han and Chewie come to glorious life in these three swashbuckling tales of smuggling, romance, and danger in the early days before they meet Luke and Leia.



Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the Rise of the Empire era.
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SCRAMBLE LINE ENCRYPTED

STAND BY STAND BY

GEONOSIS FORWARD CONTROL TO FLEET SUPPORT, ORD MANTELL.

PREPARE TO RECEIVE CASEVAC TRANSPORT. MED TRIAGE TEAM ESTIMATE SERIOUS INJURIES, TWELVE THOUSAND, REPEAT TWELVE THOUSAND. WALKING WOUNDED EIGHT THOUSAND, REPEAT EIGHT THOUSAND. ETA TEN HOURS. LOGISTICS PRIORITY FOR BACTA TANK SUPPORT TEAMS.

PREP FOR SEVENTY-TWO THOUSAND COMBAT-FIT TROOPS, REPEAT SEVENTY-TWO THOUSAND, PENDING REDEPLOYMENT. PRIORITY WEAPONS SUPPORT FOR COMMANDO UNITS.

THAT IS ALL. OUT.

Republic assault ship Implacable: inbound for extraction from Geonosis. Stand by.

Republic Commando 1136 studied every face in line waiting to board the gunships.

Some were helmeted, and some were not, but—one way or another—they all had his face. And they were all strangers.

“Move it,” the loadmaster shouted, gesturing side-to-side with one outstretched arm. “Come on, shift it, people—fast as you can.” The gunships dropped down in clouds of dust and troopers embarked, some turning to pull comrades inboard so the ships could lift again quickly. There was no reason to scramble for it. They’d done it a thousand times in training; extraction from a real battle was what they’d prepared for. This wasn’t a retreat. They’d grabbed their first victory.

The gunships’ downdraft kicked the red Geonosian soil into the air. RC-1136—Darman—took off his helmet and ran his gauntlet carefully across the pale gray dome, wiping away the dust and noting a few scrapes and burn marks.

The loadmaster turned to him. He was one of the very, very few outsiders whom Darman had ever seen working with the Grand Army, a short, wrinkled Duros with a temper to match. “Are you embarking or what?”

Darman continued wiping his helmet. “I’m waiting for my mates,” he said.

“You shift your shiny silver backside now,” the loadmaster said irritably. “I got a schedule.”

Darman carefully brought up his knuckle plate just under the loadmasters’s chin, and held it there. He didn’t need to eject the vibroblade and he didn’t need to say a word. He’d made his point.

“Well, whenever you’re ready, sir,” the Duros said, stepping back to chivy clone troopers instead. It wasn’t a great idea to upset a commando, especially not one coming down from the adrenaline high of combat.

But there was still no sign of the rest of his squad. Darman knew that there was no point in waiting any longer. They hadn’t called in. Maybe they had comlink failures. Maybe they had made it onto another gunship.

It was the first time in his artificially short life that Darman hadn’t been able to reach out and touch the men he had been raised with.

He waited half a standard hour more anyway, until the gunships became less frequent and the lines of troopers became shorter. Eventually there was nobody standing on the desert plain but him, the Duros loadmaster, and half a dozen clone troopers. It was the last lift of the day.

“You better come now, sir,” the loadmaster said. “There’s nobody unaccounted for. Nobody alive, anyway.”

Darman looked around the horizon one last time, still feeling as if he were turning his back on someone reaching out to him.

“I’m coming,” he said, and brought up the rear of the line. As the gunship lifted, he watched the swirling dust, dwindling rock formations, and scattered shrinking patches of scrub until Geonosis became a blur of dull red.

He could still search the Implacable. It wasn’t over yet.

The gunship slipped into the Implacable’s giant docking bay, and Darman looked down into the cavern, onto a sea of white armor and orderly movement. The first thing that struck him when the gunship killed its thrusters and locked down on its pad was how quiet everyone seemed.

In the crowded bay full of troopers, the air stank of sweat and stale fear and the throat-rasping smell of discharged blaster rifles. But it was so silent that if Darman hadn’t seen the evidence of exhausted and injured men, he’d have believed that nothing significant had happened in the last thirty hours.

The deck vibrated under the soles of his boots. He was still staring down at them, studying the random patterns of Geonosian dust that clung to them, when an identical pair came into view.

“Number?” said a voice that was also his own. The commander swept him with a tally sensor: he didn’t need Darman to tell him his number, or anything else for that matter, because the sensors in the enhanced Katarn armor reported his status silently, electronically. No significant injury. The triage team on Geonosis had waved him past, concentrating on the injured, ignoring both those too badly hurt to help and those who could help themselves. “Are you listening to me? Come on. Talk to me, son.”

“I’m okay, sir,” he said. “Sir, RC-one-one-three-six. I’m not in shock. I’m fine.” He paused. Nobody else was going to call him by his squad nickname—Darman—again. They were all dead, he knew it. Jay, Vin, Taler. He just knew. “Sir, any news of RC-one-one-three-five—”

“No,” said the commander, who had obviously heard similar questions every time he stopped to check. He gestured with the small bar in his hand. “If they’re not in casevac or listed on this sweep, then they didn’t make it.”

It was stupid to ask. Darman should have known better. Clone troopers—and especially Republic commandos—just got on with the job. That was their sole purpose. And they were lucky, their training sergeant had told them; outside, in the ordinary world, every being from every species in the galaxy fretted about their purpose in life, searching for meaning. A clone didn’t need to. Clones knew. They had been perfected for their role, and doubt need never trouble them.

Darman had never known what doubt was until now. No amount of training had prepared him for this. He found a space against a bulkhead and sat down.

A clone trooper settled down next to him, squeezing into the gap and briefly clunking a shoulder plate against his. They glanced at each other. Darman rarely had any contact with the other clones: commandos trained apart from everyone, including ARC troopers. The trooper’s armor was white, lighter, less resistant; commandos enjoyed upgraded protection. And Darman displayed no rank colors.

But they both knew exactly who and what they were.

“Nice Deece,” the trooper said enviously. He was looking at the DC-17: troopers were issued the heavier, lower-spec rifle, the DC-15. “Ion pulse blaster, RPG anti-armor, and sniper?”

“Yeah.” Every item of his gear was manufactured to a higher spec. A trooper’s life was less valuable than a commando’s. It was the way things were, and Darman had never questioned it—not for long, anyway. “Full house.”

“Tidy.” The trooper nodded approval. “Job done, eh?”

“Yeah,” Darman said quietly. “Job done.”

The trooper didn’t say anything else. Maybe he was wary of conversation with commandos. Darman knew what troopers thought about him and his kind. They don’t train like us and they don’t fight like us. They don’t even talk like us. A bunch of prima donnas.

Darman didn’t think he was arrogant. It was just that he could do every job a soldier could be called upon to do, and then some: siege assault, counterinsurgency, hostage extraction, demolitions, assassination, surveillance, and every kind of infantry activity on any terrain and in any environment, at any time. He knew he could, because he’d done it. He’d done it in training, first with simunition and then with live rounds. He’d done it with his squad, the three brothers with whom he’d spent every moment of his conscious life. They’d competed against other squads, thousands just like them, but not like them, because they were squad brothers, and that was special.

He had never been taught how to live apart from the squad, though. Now he would learn the hardest way of all.

Darman had absolute confidence that he was one of the best special ops soldiers ever created. He was undistracted by the everyday concerns of raising a family and making a living, things that his instructors said he was lucky never to know.

But now he was alone. Very, very alone. It was very distracting indeed.

He considered this for a long time in silence. Surviving when the rest of your squad had been killed was no cause for pride. It felt instead like something his training sergeant had described as shame. That was what you felt when you lost a battle, apparently.

But they had won. It was their first battle, and they had won.

The landing ramp of the Implacable eased down, and the bright sunlight of Ord Mantell streamed in. Darman replaced his helmet without thinking and stood in an orderly line, waiting to disembark and be reassigned. He was going to be chilled down, kept in suspended animation until duty called again.

So this was the aftermath of victory. He wondered how much worse defeat might feel.

Imbraani, Qiilura: 40 light-years from Ord Mantell, Tingel Arm

The field of barq flowed from silver to ruby as the wind from the southwest bent the ripening grain in waves. It could have been a perfect late-summer day; instead it was turning into one of the worst days of Etain Tur-Mukan’s life.

Etain had run and run and she had nothing left in her. She flung herself flat between the furrows, not caring where she fell. Etain held her breath as something stinking and wet squelched under her.

The pursuing Weequay couldn’t hear her above the wind, she knew, but she held her breath anyway.

“Hey girlie!” His boots crunched closer. He was panting. “Where you go? Don’t be shy.”

Don’t breathe.

“I got bottle of urrqal. You want to have party?” He had a remarkably large vocabulary for a Weequay, all of it centered on his baser needs. “I fun when you get to know me.”

I should have waited for it to get dark. I could influence his mind, try to make him leave.

But she hadn’t. And she couldn’t, try as she might to concentrate. She was too full of adrenaline and uncontrolled panic.

“Come on, you scrag-end, where are you? I find you …”

He sounded as if he was kicking his way through the crop, and getting closer. If she got up and ran for it, she was dead. If she stayed where she was, he’d find her—eventually. He wasn’t going to get bored, and he wasn’t going to give up.

“Girlie …”

The Weequay’s voice was close, to her right, about twenty meters away. She sipped a strangled breath and clamped her lips shut again, lungs aching, eyes streaming with the effort.

“Girlie …” Closer. He was going to step right on her. “Gir-leeeeee …”

She knew what he’d do when he found her. If she was lucky, he’d kill her afterward.

“Gir—”

The Weequay was interrupted by a loud, wet thwack. He let out a grunt and then there was a second thwack—shorter, sharper, harder. Etain heard a squeal of pain.

“How many times have I got to tell you, di’kut?” It was a different voice, human, with an hard edge of authority. Thwack. “Don’t—waste—my—time.” Another thwack: another squeal. Etain kept her face pressed in the dirt. “You get drunk one more time, you go chasing females one more time, and I’m going to slit you from here to—here.”

The Weequay shrieked. It was the sort of incoherent animal sound that beings made when pain overwhelmed them. Etain had heard too much of that sound in her short time on Qiilura. Then there was silence.

She hadn’t heard the voice before, but she didn’t need to. She knew exactly who it belonged to.

Etain strained to listen, half expecting a heavy boot to suddenly stamp on her back, but all she could hear was the swish and crunch of two pairs of feet wading through the crop. Away from her. She caught snatches of the fading conversation as the wind took it: the Weequay was still being berated.

“… more important …”

What was?

“… later, but right now, di’kut, I need you to … okay? Or I’ll cut …”

Etain waited. Eventually all she could hear was the breath of the wind, the rustling grain, and the occasional fluting call of a ground-eel seeking a mate. She allowed herself to breathe normally again, but still she waited, facedown in ripe manure, until dusk started to fall. She had to move now. The gdans would be out hunting, combing the fields in packs. On top of that, the smell that hadn’t bothered her while she was gripped by terror was starting to really bother her now.

She eased herself up on her elbows, then her knees, and looked around.

Why did they have to manure barq so late in the season anyway? She fumbled in the pockets of her cloak for a cloth. Now if only she could find a stream, she could clean herself up. She pulled a handful of stalks, crushed them into a ball, and tried to scrape off the worst of the dung and debris stuck to her.

“That’s a pretty expensive crop to be using for that,” a voice said.

Etain gulped in a breath and spun around to find a local in a grubby smock scowling at her. He looked thin, worn out, and annoyed; he was holding a threshing tool. “Do you know how much that stuff’s worth?”

“I’m sorry,” she said. Sliding her hand carefully inside her cloak, she felt for the familiar cylinder. She hadn’t wanted the Weequay to know that she was a Jedi, but if this farmer was considering turning her in for a few loaves or a bottle of urrqal, she’d need her lightsaber handy. “It was your barq or my life, I’m afraid.”

The farmer stared at the crushed stalks and the scattered bead-like grains, tight-lipped. Yes, barq fetched a huge price in the restaurants of Coruscant: it was a luxury, and the people who grew it for export couldn’t afford it. That didn’t seem to bother the Neimoidians who controlled the trade. It never did.

“I’ll pay for the damage,” Etain said, her hand still inside the cloak.

“What were they after you for?” the farmer asked, ignoring her offer.

“The usual,” she said.

“Oh-ah, you’re not that good looking.”

“Charming.”

“I know who you are.”

Oh no. Her grip closed. “You do?”

“I reckon.”

A little more food for his family. A few hours’ drunken oblivion, courtesy of urrqal. That was all she was to him. He made as if to step closer and she drew her arm clear of her cloak, because she was fed up with running and she didn’t like the look of that threshing tool.

Vzzzzzmmmm.

“Oh, great,” the farmer sighed, eyeing the shaft of pure blue light. “Not one of you lot. That’s all we need.”

“Yes,” she said, and held the lightsaber steady in front of her face. Her stomach had knotted, but she kept her voice under control. “I am Padawan Etain Tur-Mukan. You can try to turn me in, if you want to test my skill, but I’d prefer that you help me instead. Your call, sir.”

The farmer stared at the lightsaber as if he was trying to work out a price for it. “Didn’t help your Master much, that thing, did it?”

“Master Fulier was unfortunate. And betrayed.” She lowered the lightsaber but didn’t cut the beam. “Are you going to help me?”

“We’re going to have Ghez Hokan’s thugs all over us if I—”

“I think they’re busy,” Etain said.

“What do you want from us?”

“Shelter, for the moment.”

The farmer sucked his teeth thoughtfully. “Okay. Come on, Padawan—”

“Get used to calling me Etain, please.” She thumbed off the lightsaber: the light died with a ffumm sound, and she slipped the hilt back inside her cloak. “Just to be on the safe side.”

Etain trailed after him, trying not to smell herself, but it was hard, nauseatingly hard. Even a scent-hunting gdan wouldn’t recognize her as a human. It was getting dark now, and the farmer kept glancing over his shoulder at her.

“Oh-ah.” He shook his head, engaged in some internal conversation. “I’m Birhan, and this is my land. And I thought you lot were supposed to be able to use some sort of mind control tricks.”

“How do you know I haven’t?” Etain lied.

“Oh-ah,” he said, and nothing more.

She wasn’t going to volunteer the obvious if he hadn’t spotted it for himself. A disappointment to her Master, she was clearly not the best of the bunch. She struggled with the Force and she grappled with self-discipline, and she was here because she and Master Fulier happened to be nearby when a job needed doing. Fulier never could resist a challenge and long odds, and it looked as if he’d paid the price. They hadn’t found his body yet, but there had been no word from him, either.

Yes, Etain was a Padawan, technically speaking.

She just happened to be one who was a breath away from building permadomes in refugee camps. She reasoned that part of a Jedi’s skill was the simple use of psychology. And if Birhan wanted to think the Force was strong in her, and that there was a lot more behind the external shell of a gawky, plain girl covered in stinking dung, then that was fine by her.

It would keep her alive a little longer while she worked out what to do next.

Fleet Support, Ord Mantell, barrack block 5 Epsilon

It was a waste, a rotten waste.

RC-1309 busied himself maintaining his boots. He cleaned out the clamps, blowing the red dust clear with a squirt of air from the pressure gun. He rinsed the liners and shook them dry. There was no point being idle while he was waiting to be chilled down.

“Sergeant?”

He looked up. The commando who had walked in placed his survival pack, armor, and black bodysuit on the bunk opposite and stared back. His readout panel identified him as RC-8015.

“I’m Fi,” he said, and held out his hand for shaking. “So you lost your squad, too.”

“Niner,” RC-1309 said without taking the proffered hand. “So, ner vod—my brother—you’re the sole survivor?”

“Yes.”

“Did you hold back while your brothers pressed on? Or were you just lucky?”

Fi stood there with his hands on his hips, identical to Niner in every way except that he was … different. He spoke a little differently. He smelled subtly different. He moved his hands … not like Niner’s squad did, not at all.

“I did my job,” Fi said carefully. “And I’d rather be with them than here … ner vod.”

Niner considered him for a while, and went back to cleaning his boots. Fi put his kit in the locker beside the bunks, then swung himself up into the top rack in one smooth motion. He folded his arms under his head very precisely and lay staring up at the bulkhead as if he were meditating.

If he had been Sev, Niner would have known exactly what he was doing, even without looking. But Sev was gone.

Clone troopers lost brothers in training. So did commandos. But troopers were socialized with whole sections, platoons, companies, even regiments, and that meant that even after the inevitable deaths and removals during live exercises, there were still plenty of people around you whom you knew well. Commandos worked solely with each other.

Niner had lost everyone he had grown up with, and so had Fi.

He’d lost a brother before—Two-Eight—on exercise. The three survivors had welcomed the replacement, although they had always felt he was slightly different—a little distant—as if he had never quite believed he’d been accepted.

But they performed to expected levels of excellence together—and as long as they did, their Kaminoan technicians and motley band of alien instructors didn’t seem to care how they felt about it.

But the commandos cared. They just kept it to themselves.

“It was a waste,” Niner said.

“What was?” Fi said.

“Deploying us in an operation like Geonosis. It was an infantry job. Not special ops.”

“That sounds like criticism of—”

“I’m just making the point that we couldn’t perform to maximum effectiveness.”

“Understood. Maybe when we’re revived we’ll be able to do what we’re really trained for.”

Niner wanted to say that he missed his squad, but that wasn’t something to confide in a stranger. He inspected his boots and was satisfied. Then he stood up and spread his bodysuit flat on the mattress and checked it for vacuum integrity with the sweep-sensor in his glove. It was a ritual so ingrained in him that he hardly thought about it: maintain boots, suit, and armor plates, recalibrate helmet systems, check heads-up display, strip down and reassemble DC-17, empty and repack survival pack. Done. It took him twenty-six minutes and twenty seconds, give or take two seconds. Well-maintained gear was often the difference between life and death. So was two seconds.

He closed the top of his pack with a clack and secured the seal. Then he checked the catches that held the separate ordnance pack to see that they were moving freely. That mattered when he needed to jettison explosive materials fast. When he glanced up, Fi was propped on one elbow, looking down at him from the bunk.

“Dry rations go on the fifth layer,” he said.

Niner always packed them farther down, between his spare rappelling line and his hygiene kit. “In your squad, maybe,” he said, and carried on.

Fi took the hint and rolled over on his back again, no doubt to meditate on how differently things might be done in the future.

After a while he started singing very quietly, almost under his breath: Kom’rk tsad droten troch nyn ures adenn, Dha Werda Verda a’den tratu. They were the wrath of the warrior’s shadow and the gauntlet of the Republic; Niner knew the song. It was a traditional Mandalorian war chant, designed to boost the morale of normal men who needed a bit of psyching up before a fight. The words had been altered a little to have meaning for the armies of clone warriors.

We don’t need all that, Niner thought. We were born to fight, nothing else.

But he found himself joining in anyway. It was a comfort. He placed his gear in the locker, rolled onto his bunk, and matched note and beat perfectly with Fi, two identical voices in the deserted barrack room.

Niner would have traded every remaining moment of his life for a chance to rerun the previous day’s engagement. He would have held Sev and DD back; he would have sent O-Four west with the E-Web cannon. But he hadn’t.

Gra’tua cuun hett su dralshy’a. Our vengeance burns brighter still.

Fi’s voice trailed off into silence the merest fraction of a section before Niner’s. He heard him swallow hard.

“I was up there with them, Sarge,” he said quietly. “I didn’t hang back. Not at all.”

Niner closed his eyes. He regretted hinting that Fi might have done anything less.

“I know, brother,” he said. “I know.”


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 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 his servants amid tumbling asteroids.



Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the Rebellion era.


[image: ]




Chapter One

THE IMPERIAL STAR DESTROYER REPRISAL SLIPPED silently through the blackness of space, preparing itself for action against the Rebel forces threatening to tear the galaxy apart.

Standing on the command walkway, his hands clasped behind him, Captain Kendal Ozzel gazed out at the planet Teardrop directly ahead, a mixture of anticipation and dark brooding swirling through him. As far as he was concerned the entire planet was a snake pit, crawling with smugglers, third-rate pirate gangs, and other dregs of society. If he’d been in command of the Death Star instead of that idiot Tarkin, he mused, he would have picked someplace like Teardrop instead of Alderaan for the weapon’s first serious field test.

But he hadn’t been in charge; and now both Tarkin and the Death Star were gone, blown to shrapnel off Yavin 4. In a single, awful moment the Rebel Alliance had morphed from a minor nuisance to a bitter enemy.

And Imperial Center had responded. Less than three days ago the word had come down to show no mercy to either the Rebels or their sympathizers.

Not that Ozzel would have shown any mercy at any rate. Eliminating Rebels, and Rebel sympathizers, had become the best and fastest way to success in the Imperial fleet. Perhaps all the way to an admiral’s rank bars. “Status?” he called behind him.

“Forty-seven standard minutes to orbit, sir,” the navigation officer called from the crew pits.

Ozzel nodded. “Keep a sharp watch,” he ordered. “No one gets off that planet.”

He glowered at the faintly lit disk ahead of them. “No one,” he added softly.

“Luke?” Han Solo called from the Millennium Falcon’s cockpit. “Come on, kid—move it. We’re on a tight schedule here.”

“They’re in!” Luke Skywalker’s voice came back. “Ramp’s sealed.”

Han already knew that from his control board readouts, of course. If the kid stuck around, he’d have to learn not to clutter the ship’s atmosphere with unnecessary chatter. “Okay, Chewie, hit it,” he said.

Beside him Chewbacca gave a rolling trill of acknowledgment, and the Falcon lifted smoothly off the hard-packed Teardrop ground.

Apparently not smoothly enough. From behind, Han heard a couple of muffled and rather indignant exclamations. “Hey!” someone shouted.

Han rolled his eyes as he fed power to the sublight engines. “This is absolutely the last time we take on passengers,” he told his partner firmly.

Chewbacca’s reply was squarely to the point and a shade on the disrespectful side.

“No, I mean it,” Han insisted. “From now on, if they don’t pay, they don’t fly.”

From behind him came footsteps, and he glanced back as Luke dropped into the seat behind Chewbacca. “They’re all settled,” he announced.

“Great,” Han said sarcastically. “Once we make hyperspace, I’ll take their drink orders.”

“Oh, come on,” Luke chided him. “Anyway, you think this bunch is stiff, you should have seen the ones who got out on the earlier transports. These are just the techs who were in charge of packing up the last few crates of equipment.”

Han grimaced. Crates which were currently filling the Falcon’s holds, leaving no room for paying cargo even if he managed to find some on the way to the rendezvous. This was going to be a complete, 100 percent charity run, like everything else he and Chewbacca had done for Luke and his new friends in the Rebel Alliance. “Yeah, well, I’ve seen plenty of useless techs before,” he muttered.

He was waiting for Luke to come to the techs’ defense when a splatter of laserfire ricocheted off the rear deflector. “What the—” he snarled, throwing the Falcon into a tight drop loop.

The instinctive maneuver probably saved their skins. Another burst shot through the space they’d just left, this one coming from a different direction. Han twisted the ship back around, hoping fleetingly that their passengers were still strapped in, then took a second to check the aft display.

One glance at the half dozen mismatched ships rising behind them was all he needed. “Pirates,” he snapped to the others, throwing power to the engines and angling the ship upward. Facing pirates deep inside a planet’s gravity well, with no cover and no chance of quick escape to hyperspace, was about the worst situation a pilot could encounter.

And even the Falcon couldn’t outmaneuver this many ships forever. “Chewie, get us up and out,” he said, throwing off his straps. “Come on, Luke.”

The kid was already on it, heading down the cockpit tunnel at a dead run. Han followed, rounding the corner in time to see Luke duck past the passengers crammed into the wraparound seat and head up the ladder to the upper quad laser station. “Captain?” one of the passengers called.

“Save it,” Han shot back, grabbing the ladder and sliding down toward the lower quads. He caught himself as the gravity around him did its ninety-degree shift, then dropped into the seat.

It looked even worse from down here than it had from the cockpit. A second wave of pirate ships had joined the first, this group pumping laserfire all around the edges of the first group, forming a deadly cylinder of death around the Falcon’s flight vector. They were trying to force their prey to stay on that line so that the first group could chase them down.

Well, they were in for a surprise. Keying the quads with one hand, he snagged his headset with the other and jammed it on. “Luke?”

“I’m here. Any particular strategy, or do we just start with the biggest and see how fast we can blow them apart?”

Han frowned as he got a grip on the control yoke, an odd idea whispering at him. The way that second wave was positioned … “You go for that big lead ship,” he said. “I’m going to try something cute.”

Luke’s reply was a blast of laserfire squarely into the lead pirate’s bow.

The other ship swerved violently in reaction—clearly, they hadn’t expected this kind of firepower from a simple light freighter. The pilot recovered quickly, though, settling the ship back into its position in the battle array. The entire lead wave moved closer together, closing ranks to get maximum protection from their overlapping shields. Han watched closely, waiting for the obvious next move, and heard the twitter from his display board as the lead ships all shifted shield power to doublefront.

Which meant they’d just unavoidably lowered the strength of their aft shields. Perfect. “Chewie—dip and waffle,” he ordered into his comm. The Falcon dropped suddenly in response, and for a second the rear wave of ships was visible past the edges of the first wave’s shields. Han was ready, firing a double burst past the lead wave into the flank of the biggest second-wave ship, sending it into a violent swerve as its primary maneuvering system was blown to bits.

And as it did, the laserfire that had been forming that part of the Falcon’s entrapment ring sprayed with shattering force across the sterns of the lead-wave ships.

It was everything Han could have hoped for. Two of the smaller ships veered instantly and violently out of formation as their engine sections blew up. The first ricocheted a glancing blow off one of the other pirates on its way to oblivion, while the second slammed full-tilt into another. They fell away together, with Luke taking advantage of the distraction to blow one of the other lead ships into fiery dust.

Then, to Han’s shock and disbelief, the Falcon dropped and turned into a curving arc back toward the planet’s surface. “Chewie?” he snarled. “What in—”

The Wookiee growled a warning. Frowning, Han craned his neck to look in the direction Chewie was facing as the familiar shape of an Imperial Star Destroyer swung into view around the dark edge of the planetary disk.

“Han!” Luke gasped.

“I see it, I see it,” Han said, his mind racing. Clearly, the Rebel cell on Teardrop had gotten out just in time.

Except that the last half a dozen members of that cell were currently sitting a couple of meters directly above him in the Falcon’s lounge. If the Imperials caught them here …

Then his brain caught up to him, and he understood what Chewbacca had been doing with that last maneuver. “Luke, shut down,” he ordered, slapping the switches on his own quads. The last thing he wanted was for the Imperials to do a power scan and see that the Falcon had this kind of weaponry. “Chewie, give me comm.”

There was a click—“Emergency!” he called, putting desperation into his voice. “Incoming freighter Argos requesting assistance from Teardrop planetary defenses.”

There was no answer from the ground, of course. Given the shady character of most of the planet’s residents and visitors, Han wasn’t even sure they had a real defense force down there. But then, he didn’t especially care if anyone on Teardrop heard him or not. All he cared about was—

“Freighter Argos, state your intention and emergency,” a clipped military voice responded.

“Medical mercy team from Briston, responding to the recent groundquake on Por’ste Island,” Han called back. Behind the Falcon, he saw, the remaining pirate ships were re-forming to continue the attack. Apparently they hadn’t noticed Teardrop’s newest visitor. “We’re under attack—I think they’re pirates.”

“Argos, acknowledged,” the voice said. “Hold your present course.”

“But if I do—”

He never got to finish his token protest. Behind him a two-by-two group of brilliant green turbolaser bolts sliced across the pirates’ formation, blasting four of the ships into rubble.

This time they got the message. The survivors broke formation and headed off in all directions, some back toward the ground, others trying to escape into hyperspace.

Neither option worked. Calmly, systematically, precisely, the Star Destroyer continued to fire, blasting the pirates one by one until the Falcon was flying alone.

“Now what?” Luke murmured in Han’s earphone.

Han ignored him. “Many thanks, Captain,” he called. “Glad to see the Empire is taking this pirate problem seriously.”

“You’re welcome, Argos,” a new voice said. “Now turn around and go home.”

“What?” Han demanded, trying to sound both outraged and stunned. “But, Captain—”

“That’s an order, Argos,” the other cut him off tartly. “As of right now Teardrop is under Imperial interdiction. Go back to Briston and wait until the block has been lifted.”

Han allowed himself a sigh. “Understood,” he murmured, careful to maintain a straight face. Sometimes a particularly clever and perceptive man could sense a satisfied grin even over an audio comm channel. Not that this particular Imperial appeared to be either clever or perceptive. “You heard him, pilot,” he continued. “Turn us around. Again, Captain, thanks for the rescue.”

He climbed out of the quad seat and headed back up the ladder. “Captain Solo, I demand to know what’s happening,” one of the passengers said stiffly as Han crossed the lounge on his way back to the cockpit.

“We’re taking you to the rendezvous,” Han told him, putting on his best puzzled-and-innocent look. “Why?”

Before the other could recover enough to try the question again, Han had made his escape.

Chewbacca had them well on their way out of Teardrop’s gravity well by the time Han dropped into his seat. “Nice move, Chewie,” he said as he keyed for a status report. The attack had added a few new dents to the aft armor plating, but considering how many there were already, it wasn’t likely anyone would notice. “It’s always nice when we can obey an Imperial order. For a change.”

Behind them, Luke came into the cockpit. “He actually bought it?” he asked, leaning over Han’s shoulder to gaze out at the Star Destroyer in the distance.

“Why not?” Han countered. “He saw us heading in, and we told him we were heading in. Sometimes you just have to help people think what you want them to.”

“I suppose,” Luke said, still sounding doubtful. “They still might have decided to board and search us.”

“Not a chance,” Han said. “Just because they ride around in big fancy ships doesn’t make them smart. They’re here to hunt Rebels, not inspect cargo. Once Chewie had us turned back inward, the only real question was whether the captain would feel like giving his gunners some target practice.”

“Too bad they’ll never know what they missed,” Luke murmured, taking a last look and then sitting back down. “Sure glad you two are on our side.”

Han frowned over his shoulder. But Luke was peering at the nav computer display, apparently completely oblivious to what he’d just said. Han shifted his gaze to Chewbacca, to find the Wookiee looking sideways at him. “What?” he demanded.

The other shrugged his massive shoulders and turned back to his board. Han glanced at Luke again, but the kid had apparently missed the byplay completely.

He turned back to his board, a sour taste in his mouth. Our side. Luke’s side, in other words. And Princess Leia Organa’s side, and General Rieekan’s, and probably the whole blasted Rebellion’s.

Trouble was, Han couldn’t for the life of him remember when the Rebellion had become his side.

So he’d dusted those TIE fighters off Luke during that lunatic Yavin battle. Big deal. That had been strictly a favor to the kid, and maybe a little payback for the way the Imperials had dragged him aboard the Death Star and then walked all over the Falcon with their grubby feet. He didn’t mind the Rebels being grateful for that.

But it didn’t mean he’d enlisted in the Big Cause.

Chewbacca was all set to do so, of course. His personal history with the Empire, plus the way they had treated his people in general, had left him with a deep hatred for them. He would enlist in the Rebellion in a heartbeat if Han gave the okay.

But Han wasn’t going to let anyone’s passion drive him on this one. Not Chewie’s, and certainly not Luke’s. He had his own life to lead.

The Star Destroyer was settling into orbit as the Falcon made the jump to lightspeed.

With a final burst, more felt than really heard, the Reprisal’s turbolasers fell silent.

Seated on the portside bench in the number three stormtrooper drop ship, Daric LaRone notched up his helmet’s audio enhancers, wondering if the battle might be continuing with a more distant set of the Star Destroyer’s weapons banks. But he could hear nothing, and after a moment he eased the enhancement back down again. “Wonder what that was all about,” he murmured.

Beside him, Saberan Marcross shrugged slightly, the movement eliciting a slight crackle from his armor. “Maybe the Rebels tried to make a run for it,” he murmured back.

“If they did, they didn’t get very far,” Taxtro Grave commented from his seat on the starboard bench, shifting his grip on his long BlasTech T-28 repeating sniper rifle.

“Look at the bright side,” Joak Quiller suggested from beside him. “If they’re all dead, we can cancel this op and go someplace more promising.”

“Whoever’s talking back there, stow it,” an authoritative voice called from the front of the drop ship.

“Yes, sir,” Marcross answered for all of them.

LaRone leaned out slightly to look at the scowling officer seated by Lieutenant Colf. Emblazoned across his chest were the rank bars of a major; above the insignia was a face LaRone couldn’t remember ever seeing before. “Who is that?” he asked, keeping his voice low.

“Major Drelfin,” Marcross whispered back. “ISB.”

LaRone leaned back again, a chill running through him. The Imperial Security Bureau was the darkest and most brutal of Emperor Palpatine’s tools. “What’s he doing on the Reprisal?”

“Someone up the chain must have decided we needed extra help,” Marcross said. His tone was carefully neutral, but LaRone knew him well enough to recognize the contempt beneath the words. “They brought in a few ISB men to direct the assault.”

LaRone grimaced. “I see,” he said, matching the other’s tone.

From the drop ship’s cockpit came a warning buzz. “Stand by for drop,” the pilot called. “Drop in five.”

LaRone looked across the aisle at Quiller, noting the other’s subtle squirming. Quiller was himself an excellent pilot, and consequently a rotten passenger. “Easy,” he murmured.

Quiller cocked his head slightly, and LaRone smiled at the strained-patient expression he knew the other was giving him from behind the anonymous white helmet faceplate.

Abruptly the bench lurched beneath him, and the drop ship was away.

Behind his own faceplate LaRone’s smile faded, his thoughts drifting back to that fateful day ten standard years ago when the Imperial recruiters had come to Copperline and set up shop. In his mind’s eye he saw himself joining with the other teens as they flocked around the booth, dazzled by the presentation, the crisp uniforms, and the unspoken but obvious implication that this was the best and quickest way off their deadend little world.

Only this time, in his daydream, LaRone said no.

He’d believed in the Empire at first. He really had. He’d been ten when the Fleet and infantry had come in force and spent five months clearing out the pirate nests that had plagued Copperline for decades. Eight years later, when the recruiters had come, he’d jumped at the chance to join such a noble group of people. Three years after that, when he’d been offered a spot in the elite Imperial stormtrooper corps, he’d jumped even harder, working and sweating and praying for the chance to be worthy of this ultimate challenge.

For six years everything had gone well. He’d served with all his heart and strength, fighting against the forces of evil and chaos that threatened to destroy Emperor Palpatine’s New Order. And he’d served with distinction, or so at least his commanders had thought.

For LaRone himself, awards and citations meant nothing. He was wearing the white armor, and he was making a difference. That was what mattered.

But then had come Elriss, where an entire town had had to stand out in the pouring rain for six hours while their identities were double- and triple-checked. After that had come Bompreil, and all those terrible civilian casualties as they’d fought to root out a Rebel cell.

And then had come Alderaan.

LaRone shifted uncomfortably on the bench. The details still weren’t entirely clear, but the official reports all agreed that the planet had been a center of Rebel strength, and that it had been destroyed only when it defied an order to surrender the traitors.

LaRone certainly couldn’t fault the motivation. The Rebels were growing ever stronger, ever bolder, ever more dangerous. They had to be stopped before they destroyed everything the Emperor had created and dragged the galaxy back into more of the chaos of the Clone Wars era.

But surely the entire planet couldn’t have been on the Rebels’ side. Could it?

And then the quiet rumors had started. Some said that Alderaan hadn’t been a Rebel base at all, that its destruction had been nothing more than a field test of the Empire’s new Death Star. Others whispered that Grand Moff Tarkin, the Death Star’s borderline-psychotic commander, had destroyed all those billions of people over a personal grudge between him and Bail Organa.

But it almost didn’t matter what the reason was. The bottom line was that the response had been light-years beyond any provocation the Rebels could possibly have put together.

Something was happening to the Empire that LaRone had served so long and so well. Something terrible.

And LaRone himself was stuck right in the middle of it.

“Ground in three minutes,” Major Drelfin called from the front of the drop ship. “Stormtroopers, prepare to deploy.”

LaRone took a deep breath, forcing the doubts away. He was an Imperial stormtrooper, and he would do his duty. Because that was all that mattered.

The first of the speeder bike drop ships came to a cautious hover a couple of meters off the ground. As the ramps came down, Korlo Brightwater gunned his Aratech 74-Z Speeder Bike and roared out into the afternoon sunlight.

“TBR Four-seven-nine, pull it back,” the tart voice of his commander, Lieutenant Natrom, growled in his ear. “Re-form to Search Pattern Jenth.”

“Four-seven-nine: acknowledged,” Brightwater said, taking a quick look around as he turned into a wide circle that would bring him back to the rest of the scout troopers still maneuvering their way out of the transport. They’d come in on a ground-skimming course just to the north of a set of low, tree-sprinkled hills, with the edge of their target town a couple of hundred meters away on the far side. Activating his helmet’s sensors, he gave the hills a quick but careful scan as he circled back toward the transport. There didn’t seem to be activity anywhere, of any sort, which struck him as highly suspicious. The hills included a picnic area, several walking paths, and half a dozen trees that had been patiently nurtured and manipulated over the decades into an elaborate children’s climbing structure. Someone from town ought to be taking his or her leisure out here on such a fine, quiet afternoon.

But there was no one. Something, apparently, was keeping the townspeople indoors today.

Such as the news of an imminent Imperial raid?

Brightwater shook his head in irritation. So the whole thing was a bust. The word had leaked, and any Rebels who might have been hiding here were halfway to the Outer Rim by now. “Command; TBR Four-seven-nine,” he called into his comm. “No activity in staging area. The operation may be blown. Repeat, the operation—”

“Scout troopers, you are cleared to secure the perimeter,” an unfamiliar voice cut in.

Brightwater frowned. “Command, did you copy?” he asked. “I said the lack of activity—”

“TBR Four-seven-nine, you will restrict your comments to tactical reports,” the new voice again interrupted. “All transports: move in.”

Brightwater craned his neck. The stormtrooper drop ships were visible now high above him, dropping toward the ground like hunting avians moving for the kill.

Only there wasn’t anything down here worth killing anymore.

A movement to his right caught his eye, and he looked back as his partner, Tibren, came alongside. Brightwater lifted his hand in mute question; the other scout shook his head in equally silent warning.

Brightwater scowled. But Tibren was right. Whoever this idiot was running things, he was either too single-minded or too stupid to see reason. Nothing now for the stormtroopers to do but go along for the ride and treat the whole thing as just another training exercise. He nodded Tibren an acknowledgment and gunned his speeder toward his designated containment sector.

By the time they’d finished their encirclement the drop ships were down, their heavy guns sweeping over the rows of mostly single-story buildings, their hatches disgorging their complements of stormtroopers and uniformed command officers. Brightwater kept his speeder moving, watching with professional interest as the troops formed themselves into a double ring and converged on the town. For a change, everything seemed to be going perfectly, without even the small glitches that normally accompanied an operation this size. It really was a pity there weren’t any Rebels left in town to appreciate it.

The stormtroopers and officers disappeared from view, heading between and into the buildings, and Brightwater shifted his attention to the area outside the scout troopers’ perimeter. The Rebels had almost certainly fled the planet, but there were occasional cells with more audacity than brains who elected to stay behind and try to put together an ambush.

Brightwater rather hoped this bunch had gone that route. It would keep the afternoon from being a complete waste, and it would give the stormtroopers the chance to blast them out here in the open instead of having to sort them out from the civilians.

He had curved to the crest of the nearest hill, his helmet sensors on full power, when he heard the sound of blasterfire from behind him. He swung his speeder sharply around, searching the perimeter on the far side of town. But all the scout troopers over there were still on their speeders, with no indication that anyone was shooting at them. There was another volley of blasterfire, and this time he realized that it was coming from inside the town itself.

He brought his speeder to a halt, frowning. The volleys had been replaced by a less organized stutter, but the shots all carried the distinctive pitch of the stormtroopers’ own BlasTech E-11 rifles. Where was the cacophonous mix of military, sporting, and self-defense weaponry that was practically the trademark of the Rebel Alliance?

And then, with a sudden chill, he understood.

He revved his speeder back to full speed, twisting its nose down the hills and toward town. What in the name of the Emperor did they think they were doing?

“TBR Four-seven-nine, return to your post,” Lieutenant Natrom’s voice said in his earphone.

Brightwater flicked out his tongue to the comm’s selector control, switching to the squad’s private frequency. “Sir, something’s happening in town,” he said urgently. “Request permission to investigate.”

“Permission denied,” Natrom said. His voice was under rigid control, but Brightwater could hear the anger beneath it. “Return to your post.”

“Sir—”

“That’s an order, TBR Four-seven-nine,” Natrom said. “It won’t be repeated.”

Brightwater took a deep breath. But he knew Natrom, and he knew that tone. Whatever was happening, there was nothing either of them could do about it. “Yes, sir,” he said. Taking another deep breath, trying to calm himself, he turned his speeder back around.

The sun had set over the western horizon before the blasterfire finally came to an end.


Introduction to the NEW REPUBLIC Era
(5–25 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)

The destruction of the second Death Star and the death of Emperor Palpatine—the climactic conclusion of Return of the Jedi—has shaken the Empire to its core. While the remnant of the loyal Imperials settles in for a long, drawn-out last stand, the victorious Rebel Alliance and its supporters found a galactic governing authority they name the New Republic. Troops and warships are donated to the cause, as New Republic military leaders forge plans to seize Imperial fortress worlds, invade the Core Worlds, and retake Coruscant itself. Eventually, the Imperial Remnant is pushed back to a small part of the Outer Rim, and the New Republic is finally able to focus on restoring just and democratic government to the galaxy.

At last the heroes of the Rebellion are free to pursue their own lives. Han and Leia marry … but before the birth of their twins, Jacen and Jaina, the galaxy is once again torn asunder by war, as the Imperial forces—under the control of military mastermind Grand Admiral Thrawn—step up their campaign of raids against the New Republic. Even after Thrawn is defeated, the Imperial forces forge on, harrying the New Republic and Luke’s nascent Jedi academy—the start of Luke’s dream to rebuild the Jedi Order from the ground up. Plagues, insurrections, and rogue warlords add to the chaos and push the New Republic back a step for every two steps it takes forward in its quest for peace and prosperity for all. Meanwhile, Leia becomes Chief of State of the New Republic, and the Solos’ third child, a boy they name Anakin, after his grandfather, is born; Luke has met Mara Jade, a secret dark side apprentice to the Emperor whom he helps bring into the light, and the two subsequently fall in love and marry.

Finally, after a series of further setbacks and plots against the young galactic government and Luke’s Jedi, a peace treaty formally ends the long conflict between the New Republic and the remnants of the Empire. The events of these years are the answer to the question … “What happened after the movies?”

If you’re a reader looking to dive into the New Republic era, here are three great starting points:


	X-Wing: Rogue Squadron, by Michael A. Stackpole: A taste of life at the edge, Rogue Squadron and the subsequent X-Wing novels bring to life Wedge Antilles and his brave, sometimes rambunctious fellow pilots in fast-paced adventures that switch smoothly and easily between entertaining repartee and tense battlefield action.

	Heir to the Empire, by Timothy Zahn: The book that reintroduced a generation of fans to Star Wars is full of the elements that made the movies great—space battles, intriguing villains, and derring-do.

	Before the Storm, by Michael P. Kube-McDowell: With a harder sci-fi edge to Star Wars, this novel features the classic heroes Han, Luke, and Leia, and explores everything from military forensics to the nature of the Force.
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You’re good, Corran, but you’re no Luke Skywalker. Corran Horn’s cheeks still burned at the memory of Commander Antilles’s evaluation of his last simulator exercise. The line had been a simple comment, not meant to be cruel nor delivered that way, but it cut deep into Corran. I’ve never tried to suggest I’m that good of a pilot.

He shook his head. No, you just wanted it to be self-evident and easily recognized by everyone around you. Reaching out he flicked the starter switches for the X-wing simulator’s engines. “Green One has four starts and is go.” All around him in the cockpit various switches, buttons, and monitors flashed to life. “Primary and secondary power is at full.”

Ooryl Qrygg, his Gand wingman, reported similar start-up success in a high-pitched voice. “Green Two is operational.”

Green Three and Four checked in, then the external screens came alive projecting an empty starfield. “Whistler, have you finished the navigation calculations?”

The green and white R2 unit seated behind Corran hooted, then the navdata spilled out over Corran’s main monitor. He punched a button sending the same coordinates out to the other pilots in Green Flight. “Go to light speed and rendezvous on the Redemption.”

As Corran engaged the X-wing’s hyperdrive, the stars elongated themselves into white cylinders, then snapped back into pinpoints and began to revolve slowly, transforming themselves into a tunnel of white light. Corran fought the urge to use the stick to compensate for the roll. In space, and especially hyperspace, up and down were relative. How his ship moved through hyperspace didn’t really matter—as long as it remained on the course Whistler had calculated and had attained sufficient velocity before entering hyperspace, he’d arrive intact.

Flying into a black hole would actually make this run easier. Every pilot dreaded the Redemption run. The scenario was based on an Imperial attack on evacuation ships back before the first Death Star had been destroyed. While the Redemption waited for three Medevac shuttles and the corvette Korolev to dock and off-load wounded, the Imperial frigate Warspite danced around the system and dumped out TIE fighters and added bombers to the mix to do as much damage as they could.

The bombers, with a full load of missiles, could do a lot of damage. All the pilots called the Redemption scenario by another name: the Requiem scenario. The Warspite would only deploy four starfighters and a half-dozen bombers—known in pilot slang as “eyeballs” and “dupes” respectively—but it would do so in a pattern that made it all but impossible for the pilots to save the Korolev. The corvette was just one big target, and the TIE bombers had no trouble unloading all their missiles into it.

Stellar pinpoints elongated again as the fighter came out of hyperspace. Off to the port side Corran saw the Redemption. Moments later Whistler reported that the other fighters and all three Medevac shuttles had arrived. The fighters checked in and the first shuttle began its docking maneuver with the Redemption.

“Green One, this is Green Four.”

“Go ahead, Four.”

“By the book, or are we doing something fancy?”

Corran hesitated before answering. By book, Nawara Ven had referred to the general wisdom about the scenario. It stated that one pilot should play fleethund and race out to engage the first TIE flight while the other three fighters remained in close as backup. As long as three fighters stayed at home, it appeared, the Warspite dropped ships off at a considerable distance from the Korolev. When they didn’t, it got bolder and the whole scenario became very bloody.

The problem with going by the book was that it wasn’t a very good strategy. It meant one pilot had to deal with five TIEs—two eyeballs and three dupes—all by himself, then turn around and engage five more. Even with them coming in waves, the chances of being able to succeed against those odds were slim.

Doing it any other way was disastrous. Besides, what loyal son of Corellia ever had any use for odds?

“By the book. Keep the home fires burning and pick up after me.”

“Done. Good luck.”

“Thanks.” Corran reached up with his right hand and pressed it against the lucky charm he wore on a chain around his neck. Though he could barely feel the coin through his gloves and the thick material of his flight suit, the familiar sensation of the metal resting against his breastbone brought a smile to his face. It worked for you a lot, Dad, let’s hope all its luck hasn’t run out yet.

He openly acknowledged that he’d been depending quite a bit on luck to see him through the difficulties of settling in with the Alliance forces. Learning the slang took some work—moving from calling TIE starfighters “eyeballs” to calling Interceptors “squints” made a certain amount of sense, but many other terms had been born of logic that escaped him. Everything about the Rebellion seemed odd in comparison to his previous life and fitting in had not been easy.

Nor will be winning this scenario.

The Korolev materialized and moved toward the Redemption, prompting Corran to begin his final check. He’d mulled the scenario over in his mind time and time again. In previous runs, when he served as a home guard to someone else’s fleethund, he’d had Whistler record traces on the TIE timing patterns, flight styles, and attack vectors. While different cadets flew the TIE half of the simulations, the craft dictated their performance and a lot of their initial run sequence had been preprogrammed.

A sharp squawk from Whistler alerted Corran to the Warspite’s arrival. “Great, eleven klicks aft.” Pulling the stick around to the right, Corran brought the X-wing into a wide turn. At the end of it he punched the throttle up to full power. Hitting another switch up to the right, he locked the S-foils into attack position. “Green One engaging.”

Rhysati’s voice came cool and strong through the radio. “Be all over them like drool on a Hutt.”

“I’ll do my best, Green Three.” Corran smiled and waggled the X-wing as he flew back through the Alliance formation and out toward the Warspite. Whistler announced the appearance of three TIE bombers with a low tone, then brought the sound up as two TIE fighters joined them.

“Whistler, tag the bombers as targets one, two, and three.” As the R2 unit complied with that order, Corran pushed shield power full to front and brought his laser targeting program up on the main monitor. With his left hand he adjusted the sighting calibration knob on the stick and got the two fighters. Good, looks like three klicks between the eyeballs and the bombers.

Corran’s right hand again brushed the coin beneath his flight suit. He took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, then settled his hand on the stick and let his thumb hover over the firing button. At two klicks the heads-up display painted a yellow box around the lead TIE fighter. The box went green as the fighter’s image locked into the HUD’s targeting cross and Whistler’s shrill bleat filled the cockpit. Corran’s thumb hit the button, sending three bursts of laser bolts at the lead fighter.

The first set missed but the second and third blasted through the spherical cockpit. The hexagonal solar panels snapped off and spun forward through space while the ion engines exploded into an expanding ball of incandescent gas.

Corran kicked the X-wing up in a ninety-degree snap-roll and sliced through the center of the explosion. Laser fire from the second fighter lit up his forward shields, making it impossible for him to get a good visual line on the TIE. Whistler yowled, complaining about being a target. Corran hurried a shot and knew he hit, but the TIE flashed past and continued on in at the Korolev.

Time to write a new chapter for the book on the Requiem scenario. Corran throttled back almost all the way to zero and let the X-wing decelerate. “Whistler, bring up target one.”

The image of the first TIE bomber filled his monitor. Corran switched over to proton torpedo target control. The HUD changed to a larger box and Whistler began beeping as he worked supplying data to the targeting computer for a missile lock.

“Green One, your velocity is down to one percent. Do you need help?”

“Negative, Green Two.”

“Corran, what are you doing?”

“Making the book a short story.” I hope.

The HUD went red and Whistler’s tone became constant. Corran punched the button and launched the first missile. “Acquire target two.” The HUD flashed yellow, then red, and the pilot launched the second missile.

Numbers scrolled away to zero as the missiles streaked in at their targets. Two kilometers away the first missile hit, shredding the first TIE bomber. Seconds later the second missile hit its target. A novalike explosion lit the simulator’s cockpit, then melted into the blackness of space.

“Acquire target three.”

Even as he gave the order he knew the rate of closure between the bomber and his ship would make the last missile shot all but impossible. “Cancel three.” Corran throttled up again as the third bomber sailed past and brought his ship around. He switched back to laser targeting and climbed right up on the bomber’s stern.

The dupe’s pilot tried to evade him. He juked the double-hulled ship to the left, then started a long turn to the right, but Corran was of no mind to lose him. He cut his speed, which kept the bomber in front of him, then followed it in its turn. As he leveled out again on its tail, he triggered two laser bursts and the targeting computer reported hull damage.

The bomber’s right wing came up in a roll and Corran did the same thing. Had he continued to fly level, the X-wing’s lasers would have passed on either side of the bomber’s fuselage, giving the bomber a few seconds more of life. Keeping the bomber centered in his crosshairs, Corran hit twice more and the bulky craft disintegrated before him.

Pushing his throttle to full, Corran scanned for the fighter he’d missed. He found it two klicks out and going in toward the Korolev. He also found five more TIEs coming in from the other side of the corvette, eighteen kilometers away. Damn, the bomber took more time than I had to give it.

He brought the torpedo targeting program back up and locked on to the remaining fighter. The HUD seemed to take forever before it went red and acquired a lock. Corran fired a missile and watched it blast through the fighter, then turned his attention to the new TIEs.

“Green One, do you want us to engage?”

Corran shook his head. “Negative, Two. Warspite is still here and could dump another flight.” He sighed. “Move to intercept the fighters, but don’t go beyond a klick from the Korolev.”

“On it.”

Good, they can tie the fighters up while I dust these dupes. Corran studied the navigational data Whistler was giving him. The Korolev, the bombers, and his X-wing formed a shrinking triangle. If he flew directly at the bombers he would end up flying in an arc, which would take more time than he had and let them get close enough to launch their missiles at the corvette. That would be less than useless as far as he was concerned.

“Whistler, plot me an intercept point six klicks out from the Korolev.”

The R2 whistled blithely, as if that calculation was so simple even Corran should have been able to do it in his head. Steering toward it, Corran saw he’d have just over a minute to deal with the bombers before they were in firing range on the Korolev. Not enough time.

Flicking two switches, Corran redirected generator energy from recharging his shields and lasers into the engines. It took the acceleration compensator a second to cycle up, so the ship’s burst of speed pushed Corran back into the padding of his command seat. This better work.

“Green One, the Warspite has hyped. Are we released to engage fighters?”

“Affirmative, Three. Go get them.” Corran frowned for a second, knowing his fellow pilots would make short work of the TIE fighters. They would deny him a clean sweep, but he’d willingly trade two TIEs for the corvette. Commander Antilles might have gotten them all himself, but then he’s got two Death Stars painted on the side of his X-wing.

“Whistler, mark each of the bombers four, five, and six.” Range to intercept was three klicks and he had added thirty seconds to his fighting time. “Acquire four.”

The targeting computer showed him to be coming in at a forty-five-degree angle to the flight path of his target, which meant he was way off target. He quickly punched the generator back into recharging lasers and his shields, then pulled even more energy from his quartet of Incom 4L4 fusial thrust engines and shunted it into recharging his weapons and shields.

The resource redirection brought his speed down. Corran pulled back on the stick, easing the X-wing into a turn that brought him head-on into the bombers. Tapping the stick to the left, he centered the targeting box on the first of the dupes.

The HUD started yellow, then quickly went red. Corran fired a missile. “Acquire five.” The HUD started red and Whistler’s keen echoed through the cockpit. The Corellian fired a second missile. “Acquire six.”

Whistler screeched.

Corran looked down at his display. Scrolling up the screen, sandwiched between the reports of missile hits on the three bombers, he saw a notation about Green Two. “Green Two, report.”

“He’s gone, One.”

“A fighter got him?”

“No time to chat …” The comm call from the Twi’lek in Green Four ended in a hiss of static.

“Rhysati?”

“Got one, Corran, but this last one is good.”

“Hang on.”

“I’ll do my best.”

“Whistler, acquire six.”

The R2 unit hissed. The last bomber had already shot past the intercept point and was bearing in on the Korolev. The pilot had the wide-bodied craft slowly spinning, making it a difficult target for a missile lock. The Korolev, being as big as it was, would present large enough of a target that even a rolling ship could get a lock on it.

And once he has that lock, the Korolev is so much space junk. Corran switched back to lasers and pushed his X-wing forward. Even though two klicks separated them, he triggered a couple of laser blasts. He knew his chances of hitting were not good at that range, but the light from the bolts would shoot past the TIE and give the pilot something to think about. And I want him thinking about me, not that nerf-vette grazing there.

Corran redirected all power back into the engines and shot forward. Two more laser blasts caused the TIE bomber to shy a bit, but it had pushed into target-acquisition range. The ship’s roll began to slow as the pilot fixated on his target, then, as Corran brought his lasers to bear, the bomber jinked and cut away to port.

The Corellian’s eyes narrowed. Bror Jace has got to be flying that thing. He thinks it’s payback time. The other pilot, a human from Thyferra, was—in Corran’s opinion—the second best pilot in the training squadron. He’s going to kill the Korolev and I’ll never hear the end of it. Unless …

Corran pulled all his shield energy forward and left his aft as naked as the shieldless TIE bomber. Following Jace through a barrel roll, he kept the throttle full forward. As they leveled out again Corran triggered a snapshot at the bomber. It caught a piece of one wing, but Jace dove beneath the X-wing’s line of fire. Here we go!

Corran shoved his stick forward to follow the bomber’s dive, but because his rate of speed was a good twenty percent faster than that of Jace’s ship, the X-wing moved into a broad loop. By the time Corran inverted to finish the turn off, Jace’s bomber came back up and banked in on the X-wing’s tail.

Before the bomber could unload a missile or two into his aft, Corran broke the fighter hard to port and carved across the bomber’s line of fire. Basic maneuver with a basic response. Without even glancing at his instruments, and paying no attention to Whistler’s squealed warning, Corran cut engine power back into recharging his shields. One more second.

Jace’s response to Corran’s break had been a reverse-throttle hop. By bringing the nose of the bomber up in a steep climb, then rolling out in the direction of the turn, Jace managed to stay inside the arc of the X-wing’s turn. As the bomber leveled off, it closed very quickly with the X-wing—too quickly for a missile lock, but not a laser shot.

The TIE bomber shrieked in at the X-wing. Collision warning klaxons wailed. Corran could feel Jace’s excitement as the X-wing loomed larger. He knew the other pilot would snap off a quick shot, then come around again, angry at having overshot the X-wing, but happy to smoke Corran before taking the Korolev.

The X-wing pilot hit a switch and shifted all shield power to the aft shields.

The deflector shield materialized as a demisphere approximately twenty meters behind the X-wing. Designed to dissipate both energy and kinetic weapons, it had no trouble protecting the fighter from the bomber’s twin laser blasts. Had the bomber used missiles, the shields could even have handled all the damage they could do, though that would have been enough to destroy the shields themselves.

The TIE bomber, which massed far more than the missiles it carried, should have punched through the shields and might even have destroyed the fighter, but it hit at an angle and glanced off. The collision did blast away half the power of the aft shield and bounced the X-wing around, but otherwise left the snubfighter undamaged.

The same could not be said of the unshielded bomber. The impact with the shield was roughly equivalent to a vehicle hitting a ferrocrete wall at sixty kilometers per hour. While that might not do a land vehicle much damage, land vehicles are decidedly less delicate than starfighters. The starboard wing crumpled inward, wrapping itself around the bomber’s cockpit. Both pods of the ship twisted out of alignment so the engines shot it off into an uncontrolled tumble through the simulator’s dataspace.

“Green Three, did you copy that?”

Corran got no response. “Whistler, what happened to Three?”

The R2 unit gave him a mournful tone.

Sithspawn. Corran flipped the shield control to equalize things fore and aft. “Where is he?”

The image of a lone TIE fighter making a strafing run on the Korolev appeared on Corran’s monitor. The clumsy little craft skittered along over the corvette’s surface, easily dodging its weak return fire. That’s seriously gutsy for a TIE fighter. Corran smiled. Or arrogant, and time to make him pay for that arrogance.

The Corellian brought his proton torpedo targeting program up and locked on to the TIE. It tried to break the lock, but turbolaser fire from the Korolev boxed it in. Corran’s HUD went red and he triggered the torpedo. “Scratch one eyeball.”

The missile shot straight in at the fighter, but the pilot broke hard to port and away, causing the missile to overshoot the target. Nice flying! Corran brought his X-wing over and started down to loop in behind the TIE, but as he did so, the TIE vanished from his forward screen and reappeared in his aft arc. Yanking the stick hard to the right and pulling it back, Corran wrestled the X-wing up and to starboard, then inverted and rolled out to the left.

A laser shot jolted a tremor through the simulator’s couch. Lucky thing I had all shields aft! Corran reinforced them with energy from his lasers, then evened them out fore and aft. Jinking the fighter right and left, he avoided laser shots coming in from behind, but they all came in far closer than he liked.

He knew Jace had been in the bomber, and Jace was the only pilot in the unit who could have stayed with him. Except for our leader. Corran smiled broadly. Coming to see how good I really am, Commander Antilles? Let me give you a clinic. “Make sure you’re in there solid, Whistler, because we’re going for a little ride.”

Corran refused to let the R2’s moan slow him down. A snap-roll brought the X-wing up on its port wing. Pulling back on the stick yanked the fighter’s nose up away from the original line of flight. The TIE stayed with him, then tightened up on the arc to close distance. Corran then rolled another ninety degrees and continued the turn into a dive. Throttling back, Corran hung in the dive for three seconds, then hauled back hard on the stick and cruised up into the TIE fighter’s aft.

The X-wing’s laser fire missed wide to the right as the TIE cut to the left. Corran kicked his speed up to full and broke with the TIE. He let the X-wing rise above the plane of the break, then put the fighter through a twisting roll that ate up enough time to bring him again into the TIE’s rear. The TIE snapped to the right and Corran looped out left.

He watched the tracking display as the distance between them grew to be a kilometer and a half, then slowed. Fine, you want to go nose to nose? I’ve got shields and you don’t. If Commander Antilles wanted to commit virtual suicide, Corran was happy to oblige him. He tugged the stick back to his sternum and rolled out in an inversion loop. Coming at you!

The two starfighters closed swiftly. Corran centered his foe in the crosshairs and waited for a dead shot. Without shields the TIE fighter would die with one burst, and Corran wanted the kill to be clean. His HUD flicked green as the TIE juked in and out of the center, then locked green as they closed.

The TIE started firing at maximum range and scored hits. At that distance the lasers did no real damage against the shields, prompting Corran to wonder why Wedge was wasting the energy. Then, as the HUD’s green color started to flicker, realization dawned. The bright bursts on the shields are a distraction to my targeting! I better kill him now!

Corran tightened down on the trigger button, sending red laser needles stabbing out at the closing TIE fighter. He couldn’t tell if he had hit anything. Lights flashed in the cockpit and Whistler started screeching furiously. Corran’s main monitor went black, his shields were down, and his weapons controls were dead.

The pilot looked left and right. “Where is he, Whistler?”

The monitor in front of him flickered to life and a diagnostic report began to scroll by. Bloodred bordered the damage reports. “Scanners, out; lasers, out; shields, out; engine, out! I’m a wallowing Hutt just hanging here in space.”

With the X-wing’s scanners being dead, the R2 droid couldn’t locate the TIE fighter if it was outside the droid’s scanner range. Whistler informed Corran of this with an anxious bleat.

“Easy, Whistler, get me my shields back first. Hurry.” Corran continued to look around for the TIE fighter. Letting me stew, are you, sir? You’ll finish the Korolev then come for me. The pilot frowned and felt a cold chill run down his spine. You’re right, I’m no Luke Skywalker. I’m glad you think I’m not bad, but I want to be the best!

Suddenly the starfield went black and the simulator pod hissed as it cracked open. The canopy lifted up and the sound of laughter filled the cockpit. Corran almost flicked the blast shield down on his helmet to prevent his three friends from seeing his embarrassed blush. Nope, might as well take my punishment. He stood and doffed his helmet, then shook his head. “At least it’s over.”

The Twi’lek, Nawara Ven, clapped his hands. “Such modesty, Corran.”

“Huh?”

The blond woman next to the Twi’lek beamed up at him. “You won the Redemption scenario.”

“What?”

The grey-green Gand nodded his head and placed his helmet on the nose of Corran’s simulator. “You had nine kills. Jace is not pleased.”

“Thanks for the good news, Ooryl, but I still got killed in there.” Corran hopped out of the simulator. “The pilot who got you three—Commander Antilles—he got me, too.”

The Twi’lek shrugged. “He’s been at this a bit longer than I have, so it is not a surprise he got me.”

Rhysati shook her head, letting her golden hair drape down over her shoulders. “The surprise was that he took so long to get us, really. Are you certain he killed you?”

Corran frowned. “I don’t think I got a mission end message.”

“Clearly you have too little experience of dying in these simulators because you’d know if you did.” Rhysati laughed lightly. “He may have hit you, Corran, but he didn’t kill you. You survived and won.”

Corran blinked, then smiled. “And I got Bror before he got the Korolev. I’ll take that.”

“As well you should.” A brown-haired man with crystal blue eyes shouldered his way between Ooryl and Nawara. “You’re an exceptionally good pilot.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The man offered Corran his hand. “Thought I had you, but when you shot out my engines, your missile caught up with me. Nice job.”

Corran shook the man’s hand hesitantly. The man wore a black flight suit with no name or rank insignia on it, though it did have Hoth, Endor, and Bakura battle tabs sewn on the left sleeve. “You know, you’re one hot hand in a TIE.”

“Nice of you to say, Mr. Horn—I’m a bit rusty, but I really enjoyed this run.” He released Corran’s hand. “Next time I’ll give you more of a fight.”

A woman wearing a Lieutenant’s uniform touched the TIE pilot on the arm. “Admiral Ackbar is ready to see you now, sir. If you will follow me.”

The TIE pilot nodded to the four X-wing pilots. “Good flying, all of you. Congratulations on winning the scenario.”

Corran stared at the man’s retreating back. “I thought Commander Antilles was in that TIE. I mean it had to be someone as good as him to get you three.”

The ends of Nawara Ven’s head tails twitched. “Apparently he is that good.”

Rhysati nodded. “He flew circles around me.”

“At least you saw him.” The Gand drummed his trio of fingers against the hull of Corran’s simulator. “He caught Ooryl as Ooryl fixed on his wingman. Ooryl is free hydrogen in simspace. That man is very good.”

“Sure, but who is he?” Corran frowned. “He’s not Luke Skywalker, obviously, but he was with Rogue Squadron at Bakura and survived Endor.”

The Twi’lek’s red eyes sparked. “The Endor tab had a black dot in the middle—he survived the Death Star run.”

Rhysati looped her right arm around Corran’s neck and brought her fist up gently under his chin. “What difference does it make who he is?”

“Rhys, he shot up three of our best pilots, had me dead in space, and says he’s a bit rusty! I want to know who he is because he’s decidedly dangerous.”

“He is that, but today he’s not the most dangerous pilot. That’s you.” She linked her other arm through Nawara’s right elbow. “So, Corran, you forget you were a Security officer and, Nawara, you forget you were a lawyer and let this thing drop. Today we’re all pilots, we’re all on the same side”—she smiled sweetly—“and the man who beat the Redemption scenario is about to make good on all those dinner and drink promises he made to talk his wingmates into helping him win.”


Introduction to the NEW JEDI ORDER Era
(25–40 YEARS AFTER STAR WARS: A NEW HOPE)

A quarter century after A New Hope and the destruction of the Death Star, the galaxy is free of wide-scale conflicts—but the New Republic must contend with many regional brushfires. And Luke Skywalker’s Jedi Order faces its own growing pains: Some New Republic officials want to rein in the Jedi, leading Luke to wonder if the Jedi Council should be restored.

On the planet Rhommamool, Leia Organa Solo, Mara Jade Skywalker, and Jaina Solo meet with a mysterious rabble-rouser named Nom Anor. Anor rejects Leia’s diplomatic entreaties, but she’s more disturbed by what she finds when she reaches out to him in the Force: nothing. It’s as if he isn’t there.

Anor is a secret agent of the Yuuzhan Vong, powerful warriors from another galaxy who regard technology as blasphemous, relying on biological constructs to serve as their starships, weapons, and communicators. Long ago, a devastating war destroyed much of the Yuuzhan Vong’s galaxy and cut them off from the Force, sending their clans across the intergalactic void in search of a new home. Now they are at the edge of the Star Wars galaxy, ready to invade.

As head of the New Jedi Order, Luke is central to the galaxy’s defense; Leia’s skills as a former Chief of State and respected political adviser are also called on. The five-year war shakes the galaxy to its foundations. Technologically advanced worlds within the Yuuzhan Vong invasion corridor are subjected to the newcomers’ biotechnology and altered into strange hybrids combining what they had been with the new Yuuzhan Vong ecosystem. Entire species are enslaved—or eradicated. The New Republic is ill prepared to meet the extragalactic threat, with regional rivalries, political dissension, and concern over the Imperial Remnant limiting the effectiveness of its military response. Wrangling in the Senate snarls the war plans, as do disagreements between planetary fleets and armies, while assassination and war thin the ranks of the New Republic’s leaders. Officers and pilots who battled for so long against the Empire, such as Admiral Ackbar and Wedge Antilles, work feverishly to figure out how to outmaneuver their new enemies.

The invasion sorely challenges the Jedi, as well. Some take it upon themselves to meet the Yuuzhan Vong threat head-on, disdaining foot-dragging by politicians—and some of those skirt the dark side of the Force, giving in to their anger and fear as the Yuuzhan Vong ruin worlds and lives. The Yuuzhan Vong come to recognize the Jedi as the biggest threat to their plans, and begin hunting them down using New Republic traitors and bioengineered killers. At the forefront of the war against the Jedi are the Solo children—now teenagers and Jedi Knights in their own right. By the time the war is over, the Solo family will never be the same again.

The other heroes of the Rebellion, too, face personal struggles and tragedies. Luke fears for the life of his wife, Mara—infected with a Yuuzhan Vong-engineered disease—and for that of his newborn son, Ben, hunted by the Jedi’s enemies. Han and Leia’s losses are even harder to bear, as their oldest friends and children risk everything to stop the Yuuzhan Vong.

If you’re a reader looking to explore the epic tale of the Yuuzhan Vong war and the era of Luke’s New Jedi Order, the best place to start is with the first book in the series:


	The New Jedi Order: Vector Prime, by R. A. Salvatore: The first novel in the series introduces the pitiless Yuuzhan Vong and immediately makes clear that the heroes of the Rebellion are in mortal danger.



Read on for an excerpt from a Star Wars novel set in the New Jedi Order era.
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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.
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“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.
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chapter one

CORUSCANT

“He doesn’t exist.” With those words, spoken without any conscious thought or effort on his part, Luke Skywalker sat upright in bed and looked around at the dimly illuminated chamber.

There wasn’t much to see. Members of the Jedi order, even Masters such as Luke, didn’t accumulate much personal property. Within view were chairs situated in front of unlit computer screens; a wall rack holding plasteel staves and other practice weapons; a table littered with personal effects such as datapads, notes scrawled on scraps of flimsi, datachips holding reports from various Jedi Masters, and a crude and not at all accurate sandglass statuette in Luke’s image sent to him by a child from Tatooine. Inset into the stone-veneer walls were drawers holding his and Mara’s limited selection of clothes. Their lightsabers were behind Luke, resting on a shelf on the headboard of their bed.

His wife, Mara Jade Skywalker, had more personal items and equipment, of course. Disguises, weapons, communications gear, falsified documents. A former spy, she had never given up the trappings of that trade, but those items weren’t here. Luke wasn’t sure where she kept them. She didn’t bother him with such details.

Beside him, she stirred, and he glanced down at her. Her red hair, kept a medium length this season, was an unruly mess, but there was no sleepiness in her eyes when they opened. In brighter light, he knew, those eyes were an amazing green. “Who doesn’t exist?” she asked.

“I don’t know. An enemy.”

“You dreamed about him?”

He nodded. “I’ve had the dream a couple of times before. It’s not just a dream. It’s coming to me through currents in the Force. He’s all wrapped up in shadows—a dark hooded cloak, but more than that, shadows of light and …” Luke shook his head, struggling for the correct word. “And ignorance. And denial. And he brings great pain to the galaxy … and to me.”

“Well, if he brings pain to the galaxy, you’re obviously going to feel it.”

“No, to me personally, in addition to his other evil.” Luke sighed and lay down again. “It’s too vague. And when I’m awake, when I try to peer into the future to find him, I can’t.”

“Because he doesn’t exist.”

“That’s what the dream tells me.” Luke hissed in aggravation.

“Could it be Raynar?”

Luke considered. Raynar Thul, former Jedi Knight, presumed dead during the Yuuzhan Vong war, had been discovered a few years earlier—horribly burned during the war, mentally transformed in the years since through his involvement with the insectoid Killik race. That transformation had been a malevolent one, and the Jedi order had had to deal with him. Now he languished in a well-protected cell deep within the Jedi Temple, undergoing treatment for his mental and physical afflictions.

Treatment. Treatment meant change; perhaps, in changing, Raynar was becoming something new, and Luke’s presentment pointed toward the being Raynar would someday become.

Luke shook his head and pushed the possibility away. “In this vision, I don’t sense Raynar’s alienness. Mentally, emotionally, whoever it is remains human, or near human. There’s even the possiblity that it’s my father.”

“Darth Vader.”

“No. Before he was Darth Vader. Or just when he was becoming Vader.” Luke’s gaze lost focus as he tried to recapture the dream. “What little of his face I can see reminds me of the features of Anakin Skywalker as a Jedi. But his eyes … as I watch, they turn a molten gold or orange, transforming from Force-use and anger …”

“I have an idea.”

“Tell me.”

“Let’s wait until he shows up, then crush him.”

Luke smiled. “All right.” He closed his eyes and his breathing slowed, an effort to return to sleep.

Within a minute the rhythm of his breathing became that of natural sleep.

But Mara lay awake, her attention on the ceiling—beyond it, through dozens of floor levels of the Jedi enclave to the skies of Coruscant above—and searched for any hint, any flicker of what it was that was causing her husband worry.

She found no sign of it. And she, too, slept.

ADUMAR

The gleaming pearl-gray turbolift doors slid open sideways, and warm air bearing an aroma that advertised death and destruction washed over Jacen Solo, his cousin Ben Skywalker, and their guide.

Jacen took a deep breath and held it. The odors of this subterranean factory were not the smells of corrupted flesh or gangrenous wounds—smells Jacen was familiar with—but those of labor and industry. The great chamber before them had been a missile manufacturing center for decades, and no amount of rigorous cleaning would ever be quite able to eliminate the odors of sweat, machine lubricant, newly fabricated composite materials, solid fuel propellants, and high explosives that filled the air.

Jacen expelled the breath and stepped out of the turbolift, then walked the handful of steps up to the rail overlooking the chamber. He walked rapidly so that his Jedi cloak would billow a little as he strode, so that his boot heels would ring on the metal flooring of this observation catwalk, and so his apprentice and guide would be left behind for a moment. This was a performance for his guide and all the other representatives of the Dammant Killers company. Jacen knew he was carrying off his role quite well; the company officials he’d been dealing with remained properly intimidated. But he didn’t know whether to attribute his success to his bearing and manner, his lean, brooding, and handsome looks, or his name—for on this world of Adumar, with its history of fascination with pilots, the name of Jacen’s father, Han Solo, went a very long way.

His guide, a slender, balding man named Testan ke Harran, moved up to the rail to Jacen’s right. Contrasting with the dull grays and blues that were common on this factory’s walls and its workers’ uniforms, Testan was a riot of color—his tunic, with its nearly knee-length hem and its flowing sleeves, was the precise orange of X-wing fighter pilot uniforms, though decorated with purple crisscross lines breaking it down into a flickering expanse of small diamond shapes, and his trousers, belt, and scarf were a gleaming gold.

Testan stroked his lustrous black beard, the gesture a failed attempt to conceal the man’s nervousness. Jacen felt, rather than saw, Ben move up on the other side of Testan.

“You can see,” Testan said, “ar workars enjoy very fan conditions.”

Ben cleared his throat. “He says their workers enjoy very fine conditions.”

Jacen nodded absently. He understood Testan’s words, and it had taken him little time to learn and understand the Adumari accent, but this was another act, a ploy to keep the Adumari off-balance. He leaned forward to give the manufacturing floor below his full attention.

The room was large enough to act as a hangar and maintenance bay for four full squadrons of X-wing snubfighters. Tall duracrete partitions divided the space into eight lanes, each of which enclosed an assembly line; materials entered through small portals in the wall to the left, rolled along on luminous white conveyor belts, and eventually exited through portals on the far right. Laborers in gray jumpsuits flanked the belts and worked on the materials as they passed.

On the nearest belt, immediately below Jacen, the materials being worked on appeared to be compact visual sensor assemblies. The conveyor belt brought in eight such units and stopped. Moving quickly, the laborers plugged small cables into the units and turned to look into monitors, which showed black-and-white images of jumpsuited waists and worker hands. The workers turned the units this way and that, confirming that the sensors were properly calibrated.

One monitor never lit up with a view from the sensor. The worker on that unit unplugged it and set it on a table running parallel to the conveyor belt. A moment later, the other workers on this section unplugged their sensor units and the conveyor belt jerked into motion again, carrying the remaining seven units to the next station.

One lane over, the conveyor belt remained in constant motion, carrying sensor unit housings along. The workers on that belt, fewer in number than the sensor testers, reached out occasionally to turn a housing, to look inside, to examine the exterior for cracks or warping. Some workers, distributed at intervals along the line, rapped each housing with a small rubber-headed hammer. Jacen assumed they were listening for a musical tone he could not possibly hear at this distance over the roar of noise from the floor.

Another lane away from him, the workers were clad not in jumpsuits but in full-coverage hazardous materials suits of a lighter and more reflective gray than the usual worker outfit. Their conveyor belt carried white plates bearing irregular balls the size of a human head but a nearly luminous green. The belt stopped as each set of eight such balls entered the lane, giving the workers time to plunge needlelike sensors into each ball. They, too, checked monitors for a few seconds before withdrawing the needles to allow the balls to continue on. Jacen knew that poisonous green—it was the color of the high explosive Adumari manufacturers used to fabricate the concussion missiles they exported.

While Jacen made his initial survey, Ben kept their guide occupied. “Do you wax your beard?” he asked.

“I do not.”

“It just seems very shiny. Do you oil it?”

Testan’s voice was a little more irritated in tone. “I do not oil it. I condition it. And I brush it.”

“Do you brush it with butter?”

Jacen finally looked to the right, past Testan and at his cousin. Ben was thirteen standard years of age, not tall but well muscled, with a fine-featured freckled face under a mass of flame-red hair. Ben turned, his face impassive, to look at Jacen, then said, “The Jedi Knight acknowledges that this factory seems to meet the minimum, the absolute minimum, required safety and comfort standards of a Galactic Alliance military contractor.”

Jacen nodded. The nod meant Good improvisation. He was exerting no Force skill to communicate words to Ben; Ben’s role was to pretend to act as his mentor’s translator, when his actual function was to convince the locals that adult Jedi were even more aloof and mysterious than they had thought.

“No, no, no.” Testan drew a sleeve over his brow, dabbing away a little perspiration. “We are wall above minimam standards. Those duracrete barriars? They will vent any explosive farce upward, saving the majority of workars in case of calamity. Workar shifts are only two-fifths the day in length, unlike the old days.”

Ben repeated Testan’s words, and Jacen shrugged.

Ben imitated his motion. The gesture caused his own Jedi robe to gape open, revealing the lightsaber hanging from his belt.

Testan glanced at it, then looked back at Jacen, clearly worried. “Your apprentice—” Unsure, he looked to Ben again. “You are very young, are you not, to be wearing such a weapon?”

Ben gave him a blank look. “It’s a practice lightsaber.”

“Ah.” Testan nodded as though he understood.

And there it was. Perhaps it was just the thought of a thirteen-year-old with a deadly cutting implement at hand, but Testan’s defenses slipped enough that the worry began to pour through.

It was like the game in which children are told, “For the next hour, do not think about banthas.” Try as they might, they would, within minutes or even seconds, think about a bantha.

Testan’s control finally gave way and he thought about the banthas—or, rather, a place he wasn’t supposed to go, even to think about. Jacen could feel Testan try to clamp down on the thought. Something in the increased potency of that worry told Jacen that they must be nearer to the source of his concern than during previous parts of their factory tour.

When Testan turned back, Jacen looked directly at him and said, “There is something here. Something wrong.” They were the first words he’d spoken in Testan’s presence.

Testan shook his head. “No. Evrything is fan.”

Jacen looked past him, toward the wall to the far right of the chamber. It was gray and regular, a series of metal panels each the height of a man and twice as wide stacked like bricks. He began a slow, deliberate scrutiny, traversing right to left. His gaze swept the walls, the assembly lines, the elevated observation chamber directly opposite the turbolifts by which they had entered, and continued along the wall to the left.

As his attention reached the middle of the left wall, along the observation balcony, he felt another pulse of worry from Testan. Ben cleared his throat, a signal; the boy, though nowhere near as sensitive in the Force as Jacen, had gotten the same feeling.

Jacen set off along the balcony in that direction. This time the ringing of his boots and billowing of his cloak were a side effect of his speed rather than an act.

“You wish to see the observation chambar?” Testan hurried to keep up. His anxiety was growing, and there was something within it, like a shiny stone at the bottom of a murky pond.

Jacen reached into that pond to draw out the prize within.

It was a memory of a door. It was broad and gray, closing from above as men and women—in dark blue jumpsuits, the outfits of supervisors in this facility—scurried out ahead of its closing. When it settled in place, it was identical to the wall panels Jacen saw ahead of him in the here and now.

Jacen glanced over his shoulder at Testan. “Your thoughts betray you.”

Testan paled. “No, there is nothing to betray.”

Jacen rounded the observation balcony corner, took a few more steps, and skidded to a halt in front of one of the wall sections.

It was here. He knew because he could feel something beyond.

Conflict. He himself was there, fighting. So was Ben. It was a faint glimpse of the future, and he and his apprentice would be in peril beyond.

He jerked his head toward the wall.

Ben brought out his lightsaber and switched it on. With a snap-hiss sound, its blue blade of coherent energy extended to full length.

Ben plunged the blade into the wall panel and began to drag it around in a large circle.

Testan, his voice pained, said, “He told us it was a practice weapon.”

Jacen gave him an innocent look. “It’s true from a certain point of view. He does practice with it.” In his nervousness, Testan didn’t seem to notice that Jacen was understanding him clearly now.

Ben completed his circle and gave the meter-and-a-half-high section he’d outlined a little kick. It fell away into a well-lit chamber, clanging on the floor beyond; the edges still glowed with the heat the lightsaber had poured into them.

Ben stepped through. Jacen ducked to follow. He heard Testan muttering—doubtless an alert into a comlink. Jacen didn’t bother to interfere. They’d just been within clear sight of hundreds of workers and the observation chamber. Dealing with Testan wouldn’t keep the alarm from being broadcast.

The room beyond Ben’s improvised doorway was actually a corridor, four meters wide and eight high, every surface made up of the same dull gray metal rectangles found in the outer chamber, greenish white light pouring from the luminous ceiling. To the left, the corridor ended after a few meters, and that end was heavily packed with tall plasteel transport containers. They were marked DANGER, DO NOT DROP, and DAMMANT KILLER MODEL 16, QUANTITY 24.

To the right, the corridor extended another forty meters and then opened up; the rail and drop-off at the end suggested that it opened onto another observation balcony above another fabrication chamber.

Now making the turn from the balcony into the corridor and running toward them were half a dozen troops armed with blaster rifles. Their orange jumpsuits were reminiscent of X-wing pilot uniforms, but the green carapace armor over their lower legs, torsos, lower arms, and heads was more like stormtrooper speeder bike armor painted the wrong color.

And then behind the first six troops came another six, and then another eight …

Jacen brought his lightsaber out and snapped it into life; the incandescent green of his blade was reflected as highlights against the walls and the armor of the oncoming troops. “Stay behind me,” he said.

“Yes, sir.” Ben’s sigh was audible, and Jacen grinned.

The foremost trooper, who bore gold bars on his helmet and wrists, shouted, his voice mechanically amplified: “Stop whar you are! This saction is restricted!”

Jacen moved forward at a walk. He rotated his wrist, moving his lightsaber blade around in front of him in a pattern vaguely reminiscent of butterfly wings. He shouted back, “Could you speak up? I’m a little deaf.”

Ben snickered. “Good one.”

“You may not entar this saction!”

They were now twenty meters from the ranks of troopers ahead.

Jacen continued twirling his blade in a practice form. “Fewer people will be hurt if you just get out of my way.” It was a sort of ritual thing to say. Massed enemy forces almost never backed down, despite the reputation of the Jedi—a reputation that became more widespread, more supernatural, with each year the Jedi prospered under Luke Skywalker’s leadership.

The phrase was ritual in another way, too. Once upon a time, Jacen would have felt tragedy surround him when his actions resulted in the deaths of common soldiers, common guards. But over time he’d lost that sense. There was a wearying inevitability to leaders sending their troops to die against more powerful enemies. It had been happening as long as there were violent leaders and obedient followers. In death, these people became one with the Force, and when Jacen had accepted that fact, his sense of tragedy had largely evaporated.

He took another two steps and the trooper commander called, “Fire!”

The troopers began firing. Jacen gave himself over to the Force, to his awareness of his surroundings, to his sudden oneness with the men and women trying to kill him.

He simply ignored most of the blaster bolts. When he felt them angling in toward him, he twirled his lightsaber blade in line and batted them away, usually back toward the crowd of troopers. In the first few seconds of their assault, four troopers fell to blasts launched by their friends. The smell of burned flesh began to fill the corridor.

Jacen felt danger from behind; felt Ben react to it. Jacen didn’t shift his attention; he continued his march forward. He’d prefer to be able to protect the inexperienced youth, but the boy was good at blaster defense practice. Hard as it was to trust a Jedi whose skills were just developing, he had to. To teach, to learn, he had to trust.

Jacen intercepted the next blaster shot that came his way and batted it toward the trooper commander. It struck the man in the helmet and caromed off, burning out against the ceiling; a portion four meters square of the ceiling’s illumination winked out, darkening the corridor. The commander fell. The shot was probably not fatal—protected by his helmet, the man would have forehead and scalp burns, probably a concussion, but he was unlikely to die.

The strategy had its desired effect. The troopers saw their commander fall. They continued firing but also exchanged looks. Jacen never broke pace, and a trooper with silver stripes on his helmet called “Back, back.” In good order, the troopers began a withdrawal.

Behind him, Jacen heard more blasterfire and the distinctive zap of a lightsaber blade intercepting it, deflecting it. Within the flow of the Force, Jacen felt a shot coming in toward his back, felt it being slapped aside, saw and felt it as it hit the wall to his right. The heat from the shot warmed his right shoulder.

But the defenders continued their retreat, and soon the last of them was around the corner. Jacen’s path to the railing was clear. He strode up to it.

Over the rail, a dozen meters down, was another assembly-line pit, where line after line of munitions components was being assembled—though at the moment all the lines were stopped, their anonymous jumpsuited workers staring up at Jacen.

Jacen’s movement out of the corridor brought him within sight of the orange-and-green defenders, who were now arrayed in disciplined rows along the walkway to Jacen’s left. As soon as he reached the railing they opened fire again. Their tighter formation allowed them to concentrate their fire, and Jacen found himself deflecting more shots than before.

He felt rather than saw Ben scoot into position behind him, but no blaster bolts came at him from that direction. “What now?” Ben asked.

“Finish the mission.” Jacen caught a too-close bolt on his blade near the hilt; unable to aim the deflection, he saw the bolt flash down into the assembly area. It hit a monitor screen. The men and women near the screen dived for cover. Jacen winced; a fraction of a degree of arc difference and that bolt could have hit an explosives package. As inured as he was to causing death, he didn’t want to cause it by accident.

“But you’re in charge—”

“I’m busy.” Jacen took a step forward to give himself more maneuvering and swinging space and concentrated on his attackers. He needed to protect himself and Ben now, to defend a broader area. He focused on batting bolt after bolt back into the ranks of the attackers, saw one, two, three of the soldiers fall.

There was a lull in the barrage of fire. Jacen took a moment to glance over his shoulder. Ben stood at the railing, staring down into the manufacturing line, and to his eye he held a small but expensive holocam unit—the sort carried by wealthy vacationers and holocam hobbyists all over the galaxy.

As Jacen returned his attention to the soldiers, Ben began talking: “Um, this is Ben Skywalker. Jedi Knight Jacen Solo and I are in a, I don’t know, secret part of the Dammant Killers plant under the city of Cartann on the planet Adumar. You’re looking at a missile manufacturing line. It’s making missiles that are not being reported to the GA. They’re selling to planets that aren’t supposed to be getting them. Dammant is breaking the rules. Oh, and the noise you’re hearing? Their guys are trying to kill us.”

Jacen felt Ben’s motion as the boy swung to record the blaster-versus-lightsaber conflict.

“Is that enough?” Ben asked.

Jacen shook his head. “Get the whole chamber. And while you’re doing it, figure out what we’re supposed to do next.”

“I was kind of thinking we ought to get out of here.”

With the tip of his lightsaber blade, Jacen caught a blast that was crackling in toward his right shin. He popped the blast back toward its firer. It hit the woman’s blaster rifle, searing it into an unrecognizable lump, causing her green shoulder armor momentarily to catch fire. She retreated, one of her fellow soldiers patting out her flames. Now there were fewer than fifteen soldiers standing against the Jedi, and their temporary commander was obviously rethinking his make-a-stand orders.

“Good. How?”

“Well, the way we came in—no. They’d be waiting for us.”

“Correct.”

“And you never want to fight the enemy on ground he’s chosen if you can avoid it.”

Jacen grinned. Ben’s words, so adult, were a quote from Han Solo, a man whose wisdom was often questionable—except on matters of personal survival. “Also correct.”

“So … the ends of those assembly lines?”

“Good. So go.”

Jacen heard the scrape of a heel as Ben vaulted over the rail. Not waiting, Jacen leapt laterally, clearing the rail by half a meter, and spun as he fell. Ahead of and below him, Ben was just landing in a crouch on the nearest assembly line, which was loaded with opalescent shell casings. As Jacen landed, bent knees and a little upward push from the Force easing the impact, Ben raced forward, reflexively swatting aside the grasping hand of a too-bold line worker, and crouched as he lunged through the diminutive portal at the end of the line.

Jacen followed. He heard and felt the heat of blaster bolts hitting the assembly line behind him. He swung his lightsaber back over his shoulder, intercepting one bolt, taking the full force of the impact rather than deflecting the bolt into a neighboring line.

No line workers tried to grab him, and in seconds he was squeezing through the portal.
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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 nightstand 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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