Star Wars- The Crystal Star

by Vondan. McIntyre

Chapter 1

The children had been kidnapped.

Lelaran headlong toward the glade, leaving behind the courtiers and the chamberlain of Munto Codiru,
leaving her attendants, leaving the young page who--completely againgt protocol--had ssumbled into
Ledsreceiveg room, bleeding from nose and ears, incoherent.

But Lelaunderstood her: Jainaand Jacen and Anakin had been stolen.

Learan, now, through the trees and down a soft mossy path thet led into her children's playground.
Jainaimagined the path was a starship course, set to hyperspace. Jacen pretended it was a great
mysterious road, ariver. Anakin, going through aliteral phase, ingsted that it was only a path through the
forest to the meadow.

The children loved the forest and the meadow, and Leialoved exclaming in wonder at the treasures they
brought her: asquirmy bug, a stone with shiny bits trapped in its matrix--rare jewels, perhaps --or the
fragments of an eggshell.

Her vison blurred with tears. Her soft dipper snared in the tangled moss. She stumbled, caught herself,
and plunged onward, holding the skirts of her court robe high.

In the old days, she thought, in the old days, I'd be wearing boots and trousers, | wouldn't be hampered
and tripped by my own clothing!

Her breath burned in her throat.
And I'd be able to run from my receiveg room to the forest glade without losing my bregth!

The green afternoon light shifted and fluttered around her. Before her, the light brightened where the
forest opened into awater-meadow, the meadow where her children had been playing.

Lelaran toward it, gasping, her legs heavy.

She was running toward an absence, not a presence, toward aterrible void.

She cried out to hersdlf, How could this happen? How isthis possible?

The answer--the only way it could be possible --terrified her. For a short time, her ability to sensethe
presence of her children had been neutraized. Only amanipulation of the Force could have such an

effect.

Lelareached the meadow. She ran toward the creek where Jaina and Jacen had splashed and played
and taught little Anakinto swim.

A crater was ripped into the soft grass. The leafy blades had been flattened into acircle around the raw



patch of empty dirt.

A pressure bomb! Leiathought in horror.

A pressure bomb had gone off, near her children.

They aren't dead! shetold hersdf. They can't be, I'd know if they were dead!

At the edge of the blast area, Chewbaccalay sprawled in ahegp. Blood flowed bright against his
chestnut coat.

Leiafell to her knees beside him, oblivious to the mud. She feared he was dead--but he was till
bleeding, still breathing. She pressed her hand against the deegp gash in hisleg, desperate to stop the flow
of blood and save hislife. His powerful pulse drove the blood from his body. Like the page, he dso bled
from earsand nogtrils.

A dreadful, grieving, keening sound escagped him, not agroan of pain but acry of rage and remorse.
"Liedill!" Leasad. "Chewbacca, lie till! The doctor iscoming, you'll beal right, what happened, oh,
what happened?’ He cried out again, and Leiaunderstood that he felt such despair that he wanted to die.
He had adopted her family as his own, his Honor Family, and he had failed to protect the children.

"You cant die" Hemust live, she thought.

He must. Only he can tell me who stole my children. "Come back! Come back to me!" Her aides and the
chamberlain hurried out of the forest, trampling the ddlicate high grass, exclaming in outrage when the
dender blades cut them. Leia's children had wandered the meadow &t liberty, neither leaving footprints
nor receiveg any harm. The grass parted before them like magic.

Magic, for my magic children, Leiathought. | thought | had protected them, | thought they could never
cometo any harm.

Hot tears ran down her cheeks.
The courtiers and advisers and guards gathered around her.

"Madam, madam," said the chamberlain of Munto Codru. Out herein the wild sun and the wind, Mr.
lyon's face was flushed and he looked uncomfortable.

"Did you bring the doctor?' Leiacried.

"Get the doctor!" "' sent for her, madam." Mr. lyon tried to make her get up, tried to take over
staunching the flow of blood from Chewbacca's wound, but she pushed him away with asharp *w.
Chewbacca's pulse fatered. Leiafeared he wasfailing.

Y ou will not die, she thought. Y ou must not die. | won't let you die!

She drew on her inadequate knowledge to strengthen him. She bitterly regretted the responsibilities of
statecraft that had prevented her from being properly trained in the ways of the Force.

Leiaknew that if she alowed Chewbacca's hot blood to gush past her hands, hislife, too, would stream



away.

The doctor ran acrossthefield. Her wyrwulf loped behind her, carrying her equipment and supplies. The
doctor's wyrwulf reminded her that Mr. lyon'swyrwulf had been playing with her children.

It had disappeared aswell.

Dr. Hyos knedlt beside Leia. She observed Chewbacca's wound and Leiasfirst aid with aglance. "Ah,"
shesaid briskly. "Good work." “"Come away, now, Princess,” the chamberlain said.

"Not yet!" Dr. Hyos exclaimed. "I have only four hands, after dl. The princessisquitedl right where she
is" Thewyrwulf sat on its haunches between Leiaand Dr. Hyos. Leia shuddered. The wyrwulf turned its
massive head, dowly, gently, staring at her with great limpid liquid blue eyes. Its coat was thick and
brown, with long coarse black guard hairs.

The doctor's wyrwulf panted and davered, itstongue lolling over its pitted fangs. Its face was grotesque.
Its hot bitter bresth made Leiaflinch.

Dr. Hyossfour hands, so languid at rest, moved quickly over the panniers strapped to the wyrwulf's
Sdes.

"Do you seewhat | am doing, my dear?" she said softly. "The bleeding is most important.
Our princess has stopped it." The doctor spoke to the wyrwulf, explaining everything she did.

Dr. Hyos drew pressure bandages from one compartment as she chose the proper medicine from
another. Always, shetold the wyrwulf what she was doing. Her long gold fingers were deft and sure.

Leiadlowed hersef amoment of hope, even with her hands covered with Chewbacca's hot blood.

He had closed his eyes; he had stopped moving.

"Asthe bandage sedsitsdf, my princess,” Dr. Hyos said, "move your hand from thewound.” Leia
obeyed. Dr. Hyos pressed the bandage to Chewbacca's flank. The bandage pressed itsdlf against Lelas
hand, clasped itself to Chewbacca, and wound its connectors through hisfur.

Thewyrwulf watched, itstonguelolling.

Leiasat back on her hedl's. Her hands were sticky and her robes were smeared and she viewed
everything in the darity of horrified belief.

Dr. Hyos examined Chewbacca, frowning over the drying streaks of blood that had trickled from his
nose and ears.

"Pressure bomb..." she said.

Leilaremembered, asif from adistant dream, the sound of asingle clap of thunder. She had thought-- her
thoughts had been so dow--t the morning must have turned from fair to rain; she had thought, fondly, that
Chewbaccawould soon bring the twins and Anakin in from the meadow. She could take a moment from
her dutiesto cuddle them, to admire their newest treasures, to see that they had their lunch.



Now it was mid-afn. How could it be so late in the day, when such a short time ago it had not yet been
lunchtime?

"Madam--" Chamberlain lyon said. But he did not try again to make Leiacome away.

"Closethe port,” Lelasaid. "Block the roads. Can the page be questioned? Check the port controller--is
there any chance the kidnappers have | eft the planet?' As she spoke, she feared any measures she might
take would be usdless, and if not useless, too late.

But if they'vefled, shethought, | could chasethem in Alderaan. | could catch them, my little ship can
catch anything-- "Madam, closing the port would not bewise." She glared a him, instantly suspicious of
aman she had trusted only amoment before.

"They took your--" She hesitated, unsure what to say.

"My wyrwulf, madam,” hesaid. "Yes" "Y our wyrwulf. Don't you care?' "'l care very much, madam. And
| understand our traditions, which you--1 beg your pardon--d not.

Closing the spaceport isunnec.” "The kidnappers will try to escape Munto Codru,” she said.

Mr. lyon spread hisfour hands.

"They will not. There aretraditions” he said.

"If we follow them, nothing will happen to the children-- that too isthe tradition.” Leiaknew of Munto
Codru'straditions of abduction and ransom. That was why Chewbacca had been staying so closeto the
children. That waswhy extra security surrounded and guarded the ancient castle. For the people of
Munto Codru, coup abduction was an important and traditiona political sport.

It was asport in which Leiadid not careto participate.

"It'samost audacious abduction,” the chamberlain said.

"Andacrue one!" Leasad. "Chewbaccais wounded! And the pressure bomb--my children--" She
fought for control of her voice andof her fear.

"The coup-counters detonated a pressure bomb only to prove that they could, madam,” Mr.
lyon said.

"But no oneis supposed to be injured, during your coup abductions!" "No one of noble birth, Princess
Leia" hesad.

"My titleis"Chief of Stateed" ar," she said angrily. "Not "Princess." Not any longer. Theworld wherel
was aprincessislong destroyed. Welivein aRepublic, now." "I know it, madam. Please forgive our
old-fashioned ways." "They must know they haven't ahope,” Leiasaid. "Of receiveg aransom, of
escape. And if they should..." She could not bring hersdlf to say the *w harm.

"Please dlow meto advise you in this matter,” the chamberlain said. He leaned toward her, intense. "If
you apply the rules of the Republic, disaster--tragedy--w be the result.”" "The ransomers” Dr. Hyos said,
with every evidence of gpprovd, "must be very brave. But young and inexperienced aswell. The family...



which would it be?' She glanced a Mr. lyon. "The Sibiu, perhgps?’ "They have insufficient resources;”
the chamberlain said.

Whoever it was, Lelathought, needed only the resources of the Force. The dark side of the Force.

Mr. lyon gestured to the broken ground, to Chewbacca. "This required a skiff, atractor beam.
Connections with arms smugglers, to obtain the pressure bomb.” "Ah. The Temebiu, then." "It could be,"
the chamberlain said. "They are ambitious.” "I'll show them ambition,” Lelamuttered.

"Madam, please. Y our children will not be harmed-- cannot be harmed, for the ransomersto achieve
their goals. They may look upon the event as agreat adventure--" "Our friend Chewbacca has been
wounded nearly to death!” Leiacried. "My children will not find that anusing. Nor do Iffwas"Itisa
shame," the chamberlain said. ""Perhaps he did not comprehend the information on our traditions? He was
meant to surrender.” "Close the port,” Lelasaid again, her voicetight. She was too angry to respond to
the chamberlain's comment. "1 won't take any chancesthat they'll leave Munto Codru.” "Very well," Mr.
lyon said. "It ispossible... but we must do it carefully. We must doit.... in away to amuse rather than
offend.

.." Hisvoicetraled off thoughtfully.
Dr. Hyos checked Chewbacca's pulse at the large vein the wound had come so close to piercing.

"Stable. There. Good. To the surgery with you." Chewbacca, barely conscious, gazed at Leiawith
uncomprehending eyes.

"Batlefidd medicing," Dr. Hyos said. "Haven't done any inalong time.

Didn't think I'd ever have to see abattlefield again.” "Neither did 1," Lelasaid.

Thewyrwulf howled.

Leiahad seldom worried about the safety of Jainaand Jacen and Anakin.

Thought about it, made arrangementsfor it, certainly; talked about it, with the children's nanny, Winter,
andwith Han and L uke andwiththe supreme worrier, See-Threepio. But Leia herself had seldom worried.
She would be aware of any danger. Her lack of training would not hamper her perception of her children.
Besides, if she somehow did not know of the danger, Luke surely would. Winter would protect the
children with her life. And when Chewbacca accompanied Leias family, as he so often did, he spent
much of histime with the young ones. Who better to ensure their safety?

And Han, Leids dear Han, had helped orchestrate the spreading peace. All children, not just the children
of the people who brought down the Empire, should be safe.

Or s0 Leiahad thought.

Leiafollowed Dr. Hyoss assstants as they carried Chewbacca back to the surgery in the ancient Munto
Codru cadtle.

Shefet very aone. Han and Luke had |eft on an adventure, with her blessng. Winter had taken the
opportunity of this peaceful tour to attend a conference on runaway children. She too wasworlds avay.



The coincidence did not amuse Leia
She waited outside the surgery, where Dr.

Hyos and her assistants worked to heal Chewbacca's wounds. Courtiers and aides hovered until Leia,
with careful courtesy, sent them away.

Thewyrwulf sprawled before the surgery doors. Dr. Hyos had spoken toit, told it that it could not enter
the surgery until it was older, and left it on guard. It dozed, and its head tipped forward until it balanced
onthetipsof itsawful fangs.

Chamberlain lyon hurried into the stark stone waiting room.
"Therésnosgn,” hesaid. "No sgn.

They are very bold, very clever. Madam, we must wait for them to communicate” "Wait?' Lea
exclamed. "That seems... unwise... to me." When she was younger she would have chosen amore
intemperate description: Stupid. Il1-advised. Idiotic.

"The ransom demand will comein the morning,” the chamberlain said, trying to reassure her.

"Morning! By morning the kidnappers could escapel” "They cannot escape, madam. The port is closed.
And furthermore, they will not escape.

They have no reason to." "But it's been two hours," Lelasaid. "The people who stole my children dso
sole two hourd” Mr. lyon frowned. "How, stole?

Madam, you worked through the noon hour. The chronos are correct, the sunisin its proper place..." He
let hisvoicetral off, awarethat hisfeeblejoke had failed to lighten the mood.

"They soletwo hours," Leiasaid again.

"These were no ordinary kidnappers! Ordinary kidnappers could never get through our defenses, they
couldn't get past Chewbacca, they couldn't stedl time from ug!” "But, madam, as | explained--Munto
Codru produces kidnappers of rare quality.” He looked at her sadly.

HethinksI'm reacting from fear and grief, Leiathought. If | tell him | suspect afollower of the dark sde
isresponsiblefor thisoutrage, hell believe I'velost my mind.

The doors of the surgery opened; Dr. Hyos patted the wyrwulf's heavy head, cameto Leia, and took her
hands. The doctor held each of Leias hands pressed between two of her own.

"Chewbacca," she said. "Hell befine. His hearing will take time to recover from the effects of the
pressure bomb. Hell be weak while he builds up hisblood.” "Did hetell you--" "He's not in any shapeto
tell anyone anything. Leia, my princess, he must deep or hell bein danger.” "Did you send my message
to Han and Luke?' Lelaasked the chamberlain.

"Y es, madam, but | regret--they are too closeto Crseih Station. The star system ismost violent. The
black hole, its quantum crystal companion--theirthe influence blocks communication.” " Then we must
send aship out after them." "Madam, the port is closed.” "I closed the port! | can order aship to leave
the planet!" Concerned and gentle, he touched her hand in comfort.



"Wemus mantain anilluson,” hesaid.

"The port is closed because of amafunction in the tracking equipment. If aship leaves, if the emergency
isreveaed publicly to be asham, we will have offered the ransomersamorta insult.” "But you said
they'd know--" "The kidnappers,” Dr. Hyos said. "They know, and we know. Everyone €lse may guess.
No matter. Perception, that's what matters.

Not redity.” "Dr. Hyosis correct, madam,” the chamberlain said. "I beg you, madam, carry on with your
afternoon's gppointments asif nothing had happened. Cdl on the bravery for which we al honor you. For
the sake of the children." Lela struggled to hide her trembling, struggled to think clearly.

By the time a ship could reach Han, she thought, whatever happenswill have happened. | gain nothing by
sending for him.

"I'll go back to the receiveg room,” she said.

"I'll finish my gppointments. If we haven't heard from--if we haven't heard anything by sundown--" "By
morning, please, madam." The chamberlain's face was anxious. "By morning, | assure you, well have
indructions™ "I'll finish my gppointments.” Leialeft the waiting room.

"Leia-" Dr. Hyos said.

"Madam--" the chamberlain said.

"What!" She faced them both, glaring.

Mr. lyon gestured, unhappily, “wlesdy, at her bloody hands, her muddy skirt.

I've met ambassadors and heads of state in worse clothes than this, Leia thought. Worse clothes, and
dirtier.

Leia scrubbed Chewbacca's blood from her hands. Her gown was alost cause, bloodied and mud
stained, its delicate fabric dashed by the grass blades. She threw it into the recycler, and her dippers
after it. In her bathing room, as she stood in her shift, she started to tremble. She lowered her eydlids,
blotting out the reflection of her own disarranged hair and stark face and staring eyes, reaching for cam,
reaching for certainty.

Thefluting warble of Artoo-Detoo drifted into the room. The droid came closer. At the sametime, Leia
heard aperson's voice, high and childish and uncertain.

"No, | don't remember, | don't remember..." Artoo-Detoo sang.

Leiahurried toward the voices. As she entered her bedchamber, the silk rugs soft beneath her bare feet,
ayoung Codru-Ji, anative of thisworld, backed erratically into the room.

"] don't know, | don't remember," she said.

Artoo-Detoo's front foot preceded his cylindrica body; findly his domed head and hisrear feet appeared
in the doorway. He was herding the Codru-Ji to her.



"I only saw that the small ones were gone, and the large onewas hurt, | only ran for help.” It wasthe
page who had reported the kidnapping. The blood had been washed from her face, and her abrasions
treated, and her torn clothes replaced by a hospital gown.

Leiahurried forward. "Oh, my dear--" The page did not react. Leiatouched her upper shoulder.

Startled by the touch, the page jumped straight up and turned around in the air. She came down with dl
four hands clenched into fists behind her, and backed rapidly away.

She saw Leia. Her eyeswidened.
"Forgive me, forgive me--" Leiatook her gently by onelower arm and urged her into the room.

"Why are you out of bed?' Leiaasked. "Y ou should be resting--heding." "The smdll droid cameto me,
and | saw | must beg your forgiveness-" "Artoo, how could you?' Leiasaid. "Fetch Dr.
Hyos--gklyffwas The droid warbled, backed up, came forward, hesitated.

"Hurry!" With adescending trill, the droid scooted through the doorway.
Leialed the page to acouch and tried to help her to Sit. At first the page resisted.

"No, | mustn't gt--" "It'sdl right," Lelasaid. "Please don't stand on ceremony.” Leiatried to urge her to
st, but the page's knees locked. Leiaalowed her to remain standing, and stood beside her. Y ou saved
Chewbaccaslife" Leiasad. "And you gave the dlarm--" The page stared at her, uncomprehending.

"Milady, I'm sorry, | cannot hear..." She put her handsto her ears. She started to cry, her sobs shaking
her Slently.

"I don't know what happened,” she said, her “ws broken by tears. "They were there, playing, and then--"
She shuddered and flinched; Leiawondered if she was experiencing the pressure bomb al over again.
"l... I must have fallen adegp, madam. | should be exiled! And when | awoke the small oneswere gone,
and--" Shetouched the shells of her ears. She made a high-pitched whistling sound in her own language.
"That isto say, Mr. Chewbaccawas hurt, and--and | cannot hear, madam!" Leiaheld her--awkwardly,
because of the difference in their forms, but tenderly--and tried to soothe her.

Dr. Hyos arrived, indignant that her patient had been disturbed.

"l can't imagine what Artoo wasthinking, to bring her here," Lelasaid. "Of course she shouldn't be up--"
"She shouldn't be down,” Dr. Hyos said crypticaly. "But you are correct, she must rest and recover.”
The page broke away from Dr. Hyos and grasped Leids hands.

"l anso sorry,” shesaid.

"| forgiveyou," Lelasaid, dowly and carefully. "I forgive you. Do you understand me?' The page
hesitated, then nodded, and alowed the doctor to take her away.

Artoo-Detoo remained in Leias apartment, whistling unhappily and arcing back and forth while Leia
dressed. Hisnoiseirritated her, but he would not stop and he would not stay till and he would not tell
her what was wrong. He followed her from her gpartments. When they cameto an intersection of
corridors, herolled aong one that led outside, while Leia squared her shoulders and trudged toward the



meeting room.
Artoo-Detoo whistled insistently.

"I can't," Lelasaid. "l haveto. pretend." Shewalked into the receiveg room. The herald, usudly so
efficient, glanced at her, dismissed her with his gaze, took a step toward her to show her out, then
snapped to attention, recognizing her at last despite her rough clothes.

"Chief of State of the New Republic, daughter of--" "No timefor thewholeli/!" Lelasaid. The herdd fell
dlent. Everyonein the room, her aides and advisers and native Codru-Ji dike, stared at her in confusion.
The chamberlain took a hesitant step toward her.

Lelacrossed the receiveg room, her boots loud on the polished stone floor. Shetook her placein the
circleof chairs, leaned back, and crossed her legs. The heavy fabric of her stiff new hiking trousers
rasped againgt itself. Sheforced hersdlf to look relaxed.

"Y our pardon, Ambassador Kirl," she said to the representative from the province of Kirl. "Thank you
for your patience. We had adight... adight domestic upset." Sheforced her most charming smile. "You
know how it is-" Her voice suddenly failed her.

The handsome Kirlian ambassador, who took his name from his province, spread dl four hands.
Hereturned her smile.

"I do know how itis," Kirl said. "Many'sthetime I've interrupted my work--z you say, for adight
domestic upset. No gpology is necessary, though you are notably graciousto offer it!" Always before, his
grandiose manner had amused and sometimes even charmed her. Now it felt to Leiaasif hiswswent
on forever, each one dragged out like molasses.

The day continued, interminably. Munto Codru's convol uted politics meant that she had to receive
ambassadors from an endless number of independent politica entities. No wonder theworld lay at the
edge--outside the edge--of importance to the Republic. It spent most of its energy facing its own
internationa disagreements.

Its citizens had little time or attention left over for the larger questions of interplanetary cooperation.
They had taken yearsto agree to choose a chamberlain, another year to settle on Mr.

lyon.

When the evening bell rang, the ambassador bowed and withdrew. Asthe aides shut the doors of the
receiveg chamber, the peopleleft in the waiting room whistled and sighed in the native language. The
doors closed, shutting off the sound.

"Any "w?' Lelaasked, her voicetight.

"No, madam," the chamberlain said.

"But we must not expect to hear before morning. That isthetradition.” "Those other people,” Leiasaid.

"What did they want? Are you sure they weren't the kidnappers, trying to talk to me?' "What other
people?’ "The people ill in my waiting room." "Nothing and no one of importance, madam,” Mr. lyon



sad. "Smal matters--many invented so the petitioner may go home and say, "I met the princess--I spoke
to the Chief of State of the New Republicffby ™ "Nevertheless, I'd like to speak with them." "They will
return. Come, now, you must egt.

Tomorrow you'l negotiate with the ransomers, and the children will come home, and everything will be as
itwas" Lelaforced hersdf to unclench her hands from the arms of her chair.

Her fingernails had torn small crescentsinto the heavy satin upholstery.
Leahurried toward the Slent surgery.

Inside, Dr. Hyos stood at her desk. The doctor's eyes were closed. She dozed, standing up, with al four
arms dightly extended, shifting subtly asif in adow-motion dance or a soft breeze, baancing her. Leia
had never seen a native of Munto Codru deep.

What an odd position, Leiathought. Isthat norma? Or unique to Dr. Hyos? Maybe shejust fell adeep
standing up. I'm about to do the same.

Thewyrwulf lay at the doctor'sfet.

It raised its horrible head and gazed at Leiawith its horrible bright eyes. It snorted and laid its head back
onitsfrontmost paws. But it did not closeits eyes. Lelahad no reason to be frightened of the wyrwullf,
but it disconcerted her nonetheless.

Lealet the doctor deep. Walking softly, giving the wyrwulf awide berth, she entered Chewbacca's
sckroom.

Helay in ahammock that cradled his huge form. Regeneration bandages covered hisleg. Leiahad been
afraid she would find him immersed in a bacta tank, suspended and unable to communicate.

Lelasat in achair nearby and watched him, impatient with his deep. His bresthing was shdlow and fast.
She wanted him to wake. She wanted to talk to him, to find out what he had seen, to find out if he too
had lost two hours or if he had observed what had happened and could confirm her suspicions about
these events.

Andof course she wanted to reassure him, to tell him she did not blame him-- A wave of fury rushed
across her, so powerful that she gasped.

She did blame him. Shewasfurious a him. There was nothing at dl in the world that she could say to
him.

Leiarose and backed out of the room. She closed the door, turned, and very nearly raninto Dr. Hyos.

"Oh--! | saw you deeping, | didn't want to wake you." "Did you speak with Chewbacca?' "No, I--"
How could she admit how shefelt about her hushand's oldest friend?"Isn't he sedated?’ "Of course. He
isbadly injured.”" "Have you treated \Wookiees before?' "No, Chewbaccaisthefirs of hiskind to vist
our world." "Then how did you know how to treat him?* "It's my job to know. | have never trested a
human, ether, but when your misson was announced, | made it my businessto learn something of the
people who would vist us" "Heslucky," Leiasaid. He has no worries, she thought, just oblivion. By the
time he'sheded, and awakes, I'll know... and I'll have lived through every hellish moment.



"He'svery badly hurt," Dr. Hyos said.

"And he lost agreat dedl of blood. If he were lucky, he would not have been injured.” " Can you wake
him? Just for amoment? If he saw something, anything--" "The page saw nothing. She heard nothing. |
doubt Chewbacca saw anything either. It would be agreet risk to wake him." "But he might--" "An unnec
risk.” Dr. Hyos turned Leiatoward the front of the surgery and led her away from Chewbaccas room.

"You've had along, terrible day," the doctor said. "Try to rest. A coup abduction is never easy. But
tomorrow--" A high keening sound cut off her “ws. She hurried into anearby room. Leiafollowed, al
too aware that the wyrwulf followed too. Its claws clacked loudly on thefloor.

The page stood in the center of the room, gill wearing the soft hospital gown, steadied in her upright
position by aharness. The doctor stopped beside her, stroked her soft short hair, soothed her. They
spoke to each other in their own language, whistles and warbles that passed beyond the range of Leids
hearing. Soon the page dozed again. Dr. Hyos | €ft her, looking worried.

"Will shebedl right?' "Areyou till here?' "Will she?" "The bomb damaged her hearing.” "But you were
talking to her--she heard you. Shelll hedl, won't she?' "I fear shewill never recover the highest range.
Andyet shewill live" "I'mglad,” Leiasad.

"Areyou?' Dr. Hyos exclaimed.

"That shell live? Of coursal” "Our hearing is more sengitive than yours, and more delicate. Our most
intimate communi cations take place in the upper ranges,” Dr.

Hyos said softly. "Imagine your body numb.

Imagineal your senses reduced by half.

All. Perhaps you humans could endure such an existence, but her futurewill be... difficult.” "Oh," Leia
said. "l didn't know. I'm 0 sorry." She glanced toward the page with renewed sympathy. “"Wouldn't she
be more comfortable lying down?' " Adults don't deep lying down." The wyrwulf raised its heed and
gazed @ Leia

"Go," Dr. Hyossaid kindly. "Rest."

Leaflung hersdf onto her bed with acry of despair. How had she survived thisintolerable, interminable
day? Her muscles ached with tension that she could not dispel. She regretted, as she had regretted so
oftenin the pagt, the duties that had kept her from studying the way of the Jedi.

I'll bet Luke just saysto hisbody, Enough, no more being iff, Leiathought uncharitably. Or he saysto
himsdlf, | don't fed any pain, and he doesn't.

How can | wait till morning to hear from the kidnappers?
She believed the chamberlain's assurances that a coup abduction was not meant to hurt itsvictims.

And yet she believed her children werein mortal danger. If the kidnappers had, somehow, dlied
themselves with apractitioner of the dark side.

It must be. The chamberlain and Dr. Hyos, whom Leiathought admirable, considered coup kidnappers



honorable. But the kidnappers of Leids children were ruthless and crud: they had injured Chewbacca
and the page when they were dready unconscious, helpless.

The pressure bomb! Leiathought. It wasn't detonated to aid the kidnapping--it was detonated to destroy
evidence. Evidence that someone used the dark side..

Shelay on her back and let the tears come.

Above her, the trand ucent stone ceiling shone with pearlescent light, its delicate, intricate carvings a
mystery to her asto everyone. The contemporary societies of Munto Codru used the ancient castles as
provincia capitals, or avoided them as haunted places. But a previous civilization had built the
Iabyrinthine palaces. The civilization had written its history on rock walls carved so thin thet they looked
like water-worn glass. The civilization had disappeared, leaving only its castles and its unreadable sories.

The carvings blurred beyond Leids hot tears.

In the outer room of Leids gpartment, the annunciator chimed. Leia dragged hersdlf to her feet.
Perhaps there'samessage! she thought.

She hurried out of her bedroom. Mr. lyon stood in the doorway.

"You've heard?' "No, madam," he said. "Please, | assure you, they'll communicate by morning.” "They
could be anywhere by then!" "No, they'll be near.” "They aren't near!" Lelaingsted. "Sir, weve waited
long enough. By now they've surdly escaped!” "But, madam, escape is unnec--m convenient to stay near.
Especidly with young children.

They could even bein the castle.” "In the castle? How could they be? They aren't!” "What better place to
hide than right beside our ears? The castle is thousands of years old. Its basements and tunnels extend
into the ground--even into the mountain--" "1'd know! Don't you see, I'd know if they were near! We
must begin asearch.” Mr. lyon gazed at her solemnly.

Gently he took her arm and guided her to achair. When Leiawas seated, Mr. lyon sat facing her,
perched gingerly on the edge of the soft couch.

"If you order it, madam, | will of course obey--" "I do order it!" his-but | wish to be certain you
understand what you are asking." "1--" She hesitated. "Y ou have moreto tel me." Heinclined hishead in
adow nod. He gazed at the elaborately patterned carpet.

"If anything disturbs the negotiations,” he said, "everyone loses face. The kidnapperswill be forced to
recoup.” "By hurting the children?" "They would sacrifice their own ambitions, if they injured anyone of
noble birth." He stopped, and continued with difficulty. "But if you refuse to negotiate, the kidnappers
may fedl inclined to make some sacrifice--ffdemondrate their sncerity.” Leiacould not understand what
he meant. How could the kidnappers make a sacrifice, if their own traditions forbade them to hurt her
children?

"Y our wyrwulf," shesaid. "Y ou're afraid they'll sacrifice your wyrwulf." Mr. lyon raised his head and
looked her in the eyes. He said nothing.

"But it isn't coup kidnappers” Lelasaid. "Don't you understand, no one from Munto Codru isinvolved!"
"Areyou certain, madam?' She was--she had been--but she was o tired, and she was so torn by grief,



so tempted to believe that in the morning, everything would be resolved, the children would be safe.

| won't answer yet, Leiathought. For afew minutes, | can think about what Chamberlain lyon has said.
Mr. lyon clapped histwo left hands together. One of his aides entered, carrying atray that bore a
delicate antique stone pot, ateacup, a plate of cookies. Light shone through the sides of the tegpot, liquid
gold moving gently among carvings of the same vintage asthe castle.

"| took the liberty of bringing you sometea.

Itissoothing.” She had eaten nothing al day. A moment ago she would have sworn she could never eat
again, but her dry mouth suddenly watered and her somach growled, most inelegantly, when she smelled
the fragrant tea.and the thin nut cookies.

"Thank you, Mr. lyon," Lelasaid, grateful for the interruption. "But you haven't brought yoursdlf acup.
Therésanother, on the Sdeboard.” "'I've eaten dready, madam.” "'l ings," Lelasaid, suddenly, reflexively
suspicious, and embarrassed at herself for her reaction.

The aide fetched another cup, poured the tea, and withdrew. Leia picked up her cup, and a cookie.
"These are Chef's best sweets," she said.

"Have you had them?" She bit into one, confident that the chef would no more let someone adulterate his
recipe than he would swing from the sconces above a state dinner. The cookie vanished in her mouth like
arr, leaving aswest, spicy flavor and taking the edge off her hunger.

"| cannot eat sweets, madam.” He sighed.

"But | will joinyou inacup of tea" He drank the cupful in one gulp.

Surprised, gtill suspicious, even wondering if she had made a mistake by eating the cookie, Leiasipped
her tea. She was amazed at her ability to perform any norma action. Shefelt like she should be running,
blaster in hand, chasing the enemy.

In the old days, she thought, we knew who the enemy was.

"Itisgood of you to bring the latest Coruscant fashions to Munto Codru,” the chamberlain said, trying to
change the subject.

"Newstravels so dowly, thisfar from the center of government.” "What--?" She remembered what she
was wearing: hiking trousers and a soft leather shirt and heavy boots. She arted to explain that she had
not been able to face putting on another fancy court dress. Then she wondered if he was subtly chiding
her for her choicein clothing.

But he was perfectly sincere. Leiablushed.

She searched for away to explain without having him suspect she was making fun of him.

"It isn't quite the height of fashion,” she said. She Sipped her teaagain. "But it's comfortable, and--" She
shrugged.



Mr. lyon yawned. Histhin lips pulled back from his prominent teeth. He snapped his mouth shut.

"l beg your pardon, madam!™ Leia accepted his gpology with anod, then she yawned too.

"We should have had pepper teg," she said, "instead of this. Deliciousthoughitis." Lelastruggled to
remember the question she wastrying to answer. Mr. lyon had said that the children must be near. Leia
doubted that was possible.

If they were hidden nearby, she thought, wouldn't I know it? Wouldn't | fed it? They must have been
stolen by amaster of the dark side..

Maybeit isn't the dark side after dl, Leiathought, desperately seeking comfort.

Maybe the castle's built on some unique minera, maybe it disrupts my perceptions. If ysalamiri can
disturb the Force, why not a phenomenon from the depths of a planet?

Lelayawned again. Likeamirror image, so did Mr. lyon. Sleep drew Leairresigtibly.

"Wemust..." Her “wstrailed off. She could not recall what she had been about to say.

"Good night, madam," the chamberlain said. Hisvoice waskindly. He rose, pushing himsdf from the
couch like aman exhausted, levering himsdlf with al four arms. He sumbled once on theway to the
door. Leiawastoo deepy to be surprised by hislapsein grace.

Her need for deep overtook her dread. Shetold hersdlf to get up, but the chair was so comfortable.

I'll just rest here amoment, she thought.

Chapter 2

"Just like old times, hey, kid?' Han Solo said to Luke Skywalker.

Sitting in the copilot's seat of the Millennium Falcon, Luke grinned.

"Just like old times except the Empireisn't trying to shoot us out of the sky--" "Y ou got that right.” "And
Jabba the Hutt isn't after your hide for dumping that spice load--" "Y eah." "And nobody istrying to
collect old gambling debtsfrom you." "Also true," Han said, thinking, But | might get around to running up
some new gambling debts. After all, what's avacation for?

"Findly, you can't ogle every beautiful woman who comesby.” "Surel can,” Han said, then hurried to
defend himself as Luke chuckled. "Nothing wrong with looking. Lelaand | know where we stand with
each other, we trust each other, she'snot jedlous.” Luke burst into outright laughter.

"And you wouldnt mind," he said, "if sheflirted with the Kirlian ambassador.

Good-looking guy, that Kirlian ambassador.” "Nothing wrong with looking," Han said stubbornly. "Or a
little innocent flirtation. But the Kirlian ambassador better watch his hands. All four of them. Hey, kid,
ligten, flirting isone of the best inventions of civilization." Han grinned.

Luke hated it when Han called him "kid." That waswhy hedid it. He stared out into hyperspace.



"Y ou ought to do moreflirting yoursdlf," Han said.

"If | might be of service, Master Luke," See-Threepio said, leaning forward from the passenger seat. "'l
have an extensve library of love poetry at your disposd, in severa languages suitable for the human
tongue, aswell as etiquette, medicd information, and--" "I don't have timefor flirtations" Luke sad, "or
love poetry. Not right now..." Threepio sat back in the passenger seet.

At the corner of Han'svision, the droid looked like a shadow. To disguise himsalf, See-Threepio had
covered hisglossy gold finish with acoat of purple lacquer. Han had not yet gotten used to the change.

"Don't be so damned dedicated,” Han said to Luke. "Don't Jedi Knights get to have any fun? Little Jedi
Knights have to come from somewhere. I'll bet old Obi-wan--" "1 don't know what Ben would have
done!" Luke spoke in atone of distress, not anger. The fundamenta loneliness of the young Jedi struck

Han deeply.

"I don't know what other Jedi Knightsdid,” Luke said softly. "I didn't know Ben long enough, and the
Empire destroyed so many records, and... | just don't know." Han wished L uke could find someone to
share hislife and hiswork. Han's marriage to Leiagrew and strengthened with each year, with each day.
Ashisown years of hgppiness continued, Han was increasingly troubled by his brother-in-law's solitude,

"Takeit easy, Luke," Han said.

"Takeit easy. Youredoing great--" "But the traditions-" "So if you have to make them up asyou go
along, that's not so bad, isit?' Han asked. "We aways were pretty good at bluff+. Inthe old days." "In
the old days." L uke sounded glum.

"And who knowswhat well find when we get where we're going? Maybe some more Jedi Knightsto
help with the school.” "Maybe," Luke said. "1 hope s0." The Millennium Falcon swept out of hyperspace,
diving through streamers of light into normal space.

The darms shrieked and the radiation shields snagpped into existence around the Falcon.

Han swore. He had expected a heavy radiation flux in this region--he had ouitfitted the Falcon to
withstand it--but nothing as powerful asthe X-ray sormsraging around them.

When he had checked the ship's systems to make sure none were damaged, Han took amoment to look
outsde. Hewhistled softly in awe.

A densg, brilliant starfield spread dl around his ship. Two star clusters collided: Bands of red giant Sars,
like veins of glowing blood, meandered through regions of white dwarf stars. The stars clustered so
closdly that they formed one huge chaotic system, spinning around each other, pulling each other into
different dances, one snatching star-stuff from the surface of another.

Chaos reigned in the impossible circle-dance of stars; no one could predict the changes each sar's
pattern would take--if anyone could find a pattern to start with. Soon, measuring by astronomical time,
the clugter's starswould fly off in dl directions. Or perhgps the whole cluster would collapse in upon
itsdlf. It would squeeze its mass into the size of aplanet, amoon, afigt, apinprick. And then it would
vanish.

"If I may beso bold..." See-Threepio said. "Despite the extrashielding | canfed X rays penetrating my
outer shell, al the way to my synapses. | can hardly imagine what they might do to your more delicate



biologicd structure. Crseih Research Station was consgtructed to withstand this assaullt.

Might | suggest that we get beneath the spaceport's shielding as soon as possible?’ Asif to punctuate
See-Threepio's comment, a bright flash of light with no apparent source streaked across Han'svision; he
recognized it asacosmic ray traveling across hisretina

"Good thinking, Threepio,” he said.

Helaid a course for the Crsaih Research Station.

Han piloted the Millennium Falcon through the strangest star system he had ever gpproached. An ancient,
dying, crystalizing white dwarf star orbited ablack holein awildly eccentric dliptica path.

Eonsago, inthisplace, asmall and ordinary yellow star peacefully orbited an immense blue-white
supergiant. The blue star aged, and collapsed.

The blue star went supernova, blagting light and radiation and debris out into space.
Itslight till traveled through the universe, afurious explosion visble from distant galaxies.
Over time, the remains of the supergiant's core collgpsed under the force of its own gravity.
The result was degenerate mass: ablack hole.

The violence of the supernova disrupted the orbit of the nova's companion, theyelow sar. Over time,
the yellow star's orbit decayed.

Theyelow gtar fell toward the unimaginably dense body of the black hole. The black hole sucked up
anything, even light, that came within its grasp. And when it captured matter--even an entire yellow
star--it ripped the atoms apart into a glowing accretion disk. Subatomic particlesimploded downward
into the singularity's equator, emitting great burdts of radiation. The accretion disk spun at afantagtic
Speed, glowing with fantastic heet, creating afunera pyrefor the destroyed yellow companion.

The plasmaspiraed in araging pinwhed, circling so fast and heating so intensely that it blasted X rays out
into space. Then, findly, the glowing gasfell toward the invisible black hole, approaching it closer and
closer, appearing to fal more and more dowly asrdativity influenced it.

It was lost forever to thisuniverse.

That wasthe fate of the smdl yellow ar.

The system contained athird gtar: the dying white dwarf, which shone with ancient heat even asit froze
into aquantum crystal. Now, as the Millennium Fal con entered the system, the white dwarf wasfdling
toward the black hole, on theinward curve of its eccentric dliptical orbit.

"Will you look at that," Han said. "Quite ashow.” "Indeed it is, Master Han," Threepio said, "but itis
merely ashadow of what will occur when the black hole capturesthe crysta star.” Luke gazed silently
into the maelstrom of the black hole.

Han waited.



"Hey, kid! Snap out of it." Luke started. "What?' "1 don't know where you were, but you weren't here.”
"Just thinking about the Jedi Academy. | hate to leave my students, even for afew days. But if | dofind
other trained Jedi, it'll make abig difference. To the Academy. To the New Republic..." "I think we're
getting dong pretty well dready,” Han said, irked. He had spent years maintaining the peace with
ordinary people. In hisopinion, Jedi Knights could cause more trouble than they were worth. "And what
if theseared| using the dark sde?' Luke did not reply.

Han sadom admitted his nightmares, but he had nightmares about what could happen to his children if
they were tempted to the dark side.

Right now they were safe, with Leiaon a planetary tour of remote and peaceful worlds of the New
Republic. By thistime they must have reached Munto Codru. They would be visting the beautiful
mountains of the world's temperate zone.

Han smiled, imagining his princess and his children being welcomed to one of Munto Codru's mysterious,
ancient, fairy-tale castles.

Solar prominences flared from the white dwarf's surface. The Falcon passed it, heading toward the more
perilous region of the black hole.

Han set the shields as high as they would go, and sped through the dangerous radiation. The accretion
disk blazed wildly, itslight harsh and actinic.

Neither white dwarf nor black hole possessed natural planets, only afew bits of distant debrisand ahao
of frozen comets. But the white dwarf did possess one artificia planetoid.

Crsaih Station had been a secret Empire research facility. During the rule of the Emperor, it had moved
from covert place to hidden location to secret destination. Wherever it went, it carried with it areputation
of evil.

Most of the records of its work had been destroyed when the Empire fell. Its researchers had fled, to
surrender to the New Republic or to disappear. Han knew only one thing about Crseth for certain. It had
been sent to this star system to adapt the destructive power of the black hole to the martial ambitions of
the Emperor.

Crseih had failed, but it il existed, hidden out here on the edge of civilization, isolated by the disruption
of the exploding, dying stars. Some inhabitants remained, content to be free of the Empire. They dso
lived outside the New Republic, without the protection of itsjustice.

Without the protection, or the restraints.

Han plunged the Millennium Falcon into the shadow of Crseth Station. He breathed asigh of relief. Light
from the white dwarf il illuminated his ship, but the station blocked the intense X rays of the black hole.

Like apatchwork umbrella, powerful shidding covered haf theirregular artificid planetoid of Crsaih
Station. Asthe station had grown, the patches had spread. Shielding formed the residence domes, and
the corridors of the airlinks. Transparent to the visual spectrum, it protected the equipment and the
inhabitants from high-energy radiation. The shielding shimmered in patterns of shadow. Wherever a
particularly intense burst of radiation assaulted the shielding, it darkened.

Han set the Millennium Falcon down on abare patch of blasted stone. Crseih had nothing much in the



way of agpaceport. A few itinerant hyperdrive mechanics and refuders.
A rental company that specidized in shidding.

Han made arrangements for an extrashield for the Falcon. A few minutes later, a crawler shuffled toward
them, towing the big transparent shest.

"Efficent," Lukesaid.

"Or bored. Sureisn't much traffic.” He scowled. "Wouldn't you know? First vacation | ever get, and |
come to abackwater." "Threepio, where's your contact?' L uke asked.

A few dozen other ships of various types and vintages hunkered down on the blasted rock.

Most were shielded. A few had been | eft naked and exposed in the cosmic weather, decaying to
derdlicts.

"Hereto meet us, I'm virtualy certain, Master Luke." See-Threepio peered nervoudy through the
viewport. "Perhaps riding out on the crawler?' See-Threepio fidgeted. A few weeks ago, Han had begun
to receive incomprehensible messages. But Threepio recognized the language; he said it was nearly
extinct. The messages passed on rumors of strange events at Crseth Station.

"Itismy fault welve set out on thisinvestigation,” See-Threepio said.

Han had charged Threepio with replying to the messages, using the same obscure language, andwith
setting up arendezvous. Now Threepio, being Threepio, took full responsbility for the entire expedition.

"I do hope we are not following ahoax,” Threepio said.
"It'sdl right, Thregpio,” Han said.

"It wouldn't be your fault." "But | could hardly survive the embarrassment if the rumors turned out to be
of no account.

... Han gave up listening to Threepio'sworries. Han would be sorry for Luke, of course, if hefailed to
find the lost Jedi. But Han was content to be here, whether the trip turned out to be vacation or
adventure.

Heturned his attention to the outpost. The low, oblate airlinks covered and protected and connected the
digtricts of the station, somerich and well kept, some collgpsing into piles of rubble. Though the Empire's
research facilities had been abandoned, the community that had sprung up around them had continued.
Some of the inhabitants had found other waysto thrive, without the presence of the Empire or the
attention of the New Republic.

Representatives and ambassadors concentrated their attention on more populous worlds closer to the
center of power.

And that'sarelief, Han thought. No ambassadors, no court dress. No formal dinners.

The crawler hesitated.



"How will you be wishing to pay for this service?' its operator asked.
"L etter of resources,” Han said.
"Hard creditsonly." The crawler started to back away.

"Wait aminutel" Han shouted. "Do you--" He stopped. He had been about to say, "Do you know who |
am?' But he was traveling incognito. Of course the operator did not know who hewas.

The thought gave him afeding of freedom.

"The letter of resources must be deposited, Master Ha--" See-Threegpio's memory programming cut off
the use of Han'sredl name just intime. "Sir. Otherwise it cannot be drawn upon.” "1 know that." Han
grinned. "l guess| just wanted to flash it around. All those seals and Signatures.” And afake identity.

The crawler headed for the airlinks.

"Come back here!" Han said. "Cash money." " Show your coin." Han displayed the rainbow edges of a
few bills of New Republic currency. Hewas glad, for old times sake, for the sake of his smuggling days,
that the Senate had failed to pass alaw abandoning physica currency. Smuggling would have been a
whole lot harder without hard-to-trace cash money. Of course, that was why the Senate wanted to
abandon it.

The crawler pulled forward again and maneuvered until the shield covered the Falcon. It disengaged, and
the shield settled.

The crawler nestled up benegath the Falcon.
Han shut down the Falcon and set severa security devices, some of them cleverer than others.

"Let'sgo," he said. "And remember who we are. | mean, who we aren't.” Threepio had put on the purple
lacquer; Han had grown his beard. But L uke had done nothing to disguise himself.

"] don't know, kid," Han said to Luke.

" till think you ought to do something. Shave your head, maybe? Otherwise, somebody's sure to
recognizeyou." Luke gave him aquizzicd glance.

"I'm not shaving my head. No one will recognize me." Han felt dizzy. Luke's features suddenly blurred
and reformed. He became, in Han's eyes, adifferent individual: darker hair, ahandspan taler, thinner, his
features ordinary and unmemorable.

"Dammit!" Han said. "Don't do that to me!" Theimage shivered away, reveding Luke.

"All right,” Luke said. "'l won't affect you. But no one esewill recognize me." "Okay." They descended.
Han wished Chewbacca was with them, but traveling incognito, it had been too risky. With his beard,
Han could probably escape identification. A human man and a chestnut Wookiee traveling together,

though: throughout the Republic, that image made people think of Generd Han Solo and hisfriend, the
Hero of the New Republic, Chewbacca



At the bottom of the Millennium Falcon'sramp, the crawler's entryway was dim. A tranducent rod
barred Han's path. He pushed it. It moved in his hand. He gripped it harder. It shivered and shook and
rattled againgt the skin of the crawler. Several smilar rods, each one segmented, each joint afaceted
bulge, snapped across the doorway in front of him.

"Hey!" Hanydled.
"Let go!" thedriver said.

"Let himgo," Lukesaid. "You're holding on to hisarm. Hisleg. His appendage.” "How do you know?'
Lukejust looked a him.

Han let go. "I hate it when you do that," he said to Luke.
"Pay fird," the driver said. "Then enter.” Han pedled off severa bills and gave them over to the driver.

One of thethin, trand ucent appendages did across the doorway in front of him until its four-clawed end
hovered before hisface. The claws were as sharp and blue as stedl, and each was as long as his hand.

"Nicefingernails" Han said. He put the cash into the claws. They closed gently, without piercing the
engraved paper.

"Thank you," the driver said. "Y ou will pay more." "More? Now?' Han exclamed. "For parking on a
chunk of rock?" "For parking on achunk of rock under arented shield,” the driver said, "when anew
X-ray sormwill approach. My rented shield.

However, | will moveit away if you would prefer.” Han had consdered the radiation flux strong enough
to quaify asan X-ray sorm. On Crseih, though, it was normal wesether. When the white dwarf neared
the black hole, and the black hole began tearing heated gas from its surface, the X rayswould intensify
into atrue storm, an X-ray hurricane.

"An X-ray sormwill surely have adverse effects on the systems of the Mil-- of your ship,” See-Threepio
sad, "if itisleft unprotected.” "1 know that," Han said. He pulled off three more bills and shoved them
into the driver's claws. He thought, Thisisgoing to leave us pretty short of cash. Never mind, the | etter of
resources will take care of the problem.

The clawswithdrew. Rustling, the other legs parted. Han's eyes were becoming accustomed to the dim
light. Thedriver sat on the other Sde of the crawler cabin, pulling itslegsin around it like apile of dry
dicks.

"Therideto Crsaih," the driver said, "will befree" "Thanks so much," Han said. Behind them, the Falcon
drew initsramp and locked its hatch.

See-Threepio peered around the inside of the crawler.
"Y ou have no other passenger?’ he asked.
"I will only have roomto carry you," the driver said.

Threepio said afew *wsin alanguage so strange it hurt Han's ears. Threegpio had spoken it to him
before, while trand ating the messages from Crsaih Station.



Threepio thinks this guy might be our contact!
Han thought.

Thedriver rattled severa appendages, including those with aurd sensory hairs, and sharp defensive
oines.

"What will you mean?' the driver said to Threepio. "Why will you irritate my auditory organs?’ "1 beg
your pardon,” Threepio said. "'l said nothing of any importance. | mistook you for someoneelse” The
crawler |eft the starship benesth its shield and headed toward the city.

The driver stopped the crawler initsbay. The airlink moved to meet the door. Han vaulted down and
strode into Crseih Station. Luke and See-Threepio followed.

The crawler backed out and rumbled awvay.

"Spiders" Han said, shuddering. "'I'm sorry, but spidersredly give methe cregps.” " Spiders?”
See-Threepio said. "Arethere spiders? Where? | must be careful that they do not spin their websin my
joints. Why, | knew adroid once--" "I meant the driver,” Han said.

"But the driver was not aspider,” See-Threepio said.

"Metaphoricaly spesking,” Han said.

"But--" "Never mind," Han said. "Forget | said anything." "He.was agood busnessman,” Luke said.

Han laughed. "Y eah, you're right. He was pretty grabby." See-Threepio took afew nervous steps
forward and looked around.

"I'm certain our contact is here somewherel” he said, despite their being donein the entry bay.

Han glanced at Luke. "Now what? Do you have any ideawhere to start looking for your lost Jedi?' Luke
shook his head. His hair fell across hisforehead andforamoment he looked like the green kid he had
been when Han first met him. But he was not agreen kid anymore. Far from it. Over the years, he had
developed an otherworldly presence that Han found both touching and darming.

"| expected to be able to sense--" L uke shrugged unhappily. "There's nothing. Maybe they're shielding
themsdves. Hiding. After the way the Empire hunted them down, who can blamethem?" "Y ou'd think
they'd notice," Han said, "that there hasn't been any Empirefor years." "But there are plenty of people
who want it to return,” Luke said stubbornly.

"Okay, okay." Han did not believe agroup of lost Jedi existed. On the other hand, the longer Luke
searched for them, the longer Han's vacation would last.

Maybe I'd better go easy on the teasing, he said to himsdf.

Benesth the transparent radiation shields, the carniva light of the burning whirlpool turned gray and soft.
Small shadows appeared and disappeared, dappling the ground.

Han glanced up. As Crsaih Station spun onits axis, the black hole and its accretion disk created aviolent



dawn. The burning whirlpool stretched across a quarter of the sky.

When it s, itswhite dwarf companion would rise. Asthe white dwarf plunged toward the center of the
gar system, it and its companion would rise closer and closer to the sametime, until they rose together
and burned the heavens,

Han was careful not to look directly at the accretion disk of the black hole, even with the protection of
the shields. In an ingtant, the natural fireworks display expended more energy than al the celebrations
conceived by civilization snce the beginning of history.

He proceeded through the airlink toward the first dome of the station proper. Hot, moist air, tropical and
fetid, closed in around Han.

He could precticaly seetheair, practically open hisfingers and grab ahandful of it.

Most of the folkswho live here must be from tropical worlds, he thought. It's easy to keep a space
station cool-- But not a station like Crseih. Overworked cooling machinery vibrated the floor. The shields
protected the living space by absorbing X rays. But the enormous energy re-radiated as heat, and the
heat had to go somewhere. The cooling machinery strained to transport it to Crseih's night Side, where
the heat could be radiated into the vacuum of space. With the black hole on one side of the station, and
the white dwarf on the other, Crseih's night Side was barely adiver of shadow.

Han held his palm afinger's width from the surface of the airlink. After amoment he pulled back. Even
with the efforts of the cooling machinery, the surface was uncomfortably hot.

See-Threegpio hurried on ahead, strutting ftiffly, strangein his purple-lacquer disguise. He continued his
futile search for his contact.

"| digtinctly told our correspondent to meet us," Threepio said queruloudy. "1 cannot understand--" Luke
strode past Han-- He did go by me, didn't he? Han thought.

Did | see him? Or didn't I? Damn, | hateit when he doesthat!

"Threepio," Luke said, "it would be better not to broadcast our plans.” "But, Master Luke, | never
would--I assure you | wasn't engaging my transmitter!” "Don't engage your vocd unit, either.” "very well,
Master Luke," See-Threepio said, "if that's as you prefer it." The droid walked on, body language as
expressive aswsthat he had expected to be met at the landing field.

In the humidity and the heat, sweat ran down Han's back and sides and beaded on his forehead without
evaporating. He wiped hisface and rolled up his deeves, for once not worrying whether he looked
proper.

Over theyears, Leiaand his own advisers had made him more aware of his clothing. Instead of putting
on whatever came to hand out of his closet, in whatever combination the cleaner droid deposited it, he
had begun to dress according to hisday's duties. Usualy he could get away without wearing aformal
uniform, unless his schedule included addressing or ingpecting regular troops, or adiplomeatic reception.
Han Solo hated uniforms. He was not particularly keen on speeches or receptions, either.

On thistrip, he had not even brought a uniform. And though his frayed pants and comfortable old shirt
weretoo heavy for the climate of Crseih Station, he fdlt asif he were expanding with freedom.



No uniforms, no speeches, no receptions.

Helaughed out loud.

"Thisisgoing to befun," hesad.

They rounded a curve of the steamy airlink. It stretched on empty before them.
"Wheré's Thregpio?' Luke said.

"l don't know," Han said. ™Y ou probably hurt hisfedlings by telling him to shut up.” "1 just told him to
keep our plansto himsdf.” "Don't you know where heis?' "1 could find him," Luke said, "but I'd better
not. 1'd better not do anything long-range. | don't want to give usaway." "Why not send up asignd flare?
Let the Jedi Magtersfind us." "Let's get thelay of theland first," Luke said. "After dl, we don't know
much about the people I'm looking for. Only the rumors, and the strange stories--" "Y ou're right, kid,"
Han said. The longer Luke takes, the longer before | have to put on another uniform. "Absolutely right.
Takedl thetimeyou want." "And if they are Jedi--1 want to be certain they aren't on the dark side.”
"Wouldn't you know it--wdn't you senseit--if someone using the dark sde was near?' ""Sure | would,"
Lukesaid.

"Good." "I think | would." Luke stared through the tranducent Sde of the tunnel. In the distance, domes
perched on flat rock between craters. He said in a soft voice, "I hope | would.” Exasperated, Han strode
on ahead.

"What do | dways say?' he muttered.

"They're more trouble than they're worth." He burst through the exit of the airlink and entered the first
dome of Crseith Station. Noise and light surrounded him, asthick and exciting asthe hot, seamy air.

Lukefollowed more cautioudy, poised a Han's right shoulder, keeping watch.

Han wondered how far Luke could project hisilluson of disguise. Did the inhabitants of the station see
him as he really was, when they were at a distance, and then think they had mistaken what he looked like
when they got nearer? Or did hislocal effect of disguise surround him like a cloak, and project hisimage
to anyone who glanced at him?

Han could not tdll, for Luke had kept his promise to leave his partner unaffected. Asfar asHan was
concerned, the young man beside him was L uke Skywalker, pilot, brother-in-law, and, incidentally, Jedi
Knight. He wore his robes, which fortunately were not much different from the everyday garb of many
humanoid beings. They did not mark him as Jedi, and they did concedl hislightsaber.

Han stroked his beard, ahabit he had picked up whileit was still growing. Those last few weeks before
he and L uke began thistrip, he had been eager and anxiousto be on their way.

Stroking his beard surely had not made it grow any faster, but the motion was atalisman, areminder that
intwo more weeks--if he could just get through this review, then in one more week--if he could just get
through this speech--he would be away and on his own again.

The enormous first dome of Crseih Station spread out like acarnival around him. Bands and jugglers,
acrobats and merchants demongtrated their abilities or displayed their wares.



A group of Brebishemslay in ahegp on the sde of the path, wriggling and ralling together, twisting their
long snouts and flagpping their wide leaf-shaped ears. They squeezed so close together that they
resembled one organism, asif their soft wrinkled mauve skins had touched and melded. A low
continuous moan emanated from the group. It wasimpossible to tell if one or al made the sound.
Lukethrew acoin into the basket sitting before the Brebishems.

"What'sthat for?' Han said.

"Appreciation for their art." "Art?' Han looked at L uke askance, but Luke was perfectly serious.
"Itisn't any stranger than dancing, or bolo-ball." "Y ou're entitled to your opinion,” Han said.

Animage cameto him, unbidden, of the last time he and Leia had danced. Some reception somewhere,
he could not remember when or even what planet the event had been on. Only that there had been afew
minutes free of diplomacy, toasts, and salutations, and he and Leia had held each other closein the
mirror-fractured light on the sparkling dance floor. A sharp pang of desire and londliness touched his
heart.

"Please, honors, asmall coin left for me?* Anindividua only as high as Han's hip plucked at the deeve of
hisshirt. A long gray-green pelt concedled the being'sform.

"Hasit got acoinin its pocketsesfor me?' "No, | don't have any change on me," Han said. He pushed
the long thin fingers, like brittle twigs, away from his pockets.

"Wait," Luke said. "'l have some." He gave the being a coin. His voice was very gentle when he spoketo
the being. The bony fingers snatched the coin, which vanished somewhere beneath the long coarse fur.

The being snuffled and went past them, toward the airlink.

"Other passengers coming?' the being said hopefully.

"Just us" Han said.

Severd other beggars, guides, and tchochke-sdllers converged on Han and L uke.

"They're mine, mine!" the being cried. "Find your own!" They dl ignored the hairy being's protests.

"No, thanks, we don't want any," Han said, sidling through the group and dragging Luke with him. He
imagined Luke passing out al the rest of their spare credits before they made it beyond the entryway.

It did not take them long to escape. The beggars, guides, and sdllersretreated to their places near the
entryway and waited for more receptive customers.

But the hairy being had followed Han and Luke through the crowd. It circled them warily, muttering,
"Mine, mine" "The droid who camein with us," Han said.

"Did you see him?' He craned his neck to look across the chaos of the welcome dome. In any group of
standard humans, Han Solo could ook over the heads of most of them.

Within the mix of sentient life-forms gathered a Crseih, he was of no more than average height.



And he had to remind himsdlf that he was |ooking for apurple droid, not agold one.

"Droids never have spare change,” the hairy being said. "Droids never have pocketses. No reason to ask
droids." "Maybe you could help us," Luke said. "'In another way." "Help?' the being asked suspicioudy.

"Work?' "Just show. Show us where there's agood lodge.

Help us get our bearings a Crseih Station.” "1 can find usalodge," Han said, insulted. "I haven't been out
of touch so long that | can't even find usalodge!” "Shut up!" Luke whispered fiercely.

Startled, Han stopped his protest.

"Lodge, yes, lodge," the being said. "And placesto eat and placesto buy nice clothes, specidizein
human fit." The being loped off, its heavy fur bouncing againgt its Sdes.

Lukefollowed it. Han glanced at the ceiling in supplication. Asthe celling neither replied nor did anything
to help, he shrugged and went dong, muttering, "Damned if I'll take fashion criticism fromaguy inahairy
uit.”

The hairy being led Han and Luke through severd airlinks and as many completely different domes.

The noise and excitement of the first dome faded away. They passed into aregion of huge machines and
warehouses, then into alush park, where alien vegetation clambered up the walls and moderated the
whirlpool light with leavesin dl the colors of the rainbow.

"Where are we going?' Han demanded. "There's got to be lodges back in the carnival dome.” "Not for
you," the hairy being said. "Not good enough for you." They traveled farther away from the lights and the
noise and the action, into quieter regions.

Gardens and low, organically engineered buildings surrounded them. Instead of being excited by the
atmosphere, Han felt asif the very air were wrapping him in hot, damp blankets.

"Luke" he said under hisbreeth, "were never going to find anything, out herein the middle of nowhere."
"Bepatient,” Luke sad.

"Patient! I've been patient! We've been walking half the day.” Except to grin at Han's exaggeration, Luke
ignored the complaints and continued on after the hairy being.

They entered the largest dome so far. The top curved so far overhead that small clouds floated at the
apex, and abreeze circulated the heavy warm air. The being led Han and Luke to a building that
followed the contour of acrater. The front of the building spilled down to apoal & the crater's floor, and
roseto atower &t the crater's rim. Two wings of the building followed the rim of the crater.

"Here," the hairy being said. "Hereis perfect.” It pointed through an irregularly arched opening.

Han stepped over the threshold into acool dim room filled with the sound and scent of running water. He
glanced back. Luke stood in the doorway, silhouetted by the harsh light. Han started. For amoment he
could see both Obi-wan Kenobi and Anakin Skywalker, Lord Vader, in Luke's stance. Luke came
toward him, gazing around curioudy, and theilluson vanished.



Han returned to the entryway and looked outside. The hairy being had disappeared. He scowled.

"Why'd you want to follow that guy all the way out here?' he asked Luke, who sat on hishedlsat the
edge of theindoor pool, scooped his hand through the running water, smelled then briefly tasted it.

"We needed a native guide." "We're supposed to have one," Han pointed out.

"And he might be ussful tous" Luke said.

"l doubt it," Han said.

"And... hereminded me of Yoda." ™Y ou think he might be one of the Jedi?" "I thought he might be. Now
| don't think so. But he could have been." Han started to make a crack about Luke's highly honed
decision-making abilities, but thought better of it for the moment. Luke's uncharacteristic lack of
composure and self-assurance troubled him.

"Hey!" he shouted. "Anybody here?

Isthisalodge or not?" It occurred to him that the place might not be alodge; the hairy being might have
brought them to abusiness or even a private house as ajoke.

"Y es, human being, | am here." Animage formed above the pond, flickering, reflecting, shooting shards
of light throughout the irregular room. Han could not make out a definite shape amid the hypnotic aurora.

"We want three rooms," Han said.

"Two for humans, onefitted for adroid." "For what duration?' The musical voicetook on color, like the
imege

"WEII be hereindefinitey.” "Payment two standard daysin advance, if you please.”

Han dammed the door as he entered his room.

Thelodge now possessed dl but the very last of hisready cash.

Not that the room wasn't worth it. It was luxurious, with everything from instant-delivery high cuisnein
the dcove to a patio overlooking the spectacular crater lake far below. Nevertheless, if he could not
negotiate the | etter of resources, he and L uke would be on adangeroudy short rein.

He had abad fedling about the letter of resources. Crseih Station wastoo far off the spaceways; it had
been left too far outside the embrace of the New Republic. The rights and privileges and services he took
for granted did not exist here.

Crseih wasthe kind of place he had known inside out, before he became General Han Solo. The kind of
place where he could land the Falcon, walk into any establishment, and blend in or stand out, as he
chose. Hewondered if he till had thet ability.

Y ou've gotten too soft, he said to himself.

Too complacent, too secure. It'stime to make some changes.



And timeto repair our finances.

He knew Luke would disapprove of his plan.

As Han grabbed hisjacket and |eft, Luke knocked on the connecting door between their rooms.
Instead of answering, Han left by the front door, closed it softly, and hurried away down the corridor.

The letter of resources was aworthless piece of trash in Han's pocket. Hisimmediate impulse wasto rip
it to shreds and throw it into the nearest crater.

But that would be stupid aswell asimpossible. It was printed not on paper, but on apracticaly
indestructible sheet of archiva plagtic. The edgeswould cut his skin before they would teer.

Asfar as he could make out, no onein Crseih Station was the least bit interested in honoring aletter of
resources drawn on the assets of the New Republic. One entrepreneur had negotiated to buy it. Han
would have had to be alot more desperate to consummate the dedl; the offering price had been
ridiculous

It would have been afine bargain for the entrepreneur, for it was negotiable by the bearer. Negotiable
amost anywhere but here.

"Hdl withit," he muttered.

"Haveyou aspare--" "No!" he said without looking around. "No spare change!™ his-minute, sir?* The
ghostling placed hersdlf in front of him, as ddicate asareed in aspring pond. "'l want nothing from you
but amoment of your time." "Sure" hesaid, "I have aminute.” Ghostlings had dways mesmerized him.
They looked like humans, but were not. Their ethereal beauty tantalized humans and they in their turn
were fascinated by human beings. They were as seductive asincubuses and succubuses, but asfragile as
spiderwebs. For ahuman and aghostling to enter into aphysica relationship meant certain degth for a
ghostling.

But therés no harmin looking, Han said to himself.

The ghostling smiled. Her long fine green-gold hair spread around her head like ahalo, and her wide
black eyes searched his gaze. She touched his hand with her delicate fingertips. Her gilt-tan skin glowed
and her golden fingernails dimpled his skin. Han shivered.

"What do you want?' he asked, histone harsh.

The ghostling smiled. "Nothing. | want to give you something. The route to happiness-—-" "To your death!™
Han exclamed.

"No," shesaid. "No, I'm not like that, not one of them. | used to--" She broke their gaze and |ooked at
the Street, at bits of trash that skittered past her bare feet.

She stood on tiptoe. Her feet had never evolved to stand flat. Her feet and legs were more like those of a
faun than ahuman being.

"l used to plague humans," the ghostling said.



"| was fascinated with your kind. | followed, | teased--y are so exciting!--and | thought, It might be
worth it just to partake of ahuman, even asthe last experience of my life" She smiled again, her
expresson bestific. "But | saw the error of my ways, of my thoughts, and I've dedicated mysdlf to helping
others see the truth! The truth that we are dl the same, that we may communein joy if we give oursaves
to Waru!" Han laughed out loud. The ghostling sprang back, at first startled and frightened, then
distressed.

"Sir?1've said something to amuse you?' " Something to surprise me," Han said. He gestured around him,
at the dome, the taverns and lights, the establishments at which one could get anything one wished, if one
had the price. "I didn't expect to be prosdytized--not here." The ghostling smiled again, and moved
close. "But where better? Come with me, I'll show you. Were the same. Waru will give usjoy."
"Thanks," Han said. "But, no. Thanks." "Perhaps some other time," the ghostling said, her voice a soft
promise. Shetiptoed away, waved over her shoulder, and vanished into the crowd.

Han chuckled and gtrolled into the nearest tavern. He forgot about his encounter with the ghostling, ashe
had forgotten about every other encounter with aghostling.

It was pointless to remember them, pointlessto dwell on theimpossbilities.

The tavern was hot and dark and smoky; intoxicant incense tinged the air and mixed with the pungent
scent of wine. Han sat at the bar and relaxed. He could identify the homeworlds of about haf the
customersin the place; the other haf were unfamiliar to him.

Borderland, he thought. A redl borderland.

He amiled to himsdf, then laughed again.

It had been too long since he had crossed a border.

"Two-dement minimum.” Han turned to the bar. No one was there. He looked up, then down; still
nothing.

A dender tentacle tweaked his cuff.

"Two-eement minimum.” All dong the bar, the dender tentacles waved or waited or curved around mugs
or wineglasses or flagons. Han rose to look over the edge of the bar, but the dender tentacle stretched
before his face and motioned him back.

"If you wish to imbibe, you arein theright place." The voice sounded like afdling stack of ted rods. "If
you wish to indulge your curiosity, may | suggest the museum in the next dome?' "Sorry,” Han said,
offended.

"No offense taken. Two-eement minimum.” The tentacle was poised to serve him.

Han subsided onto his barstool. "Then give me two eements,”" he said. "How about polonium and
plumbum?' "I serve neither here,” thevoice said.

"Two glasses of thelocd aewill do," Han said.

"A fine choicefor abraveindividua." The tentacle sngpped out of sight behind the bar.



Han searched his memory for a shy specieswith many tentacles, but he came up with no one who would
auit. He leaned againgt the bar, content. When he returned home was plenty of time to research the
species he had never met, and perhaps to start an expedition to invite them to join the New Republic.

He scouted out the tavern. Thiswas not afamily establishment. Thelight waslow, the intoxicant smoke
thick, and small groups of people leaned close together over heavy tables and the occasiona meeting
pond. Han could hear the low tones of many conversations, none loud enough to make out.

Two glasses of dethumped on the bar behind him; the serving tentacle vanished before Han turned
around. Ale doshed over the lips of the tankards, splashing on the dented wood.

Han took agulp of ae, expecting watery swill or throat-stripping solvent.

Instead, the soft strong ae traced its flavor across histongue. He swallowed. The de glowed pleasantly
in his stomach. He finished the first tankard and started in on the second, till checking out the patterns of
the tavern.

A damp tapping drew his attention. The dender tentacle patted the bar, gently at first, then more
ingstently, till one of the suckers on the tentacle fastened to the bar and released, over and over, with a
loud wet pop.

"Careful, you're going to get tangled,” Han said. He laughed. The ale warmed him with an agreegble buzz.
He could hear the conversations better; he could amost make out the *ws. He took another gulp of ae.

"Y ou have dready proven your bravery, sir human,” the barkeep's voice said. "No need to push your
luck by failing your obligations™ "My what?' Han said.

"Y our obligations! Y ou occupy my space, you ingest my comestibles-" Han chuckled. "Thisisn't your
native language, isit?' "Certainly not," the barkeep said in ahighly insulted tone.

"It works better if you spesk plainly.” "Pay!" "That's plain enough,” Han said. He took acoin from his
pocket and tossed it on the bar. The tentacle coiled over it, placed one sucker delicately on its surface,
and lifted the coin. The tentacle snapped away behind the bar, and when it regppeared, the coin had
vanished.

"What do you folks do for entertainment around here?' Han asked.

"Wearedoing it." Thetentacle waved itstip toward each corner of the room, each table, each meeting
pond. "Do you require additional entertainment?"' "I don't mind agame now and then.” "Bolo-bdl? There
isaleague." "l wasthinking of something more sedentary... and riskier." Thetentacletwisted into a
knotted shape, rising over Han's shoulder, pointing. Han turned around, and ran nose-f&t into the chest of
agiant.

Han looked up. An enhanced human grinned merrily down at him.

"A gporting man?' The enhanced human, her sizeincreased by genetic manipulation and her strength
increased by surgery, was a head taller than Chewbacca.

"I've been known to place abet from timeto time." "Will this suit your fancy?" She opened her hand. In
her wide palm lay adeck of cards.



A design of complex knots decorated the back. The enhanced human moved her hand, and the deck
flipped over. Chance and Hazard, illuminated with gold and emerad paint, topped the stack.

Han grinned. "That will dofing" hesad. "Jugt fine"
Chapter 3
Anakinwriggled furioudy in Jainasarms, trying to get down.

"Bad mens, Jayaffwas he said. "Bad mend" " Stop wiggling, Anakin," Jainasaid. She hugged her little
brother, but that just made him stiruggle even more. His face was stresked with furious tears.

He had stopped crying, but he was still so angry and scared that hiswhole body trembled.

"Papal" he shouted. "Papal | want Papaffwas He started to cry again.

Jainawas scared, too, and confused. She pretended not to be.

They were on aperfectly circular patch of Munto Codru feather grass. Jacen and Mr.

Chamberlain's black-furred wyrwulf dept on the grass beside Jaina. Jainawanted to wake Jacen up. But
she had just woken up. Waking up had hurt. It never hurt to wake up before. Never beforein her whole
life

The patch of grasswas not part of the meadow anymore. It wasin abig meta room. It sat in the middle

of the meta floor, asif someone had cut it out with abig round cookie-cutter. Metal wallsrose very high
above, al around. Jaina.could not see any doors. She could not see any windows. Big lights glared down
a her from the ceiling.

"Dont cry, Anakin," Jainasaid.

"Dont cry. I'll take care of you. I'm five, 0 I'll take care of you, because you're only three.” "Threeand a
haf!" hesad.

"Threeand ahdf," shesaid.

He sniffled and rubbed his sticky face.

"Want Papa," he said.

Jainawished Papawas here, too. And Mama. And Winter. And Chewie. But she did not say so. She
had to be the adult. She was oldest. She was amost aready getting her grown-up teeth. Her right front
tooth wasreally loose.

Shewiggled it with her tongue while she thought whét to do.

She was two years older than Anakin.

Okay, one and ahalf years older. She was only five minutes older than Jacen. They were twins, even

though they did not look exactly dike. Her hair was light brown and very straight. Jacen'swas dark and
curly. But shewas dtill oldest.



"Down!" Anakin demanded. "Jaya, down!" "I'll let you down," Jainasaid, "if you promiseto stay onthe
grass.” Anakin stuck out hislower lip. His dark eyes sparkled with tears of frustration and anger. Hewas
aways stubborn when anyone said no to him. About anything.

"Promise?" Janasad.

"Stay onthegrass," he said.

Shelet him down. He dashed across the grass. He peered over the edge. Jainatook her gaze off him for
asecond. She crouched down next to Jacen, wishing he would wake up. The wyrwulf twitched and

moaned.

Jainalooked around for Anakin. He was sticking hisfoot over the edge of the grass. Jainaran after him
and pulled him back.

"| said stay onthe grass!" "Am on the grass," heinssted. He pointed toward the floor. "Just afloor, Jaya.
No krakanal" The last place they had been, on Mamas tour, they had not been allowed to swimin the
ocean.

Mon Cdamari was mostly ocean, and its ocean was full of krakana. Krakanawould et anything, even
children. Especidly children.

Now, every time anybody told Anakin "no," he would argue by saying, "No krakana" Jainadid not want
to scare him. Shedid not know if there was anything to be scared of yet. She wished she knew how they
had gotten here. Something bad must have happened, but maybe getting taken away like thiswas how
they got rescued.

She wished Mama and Papaand Uncle Luke and Winter and Chewie and Mr. Threepio were here. Or
even just one of them.

Jacen whimpered. Jaina grabbed Anakin's hand and pulled him across the little patch of grassto her
twin'ssde.

"Hold Jasas hand,” Jainasaid. Anakin grabbed Jacen's hand in both hislittlefigts.
Jainatook Jacen's other hand.
"Jasa, Jasa, wake up,” Anakin said.

"Seepybones!™ Jacen opened hiseyes. "Ouch!" he said, just as Jainasaid, "Ouch!" She could fed what
hefelt. He could fed what shefdt. Jainas head hurt, like somebody was screaming in her ear.

Their eyeswerefilled with tears. Jainas lower lip trembled. She pressed her lipstogether to keep from
crying. Her front tooth wiggled.

She made the scream and the hurt go away. From her and from Jacen, before he was al awake.
She was not supposed to use her Jedi abilities unless Uncle Luke was with them.

Jacen was not supposed to. Anakin especialy was not supposed to. Uncle L uke was teaching them what



to do. How to do it right.

But sometimesit was hard not to do something. Like now.

Jacen sat up. Bits of grass stuck to his homespun shirt. Some were stuck in his curly dark brown hair.
Jainabrushed her hands against her own hair, but she did not find any grass blades. Her light brown hair
was very sraight, so hardly anything ever got tangled in it. Jacen roughed hisfingersthrough his hair,
leaving it rumpled asusud. The grassfell out.

"Okay now?' shesad.

"Okay now," Jacen said. He looked around.

"Where arewe?"' "Remember what happened?' "We were playing with Chewie--" his--and he jumped
up--" his-and then hefel down--" his--and then | went to deep.” "Metoo." "Skiff!" Anakin said. "Jaya
forgot the skiff!" "What kiff?" "I saw it!" Anakiningsted.

"Thisisnt askiff!" Jacen said.

Hewasright. The room they werein could hold awhole skiff.

"Maybe the skiff brought ushere.” "Where?" Jacen sad.

Jainashrugged. They might be on a gpaceship. They might bein agreet big building. They might even il
be on Munto Codru, underground. Jaina and Jacen had explored under the castle. They had found halls
and caves and tunndls. But they had never found any place that looked like this.

"Areyou okay, wyrwulf?" Jacen bent over Mr. Chamberlain'swyrwulf and stroked its fur. The black
undercoat shone benesth the rougher, duller black guard hairs. The wyrwulf's eydidsflickered. It
whimpered and sat up, panting.

"Good woof," Anakin said.

Jacen looked around. "Maybe Chewieis here someplace, maybe he's still adeep too." He jumped to his
feet and walked right off the edge of the grass.

Nothing happened.

"See, Jaya?' Anakin said, pleased with himsalf. "No krakanal" He ran after Jacen.
Thewyrwulf trotted after them.

Jainatook one step after Jacen and Anakin.

She stopped. She was surethat if they stayed on the grass, nothing could hurt them. But she did not want
her brothersto go off alone. She was the oldest, after all.

She ran back to the center of the safe patch.

She stooped and pushed aside fronds of feather grass. She waslooking for her multitool. She knew it
was here. She had brought it to thefield to look at things with. When Chewie fell down, she had jumped



up. Then she had fallen adegp. She must have dropped it.
Therel

Jaina snatched up the tool. She shoved it deep into her pocket to keep it hidden. With her multitool she
would be sife.

Sheran &fter her brothers.

Her feet clanged on the metd floor.

She caught up to Jacen. He waslooking at thewall. Anakin did not bother to look. He kicked it.
"Bad wal!" "Don't do that, you'll hurt yourself,” Jacen said.

Anakin glowered and bumped the toe of his shoe against thewall. Not kicking. Not kicking for redl.

"There's got to be adoor," Jacen said reasonably. "For usto comein." "Maybe there's atrapdoor,” Jaina
sad.

"A secret door.” She rapped her knuckles against the metal. The knock was very solid. She looked up.
"Here'sthe support,” she said.

Jacen, too, looked up at the calling.

Narrow metal beams curved over them.

Thelights hung from the beams.

"We haveto look for adoor between the beams,” Jainasaid. She walked around the room, knocking on
thewall. She found some hollow spots. But she could not find a door. She took out her multitool. She
opened thedrill part.

"Y ou aren't supposed to do that," Jacen said.

"I didn't!" Jainasaid. But she touched the drill part to the wall. She was only supposed to useit on
something she was making in the workshop. Not on walls or floors or furniture.

Anyway it would not work on metal, only on wood.

Shetried anyway, wiggling her front tooth with her tongue while she concentrated. But the drill would not
do anything. It hid itself back indgde the handle.

When Jaina was seven she could have amultitool that worked on metd. If she was good. If shewas
responsible.

She wished she was seven. Seven was along time away.

She opened the lens part instead. She used it to look at the wall as close as she could. She thought she
found aseam. A crack?



A door opened.

Jainajumped back. She grabbed Anakin's hand and pushed him behind her. At the sametime she
shoved her multitool back into her pocket.

She and Jacen stood side by side, defending their little brother.
Thewyrwulf crouched and growled.
Anakin wailed and tried to burrow hisway between Jainaand Jacen, to see what was happening.

A tall and very beautiful man walked out. He had gold- and copper- and cinnamon-colored striped hair,
very pale skin, and very big black eyes. Hisface was sharp and thin, dl corners.

He wore along white robe.
He smiled down & Jaina.

"Y ou poor children," he said.
Hekndtin front of them.

"My poor children! I'm so sorry. Cometo me, I'll keep you safe from now on." "1 want Papaffwas
Anakin shouted.

"Mama" "I'm very sorry, gr," Jainasaid with her best court manners. "We can't go to you." "We aren't
alowed," Jacen explained.

"We don't know you." "Ah, children, don't you remember me? No, how could you, you were only just
born. I'm your hold-father Hethrirffwas Jainastared at him, uncertain. She had never heard of any
Hold-father Hethrir. But she and Jacen had lots of hold-fathers and hold-mothers.

Anakin had lots of hold-fathers and hold-mothers.

"Candy?' Anakin asked hopefully.

The beautiful man smiled. "Of course. As soon aswe get you cleaned up." Ther hold-parents dways
brought them toys, and treats that were not often alowed otherwise.

"Do you know the pass*w?" Jaina asked.

Mama had told her never to go with anyone who did not know the pass*w.

Hold-father Hethrir sat crosdegged on the floor in front of them.

The wyrwulf flopped to the deck, leaning its head on itsfangs, and stared at Hold-father Hethrir.

"Children," Hethrir said, "aterrible thing has happened. | cameto visit you, to see my sweet friend Lela
and my old comrade Han.

Tomeet your Uncle Luke. But when | came, | saw ahorrible thing! An earthquake!™ He cocked his head



at Jaina. "Do you know what an earthquakeis?' Uneadly, Jaina nodded.
"I'm sorry, children. The castle--it was so old! It fell down, and..." He stopped, and took a deep breath.

Jainaslower lip started to quiver again. Her eyesgot dl blurry. She blinked. She did not want to hear
what Hold-father Hethrir had to say.

"Y our mamawas in the castle. And your papa, and your Uncle Luke. Y ou were in the meadow--d you
remember?--andthe ground opened up and swallowed friend Chewbacca, and you were about to dide
down into the horrible crack in the earth, but | was right there and | swooped down and | saved you. But
| couldn't save friend Chewbacca, and..." He glanced down, and wiped atear from his cheek, and
looked up again. "'I'm so sorry, children, we could not rescue your mamaor your papaor your uncle.”
Anakin started to wail. "Papal Mamal

Uncle Lukeffwas Jaina clutched his hand and pulled him close.

"Dont cry," shewhigpered. Anakin stopped wailing, but he till sniffled and sobbed.

"But Papaand Uncle Luke--" Jacen's voice was trembly, but suspicious.

Jainanudged him. He shut up.

"None of that, now." Hold-father Hethrir smiled.

Somehow, he knew what she had done. And it made him angry, though he was smiling. Scared, Jaina
pulled back insde hersdlf. She pretended she had never touched Jacen with her mind.

"If | had landed, if the earthquake had not happened, your mama and papawould have introduced you to
me. They would have told me your pass*w. We would have had a party, and we would have been
friends!" He stretched both his hands toward Jaina and Jacen.

"Y our dear family is gone, my children. The Republic asked me to take you, to keep you, to protect you
and teach you. | am o0 sorry. that your mamaand papa are dead.” Jaina huddled together with her
brothers. How could it be true? But why would anyone lie about it?

"We--we're supposed to go with Winter," Jainasaid. Her voice trembled. "If anything hap--" "Winter?
Who isWinter?' "She'sour nanny,” Jainasaid.

"Shewent on atrip," Jacen said.
"Areyou keeping ustill she comes home?' "Can we cal her?' Jacen said hopefully.
"Sheld comeright back,” Jainasaid.

"Her services are no longer necessary,” Hold-father Hethrir said. "Children, children! Y ou are important!
Y our abilitiesare precioud

Y ou cannot be raised, you cannot be taught, by aservant.” "Sheisn't! She'sour friend!" " She has her
own lifeto live, she cannot raise you properly with no oneto pay for you." "Wewouldn't est much,”
Jacen said hopefully.



Jainawanted to say Hold-father Hethrir was aliar!--and run away. But she had nowhereto run. And
maybe Papaand Uncle Luke had come home, while she and her brothers were in the meadow, and
maybe the earthquake had come before Papa came out to greet them, and maybe Hold-father Hethrir
redly had rescued them.

And maybe Winter redly wouldn't come back.

Not ever.

Or maybe Hold-father Hethrir did not know that Papaand Uncle Luke and Mr.

Threepio had gone on a secret mission. No one was supposed to know about the secret mission, except
Chewbacca and Mama--but Jaina did!

And she had told Jacen, of course, because he was her twin. Maybe no one could tell Hold-father
Hethrir because then Papa and Uncle Luke would be in danger. That meant Papa and Uncle Luke might
be all right. But she could not say 0, because then she would put Papa and Uncle Luke in danger.

Anakin huddled againgt her, sniffling. He wastrying not to cry, but histears|eft a cold wet spot on her
shirt. Mr. Chamberlain's wyrwulf had edged closer to Jaina, too, and leaned unhappily against her sde.

Or maybe, Jainathought, Hold-father Hethrir isn't who he saysheis. Maybe hes making it dl up, about
the earthquake.

Maybe he stole us.
Maybe Mama and Papaand Uncle Luke and Chewbaccaare dl right.

Jainalooked a Hold-father Hethrir. His huge dark eyes gleamed with tears. He gazed &t her, hishands
outstretched.

A second set of eydlids swept across his eyes. Jaina could see through the second eydids. They looked
like smoke. They pushed away the tears. Then they disappeared again.

Without meaning to, without wanting to, Jaina started to cry.
Don't cry, shesad furioudy to hersdlf.

Don't cry. If you don't cry it means Mamaisdive!

She made hersdlf stop crying.

"Jacen," Jainasaid, "y haveto say whether we believe him. Because you're the oldest.” "I'm olde<t,”
Jacen said. "I'm oldest, Hold-father Hethrirffwas "1 remember," Hold-father Hethrir said.

"I remember when you both were born, your mamaand papa were so happy, they said to me, "Hereis
Jacen, our fstborn son, and hereis Jaina, our beautiful daughter."™ He'saliar! Jainathought. A liar!

"We bdieve you, Hold-father Hethrir," Jacen said.

For just a second, Jaina thought maybe Jacen really meant it. But then she thought, No, that's stupid. She



was afraid to touch him for reassurance, because Hold-father Hethrir would know.
She started to cry again.

It'sdl right to cry now, she thought. Because I'm just pretending, because | have to, and Mamaand
Papa and Uncle Luke and Chewbaccaare dl divel

She and Jacen and Anakin huddled together, dl of them crying, Anakin wailing, " Pepal
Papaffwas Hold-father Hethrir took Jaina's hand.

Hetook Jacen's hand. He squeezed gently. His skin was very cold. He pulled on Jainas hand. She had
to move nearer to him. She wanted to move away from him.

| don't believe he'sredly my hold-father! Jainathought. I'm not going to call him that anymore.
Hethrir put hisarms around her and her brothers. Jaina shivered.

"Poor children," he said. "Poor little children.

I'm so sorry your mama and papa are dead.” Anakin cried harder.

Jainaand Jacen cuddled him. He sniffled.

He started to hiccup. He fell adeep with his cheek pillowed on Jainas shoulder. He hiccupped again.
"There, there, poor children," Hethrir said.

"Y ou've had such ahard day. Come dong, it'stime for bed." Jaina stood up. She picked up Anakin.
Hewas heavy.

"We dways have our supper before we go to bed,” she said.

Hethrir stood up. He was very tall. He smiled down at her.

"But you livewith menow," hesaid. "And a my house, it'stimefor bed." He urged them toward the
doorway. Jaina saw another person standing in the darkness. Scared, she stopped.

"Comeforward, Tigris," Hethrir said.

"Don't stand there hiding in the shadows.” Tigristook astep forward. Hewas not scary at al. He was
not even grown up, only twelve or thirteen. He wore abrown robe. Jainathought it was ugly. It needed
to be washed, and the hem had come down.

He had striped hair like Hethrir's, but hiswas silver and black. 1t needed to be washed, too.

And combed. Her mamawould never let her go outside looking like that. He had pale skin and big black
eyes, aso like Hethrir's.

"Don't make our new sister carry the child," Hethrir said. " Show your manners.” Arethey brothers? Jaina



wondered. How could they be, Hethrir is so old. And Hethrir doesn't act like Tigriss brother. I'd never
talk to Anakin in such amean way.

Tigristried to take Anakin from Jaina.

She stepped back. Jacen jumped in front of her to help protect their little brother. Together, they created
the barrier Uncle Luke had taught them to make. No one would be able to get through it. They would not
let Tigristake Anakin!

The barrier shimmered around Jaina.

Andthenit fel gpart likeasand castlein thetide.

"Now, now," Hethrir said. "None of that!

Didn't your uncle ever tdll you not to behave like that? Y ou're being very, very bad." He knelt downin
front of them again.

"I'll teach you to use your abilities. The same asyour Uncle Luke. But you must only use them under my
supervison, until you're grown up.” Jainahugged Anakin tighter.

"Do you understand?’ Jaina knew what was going to happen. She knew she could not stop it.
"Do you understand?’ Hethrir demanded.

Jacen had backed up right against Anakin. Thelir brother was protected between them. The wyrwulf
growled.

Suddenly the wyrwulf did across the deck and crashed againgt the wall. Jainacried out. The wyrwulf
yelped and lay Hill.

"Woof!" Anakin cried.

Hethrir took Jacen's shoulders and pulled him forward, away from Anakin. He pulled him aside. He did
not even bother to move Jacen with the Force powers he had revealed. He did not need to. Hewasa
grown-up. Jacen tried to wriggle free, but Hethrir would not let him go.

"Do you understand?’ Tigristook Anakin from Jainasarms.

His eyeswere sad and hopeful . Jaina could not stop him. She could not move. She could not extend her
mind to her brother's. She did not know what Jacen was thinking. He looked back at her, scared. She
did know onething. He did not know what she was thinking either.

"Jacen!" shesaid. "Anakin!" She could talk! But she did not talk to Hethrir.

"| seethat you understand,” Hethrir said.

He grabbed Jaina's hand and Jacen's hand.

He pulled them dong after him.



"What about Mr. Chamberlain'swyrwulf?" Jacen shouted.

"You'retoo old to keep apet,” Hethrir said.

The door closed. Behind them, the wyrwulf howled.

Hethrir was so tall and he walked so fast that Jaina had to run to keep up. Tigris strode along after them.
Jainacould hardly see anything. She tripped. Hethrir jerked her to her feet and kept going.

"Stop!" Jaina shouted. " Stop! No!

Helpffwas She screamed.

"Help!" Jacen shouted aong with her.

"Help, leave usaone!" "Jaya, Jasaffwas Anakin cried.

Jainadragged back on Hethrir's hand.

She struggled to look over her shoulder. Anakin wriggled to escape Tigrissarms. Tigrisheld him tighter.
Tight enough to hurt. Anakin's dark eyeswere bright with tears.

"Y ou leave my brother alone!l" Jacen shouted.

Hetoo fought to get away from Hethrir.

Anakin pushed a Tigris.

Tigrisyelped with pain. He nearly dropped Anakin. He held on to him till Anakin's feet touched the
ground. Then Tigris grabbed his own hands together. He shook them and rubbed them againgt his grubby
robe.

Hethrir stopped. He dropped Jaina's hand, and Jacen's.

Jainaran to Anakin. She hugged her little brother. He burrowed againgt her shoulder. Jacen knelt on the
floor beside them, hugging them both.

Jainaknew his determined look.

Hethrir loomed over them. Helooked angry. He stared, intent, at Anakin.

Then he amiled.

He crouched beside them. He stared hard at Anakin.

"As| hoped," he said softly. "As | expected, from the Skywalker line." He reached past Jainaand
stroked Anakin's hair. The tangles smoothed out under Hethrir's touch. Suddenly he grabbed alock of

Anakin's hair and yanked it hard. Anakin screamed in surprise and pain and outrage.

Furious, Jainabit Hethrir, right through his robe. Jacen pummeled Hethrir's arm with both hisfigts.



Hethrir did not even flinch. And Jaina had bitten him hard.

Anakin's abilities erupted around them al. The dark halway lighted up. Light shone through Hethrir's
fingers. Jaina gasped.

Hethrir's hand looked like a skeleton's.
Anakin's light went out.
Janafdt asif awet cold blanket had falen around her.

Tigris pulled Jaina and Jacen away from Hethrir. Jaina'sloose tooth fell out and stuck to Hethrir's deeve.
Jainawas s0 surprised she stopped biting. Anakin stared at Hethrir, hiseyeswide.

"Bequiet!" Hethrir said softly before Anakin could say asingle thing. Hethrir's voice was scary.
Jacen grabbed Jainas hand. She could hardly fed hisfingers.

Staring up at Hethrir, scared, really scared, Anakin shivered. Jainatried to go to him, she was
responsible, shewas oldest. But Tigristook her by the shoulder and stopped her.

"Do what you'retold," he said. "Then nobody will hurt you, nobody will hurt your brothers." No one had
ever treated her thisway before.

Jaina could not understand why anyone was treating her thisway now.

Uncle Luke could affect her ahilities, and Jacen's, and even Anakin's. A good thing, too! Anakin wastoo
little to dways know what he was doing. But Uncle Luke never made Anakin'slight go away. He never
smothered Jaina and Jacen with a horrible wet cold blanket that Jaina could not even see, or grab, or pull
off and throw on the floor. Uncle Luke hel ped guide her abilities so she used them properly and learned
more about them. Sometimes he even added to her power to help her, to show her how to do what she
wastrying to do.

Not likethig

"Take these two to their rooms," Hethrir said to Tigris. "Then return to me." "I will obey, Hethrir," Tigris
sad. Hisvoicewasfull of admiration.

"I want my tooth," Jainasaid.

Hethrir shook hisdeeve. Her tooth fell on the ground. Tigriswould not et her go get it.

Hethrir picked Anakin up. Jainaslittle brother did not resist. He could not resist.

"Pleaselet him gtay with us,” Jainasaid.

"He's only three--" She stopped for a second. Anakin would say, "Three and ahdf!" But he said nothing.

"Well dl begood if you let him stay with us" Jainasaid desperately.



Hethrir gazed down at her. Now she knew the kindly look in hiseyeswas dl alie, and so was everything
elsehehad said.

"If you're good," he said, "1 might let you vist with your brother. In afew days. Or aweek.” He turned,
hislong white robe swirling at his hedls, and carried Anakin into the darkness. The last thing Jaina saw of
her little brother was hiswide, scared eyes.

Tigris pushed Jaina and Jacen aong the hallway, then around aturn. The wet cold blanket of Hethrir's
power gtill surrounded Jaina.

"It'sfreezing,”" she whispered.

"Nonsensg, it's perfectly warm," Tigrissaid.

Jainafelt hurt and embarrassed, scared and mad. Even when she waslittle, no one had ever trested her
likethis. She dwaystried to use her abilities properly. To be responsible. As soon as she had understood
what the *w meant, she had known it would be important in her life.

She wished she had Mamato talk to. She was never, never, never alowed to use her abilitiesto hurt
someone. But what about if she had to, what if it wasto keep somebody from hurting her or Jacen, what
if it wasto defend her little brother?

She was as responsible for Anakin as she was for the right use of what she could do.

She was supposed to use the barrier for defense. But she already knew that would not work.

Hethrir can stop the barrier, Jaina thought.

Hewouldn't do that, if hewasredly our hold-father. | don't believe he knows Papaand | don't believe
he'sfriendswith Mama.

Finally she thought--the thought was like the sun coming up, herein thisdark halway--And | don't
believe Mama and Papa and Uncle L uke are dead!

Thistime sheredly believedit.
Shetried to catch Jacen's eye, to seeif he knew Mamaand Papawere alive.
She turned her head to look at Jacen.

Tigris put his hand on the side of her face-- his hand was warm, and he was not mean, but his purpose
was clear--and made her ook forward again.

"Herewewadk straight and tall," he said.

"With our eyes straight ahead, to see what we mugt face” "That'sslly," Jainasaid. "Thenyou missalot!”
"And we do not contradict our elders,” Tigrissaid.

"What's " cctradict™?" Jacen asked.

"Don't beimpertinent,” Tigrissaid.



"What's"impertinent™?" Jainaasked.

She did not know what either “w meant, o if Tigriswastrying to tell her that they meant the same thing,
she dtill did not know what he meant.

Now he acted asif he was angry, saying nothing and urging them faster into the dark.

Jainawondered if she could burrow her way through the wet heavy blanket. 1t followed her and stayed
wrapped around her. It wasinvisible, and when she touched her own arm she could not fed anything
surrounding her.

But dl thetime, shefelt like Hethrir had his cold hard hand on her shoulder. She kept trying to wriggle
out of it, like Anakin wriggling out of her armswhen she carried him. Trying to get free exhausted her.

The corridor ended in a big square stone room. The room was dim, but at least it was not all dark like
the corridor. Faint gray light glowed from the ceiling. The celling was very low compared to the cellings
Jainawas used to. If Tigrisreached up, he would be able to touch it. Hethrir would hardly haveto reach
totouchiit.

The stone room had no walls, only wooden doors. Each door touched the door on each side of it. All the
doorswere closed. There were no windows. Jainawondered if she could find her way outside,
somehow, back the way they had come.

Or I'll haveto try every single door, she thought. There must be at least a hundred. Maybe seven
thousand!

One of them must lead outside, she thought.

Then sheredlized, If thisis a spaceship-- which she had not been able to figure whether it was or
not--then getting out won't do us any good at all.

She was so tired. Shetried to pretend she did not want to take a nap--naps werefor little kids, like
Anakin--but her eyelids kept drooping.

Tigris urged Jainaand Jacen into the big stone room. It echoed al around. He stopped, standing between
the twins. Jainawas so deepy that she leaned againgt him. She dmost fell adeegp standing up.

Tigriss hand lay on her shoulder. It was the only warm thing in her whole world. For a second-- just a
second--histouch fdt like afriendly hug.

Jaina thought he might pick her up and carry her to a place where she could take anap, and tuck her in
like Winter did. And everything would be dl right.

Then she remembered where she was and what had happened, and maybe Tigris remembered that too,
because he shook her shoulder and made her wake up.

"Herel" he said. "None of that. Here we don't degp unlesswe'rein our beds. Theré's no time for lazy
napping!" "'l wasn't adeep!" Jaina said, which was sort of true.

"Medither," Jacen said.



He sounded as deepy as Jainafelt. He must be wrapped in one of Hethrir's heavy cold blankets, too.
But when we'rein bed it will be dl right, Jainathought. It will bewarm and | can sneak my hand out of
the covers and he can sneak his hand out of his covers and we can hold hands. And even if we can't
think at each other we can whisper.

Jainas eyesfilled with tears and her vision blurred. She had never before had to think about sneaking just
so she could hold her brother's hand. She never had to think about sneaking before at al! And she could
not remember the time before she could think at Jacen.

Shefelt o cold and tired and hungry and lonely that she dmost burst into tears again. She only kept from
crying because she knew that pretty soon she could talk to Jacen and they could figure out what to do.

Tigrisurged them forward. They reached one of thelittle doors. Tigris opened it. Jainathought there
would be another long corridor beyond it. She did not think she could walk down another long corridor.

There was hardly anything at al beyond the door.
Only atiny room, just the width of the door and only about twice as deep.

Jaina stopped, confused. Maybe there was another door at the back of the tiny room. But she could see
no handle, no automatic controls, no mark where the door's edge would be.

The open door was heavy, scarred wood, while the inside of the room was the ugly, gray-glowing rock.
Tigrislet go of Jacen's hand and pressed him afew steps forward into the little room.

The door thudded shut behind him.

"Jacen! Jacenffwas Jaina cried. She snatched hersdlf out of Tigriss grasp and ran to the door, grabbing
for the handle. But Tigris pulled her awvay. From the other side, Jacen cried out her name. She could
bardy hear him.

"Come now," Tigrissaid. "Don't be ababy. Here we don't shout and scream. We're brave." Jainaturned
around furioudy. "l am bravel" shesad.

Shetried to hit him, but he caught both her hands and held them till, and she could not do anything.

"l am brave, and | want my brother!" "It'stimeto deep,” Tigrissaid. "Y ou won't act so foolishin the
morning. Comedong.” Maybe| can Hill talk to Jacen through thewall, Jainathought desperately. Maybe
it won't be too bad..

She turned hopefully toward the door next to Jacen's.

Tigrisled her away from Jacen'sroom, all the way across the huge square hall. He opened adoor to a
tiny room just like Jacen's, but as far from her brother's asit could be.

Tigrislet go of her hand. Shelooked up a him.

"Show methat you are brave," he said. He glanced into the room and Jainaknew he wanted her to go



ingde without being told.
Shelooked up at him, directly into hislarge dark eyes.
"I want to go home," she sad.

"I know," Tigris said softly. He hesitated, then gestured to the tiny room. "Bt... you cannot.” She went in.
She had no other choice. He closed the door behind her.

The ghostly gray stone faded toward darkness.
Jaina searched for another opening. Another exit.

A way to take gpart the lock or the hinges of the big wooden door. She could find nothing, except afew
splintery scuff marks where someone had kicked at the wood.

Jainawaked around her tiny room. She touched the walls. She found nothing. She knocked on the side
wadlls, but the sound was very hollow, and she received no reply.

At the back of the room, her feet sank.
She dropped to her knees and felt the floor.

It was soft and squishy. The ghost glow was amost gone. She could see her fingers, but the floor was
dark. She could push the floor down. The soft spot was just big enough for her to curl up on. Shetried it
out. Shewas cold, but that was because of Hethrir'sinvisible blanket. She wanted her own bed. She
wanted her own comforter, and Eba, the soft Wookiee doll Chewbacca had brought her, with atwin doll
Abafor Jacen, after hislast trip home.

Thelight went out. The room was very dark.

Jainashivered.

I'll pretend, Jaina thought. We're on acampout. But dl the camping stuff got logt.
Or maybeit fdl inthe water. It'sal wet. We havetofix it.

She thought of a soft camp mattress under her, just dried out, nice and warm. And her smart camping
blanket. It knew when she was cold and it knew to warm up. It knew to snuggle down around her to
keep out thewind. It liked to get wet sometimes --x liked to swim. Then it lay flat on the ground,
becauseit did not have any feet. And it wriggled and shook until its fur was dry and warm and Jaina
could wrap it around her shoulders and go to deep. When shewaslittle she even liked to degp with it at
home.

Mamais on the camping trip, too, Jaina thought. And Papa, and Winter, and Chewbacca, and Uncle
Luke, and Mr. Threepio, and Artoo-Detoo didn't come because he doesn't like getting dirt in histreads,
but he's back home all safe. We had toast over the campfire, and Anakin is deeping over there, and
Jacen is here too, and we made cocoa

A small warm point of light gppeared before her, flickering like flame. She reached her hand out, and
Jacen wrapped hisfingers around it, and Jaina stopped shivering...



Tigrishurried back to Lord Hethrir's chambers.

| was foolish, he thought. Foolish and weak to coddle the children. | did them no good, to try to comfort
them. 1 only make them foolish and weak aswdll!

He knelt at Lord Hethrir's door. He did not knock. Lord Hethrir knew he was here.
The Lord would acknowledge him when he was ready, when the time was appropriate.
Tigris used the waiting time to consider the errors he had made.

Findly, when Tigriss knees had begun to ache, Lord Hethrir's door sivung open.

Tigrisfelt theweight of Hethrir's gaze upon his shoulders. He raised his head and |ooked into Hethrir's
eyes.

"Y ou took longer than necessary,” Hethrir said.

"Yes, Lord Hethrir." For amoment, amoment only, Tigristhought to lie, to blame the extratime on the
little children. For they.were contrary and impertinent. But their impertinence had not caused him to take
the extratime.

"| erred, Lord Hethrir. | spoke to the children. | instructed them, as you wished, but | spoke to them at
unnec length. | was... weak and foolish." Hethrir loomed over him. He did not express anger. He never
expressed anger.

Tigriswondered if he ever felt anger, or if his mind was too advanced for any such defect.

"Y ou disappoint me, Tigris," Hethrir said.

Tigrisfdt the disappointment. He was disappointed in himself. He never pleased Hethrir; he always
failed.

"But you have confessed your error, o | will give you another chance. Get up.” Tigris obeyed. Hethrir
returned to his chambers, then glanced back impatiently.

"Comedong!" Agtonished, Tigrisfollowed Hethrir.
Hethrir sldom invited him ingde. He felt mightily honored to be brought into the beautiful receiveg room,
with itsthick patterned carpet over golden tiles, its polished body-wood walls, its curving pipes of light

tracing designs on the cailing.

The amdlest new child, Anakin, sat quietly in the middle of the rug. His energy was much diminished
gnce Tigrislast saw him. He had begun to shine again, with aweskly flickering light.

"Y ou have confessed your weskness," Hethrir said again. "That will help you find your path to strength. |
will forgive you. What do you think of thischild?" Tigrisregarded thelittle boy.

"He could be very strong," Tigrissaid. "Hislight shines. Y ou have placed him within aveil." Hethrir
nodded. "An adequate observation.” Tigriswasthrilled by the compliment. Not precisaly acompliment,



but as near as Hethrir ever gave him. For once he had not displeased his master!
"Thank you, Lord Hethrir." "1 shall take him to be purified,” Hethrir said.
"To be purified?' Tigrissaid, so startled he forgot his place.

Thischild, an Empire Y outh? he thought. If my lord will present this contrary child for purification, why
won't he present me?

"My lord, he has no training--he isn't a Proctor, heisn't even ahelper--1" Hethrir gazed at him, without
anger or comment.

Terified, Tigrisfell Slent.

"I will take the child to be purified," Hethrir said again, asif Tigris had never spoken.

"Take my message to the helpers. they areto prepare my ship.” "Yes, Lord Hethrir,” Tigris whispered.
Tigrisrose, then hesitated.

Lord Hethrir cannot have forgotten the reception tomorrow morning, Tigristhought. Is hetesting me
again?

| long to serve him some other way than carrying messages! | long to earn the right to be purified. I'm not
afraid of the danger! Perhaps, Tigristhought, Lord Hethrir believes| forgot the reception. Perhaps he
thinks my hopes are o arrogant that | cannot remember my duties.

"Isamember of the Empire Y outh in resdence, my lord?" "Certainly not. They aredl working for the
Empire Reborn, undermining the New Republic." Lord Hethrir sounded impatient.

"Then, gr, shdl | ask the Head Proctor to negotiate with your guests?' Tigris asked.
"My guests--?"' Hethrir said. "The Head Proctor?’ "Tomorrow morning, Sr." Hethrir paused.

"I'd no more leave the Head Proctor to receive my gueststhan I'd leave you, foolish Tigrisffwas he said
sharply. "I have no intention of departing before my guests arrive! Why did you think | might?* "I
misunderstood,” Tigrissaid quickly. "I beg your forgiveness™ Hethrir Sghed. Y ou continualy apologize,
but you never change in such away asto make apology unnec. That iswhat you must strivefor!” Tigris
hung his head. He could not think of anything to say, except that he was sorry, and he did not want to say
he was sorry again. He was aware of the depths to which he had disappointed Lord Hethrir. He picked
at the cuff of hisragged brown robe, knowing how far he was from replacing it with the rust-colored
tunic of aheper, or the light blue jumpsuit of the Proctors.

Hethrir rose. His white robes rustled.
The soft fabric did acrossitself asthe Lord moved. The sound made Tigris shiver.
Thewhining hum of Lord Hethrir's lightsaber filled the room, and the silver-gray light of the blade cast

shadows on Tigriss empty hands. Tigris raised his head, to gaze in wonder as he dways did at the
radiance of Lord Hethrir's saber.



The blade vanished.
"Try oncemore,” Lord Hethrir said, and gave the handle of the lightsaber to Tigris.

The handle of the saber felt warm in Tigrissgrip. Thelightsaber wastoo large for Tigriss hands, but he
clasped it as best he could.

He knew what Lord Hethrir wanted him to do.
The blade of Lord Hethrir'slightsaber could only be activated by the use of the Force.

Hethrir would not accept anyone into hisinner circleswho could not complete the circuit and generate
the blade.

Tigristried, how hetried, to make a connection to the Force, to extend himsdlf, to create the blade.
The child Anakin raised his head and watched with interest.

Nothing happened. The saber remained cold and dead.

"Ming" Anakin sad, stretching his handstoward Tigris.

Lord Hethrir smiled fondly at Anakin.

"No, littleone," he said. ™Y ou have no need of my lightsaber." He returned his attention to Tigris, and
sighed again. He took back his saber and fastened the handle to his belt, beneath his outer robe.

Tigris caught aglimpse of the second lightsaber he carried, asmaller one, which Tigris had never seen
himwidd. Tigriswas convinced that if Lord Hethrir would let him try that lightsaber, the smdler one, he
would be able to succeed. But Tigris had tried to hint at the possibility, just once. The memory of his
lord's abrupt silence kept Tigris from ever again making such a suggestion.

"Go," Lord Hethrir said.

"Yes, Lord Hethrir," Tigrissaid.

He had disgppointed his mentor. He had disappointed himsalf. And he was frightened.

Children who could not touch the Force did not deserve to remain in the presence of Lord Hethrir.
Jainawoke up because she was so hungry. It was very dark! Where were the moons and the stars?
Maybeit'sal cloudy, Janathought.

And then she remembered what had happened.

She gasped and sat up. She stuck her hands out in front of her--Jacen had been holding her hand, hadn't
he?--but she could not see him and she could not hear him and she could not find him.

The soft place in the floor turned solid again. Startled, Jainajumped up. The spot the room used for a
bed had disappeared.



Shefdt her way to the door. It was still the same splintery wood. The hinges were outside and so was
thelatch.

"Let meout," she said. The door did not respond. "Open,” she said. "Please.” Nothing happened. She
tried a couple of other languages. None of them made any difference.

Shesghed.

| didn't redly think it would work to ask, she thought.

She was scared to use her abilitiesto explore the door latch, but she was more scared not to try.
The moment she reached into the laich, the heavy cold blanket of Hethrir's power fell around her.

Jainaflinched and pulled away. She had managed a brief glimpse of the latch. It was smple but very big
and heavy. A handsbreadth of wood stood between the latch and Jaina.

| could take it apart, she thought. | know | could. If | could just get toiit. | could even put it back together
and not have any pieces|€eft over.

She shivered again. Hethrir's blanket lay cold and wet around her. She guessed it would go away again, if
shewas good. She pushed her cold handsinto her pockets. She just wanted to get warm.

Her fingers closed around her multitool.
She snatched it out of her pocket.

How could | forget? she thought. She opened the wood tool. She touched it to the door. She was not
supposed to use her multitool on houses or furniture. But surely thiswas different.

A few splintersfdl away.

The door cracked open. Dull light washed over her. She jumped back and shoved the multitool into her
pocket to hideit.

"Ow!" It was so dark in her room that the light hurt. She squeezed her eyes closed.

"Comeout," Tigrissaid. Jaina could not see him but she recognized hisvoice. Blinking and rubbing her
eyes, she came outside.

Tigris closed the door behind her.

She saw Jacen across the room, standing in front of his door. His shoulders drooped.

She ran toward him. Tigris grabbed her and stopped her. She wriggled but she could not get away. He
made her stand in front of her door. She looked around the room. A child stood in front of each door, al
different children from al different worlds. None of them moved.

They dl looked scared and tired, and their clothes were ragged.



Older children in rust-red tunics stood straight in adouble linein the middle of the big stone room.
"Wedo not run, here," Tigrissaid. "Wewait for permission from the Proctor.” Tigris pointed toward the
front of the big room. A tal young man wearing alight blue jumpsuit stood at the entryway, watching
everything. Hefolded hisarms.

"And then the hel pers show us how to line up, and we walk wherewe are told." The helpersfanned out,
precise and expressionless, spacing themsalves asif they were herding the ragged children. The children
turned obediently to face the Proctor. Across the room, Jacen stayed stubbornly where he was.
Janaglared at Tigrisand did not move.

"Why?" Jainaasked. "l want Jacen!

Wheres Anakin?' " told you we are not impertinent herel” "1 wasn't, | don't even know what it meand”
"Turn!" Tigrissaid sharply.

Jainaglared at thefloor, just like Jacen across the room.

"Do you want your breakfast?" Tigris asked.

Jainalooked up. "Yed" "Then do asyou aretold." Jaina scowled and looked at the floor again.

Tigris had to push her around. One of the helpers did the same to Jacen.

"Wak!" Tigrissad. The other children walked forward, al in step. Tigris pushed Jainadong with them.
But shedid not walk in step.

Jainascuffed her feet on the concrete.

Tigristightened hislong sharp fingers around her shoulder. But he did not tell her to stop, so she kept
scuff+. The noise camein between the regular tramp, tramp, tramp of the other children’'s marching fedt.

A second scuff+ added itsdlf to the sound. Out of time with her own!

Jaina shot a glance across the room. Jacen grinned at her. Then the helper beside him turned Jacen's
head straight forward.

But the damage was done. Jaina skipped afew steps, one foot, hop! the other foot, hop! All around her,
other children broke step and hopped and skipped and jumped.

A red-gold centauriform child tapped her hoofed feet in aquick dance. She cantered in place, flicking her
long tail across her spotted flanks. She raised her head and yodeled ajoyful howl, and both Jainaand
Jacen answered her.

Tigris hauled Jainaback.

"Stop! Bequiet!" Hisfingernailsdug into her skin.

"Ow!" she shouted. She could pretend it did not hurt, but she saw no reason to pretend she was not
outraged. "Stop it! That's mean!" His grip opened for amoment, then tightened again, even harder. He



made her stand ill. Her abilities trembled at the brink of exploding, but she controlled herself. Hethrir's
power had begun to ease away. She was scared it would come back.

The other children stood till. Acrossthe room, aProctor clamped one hand around Jacen'sarm.

"Wedl must accept discipling” Tigrissaid. "Y ou're achild. Y ou can't know wheat's right for you. You
must obey me, as| obey the Proctors and Lord Hethrir." "Why can't | skip? Why can't | run?

Why can't | shout?' "Becauseit isbad discipline. Y ou must learn to control yourself." That stopped her.
Classes with Uncle Luke were mostly about learning to control what she could do.

"But Uncle Luke let me run and skip!" she said. "That didn't have anything to do with--" "L uke
Skywaker isdead,” Tigrissad.

"But--" "No moreargument!” Tigrissaid. "Stand in line quietly and follow the child in front of you." Jaina
was glad Tigris had interrupted her.

She had dmost told him she knew Uncle Lukewas divel

And Mamatoo, she reminded hersdlf, and Papa, and-- Suddenly Hethrir was beside them. Jaina
imagined that she could see silvery symbols on hisrobe, across his shoulders and his chest.

"Lord Hethrirffwas Tigrisexclamed. Hefdl to hisknees.

"What isthis commotion?’ Hethrir demanded.

"l was explaining our waysto the child,” Tigrissaid, kegping his gaze on thefloor.

"Do not explain,” Hethrir said. "Command." "Wheres my brother?' Jainasaid. "Wheres Angkin?' "You
have behaved badly," Hethrir said. Heraised hisvoice so dl the children and the helpers could hear. "I
have canceled breakfast because of the behavior of thischild. Y ou will al proceed directly to the study
hall." "That isn't fair!" Jainacried. "No breskfast--no breakfast for anybody--because | skipped?’
"Hush!" Tigriswhispered.

Hethrir strode from the room without speaking to her again. His white robe swirled across the floor.

Jainawas so hungry her sscomach growled. She and Jacen had had nothing to eat Since lunch yesterday .
Her mouth watered when she remembered the chowder and sandwiches, and the fruit for dessert.

"Itisntfair!” "You broketherules"” Tigrisclimbed to hisfeet. "Y ou're part of agroup. The rules gpply to
thewhole group.” "But--" "Be quiet,” Tigrissaid. "Lord Hethrir hasn't canceled lunch--yet." Jainalooked
around at al the other children. She thought they would al be mad at her. No one said anything or
looked at her. She saw, for thefirst time, how thin they all were, asthin asthey were ragged, and she
thought how hungry they must al be.

She wanted to say she was sorry. But shewas afraid if she spoke, Lord Hethrir would take their lunch
away too.

She subsided. When theline of children moved forward, she walked along with everyone el se.

But her sepswerealittle out of time.



Jainawas so hungry she could hardly think, and so bored she could hardly stay avake. She did not
understand why she had to St in thistiny cubicle with no sunlight and no fresh air, memorizing information
that popped up intheair in front of her.

Mogt of it sheknew aready, like her |etters, and her times tables. The stuff she did not know, she could
not understand why she would want to know. She stopped bothering to remember it. The score of
wrong answers mounted in big numbers hovering over her head. She did not care.

Shefdl adeep.

"You must beavery stupid little girl." Jainajumped, wide awake. She had not heard Tigris come up
behind her. She stood and glared at him.

"l am not! I'm smart! Why are you so mean?' He stabbed onefinger into her ghostly score of wrong
answers. Hisfingernailswere dirty and bitten.

"Y ou mugtn't think of measmean,” Tigrissad. "I'm only helping you learn discipline” ™Y ou act mean." "If
you don't want me to act mean, then you have to answer the questions.” "They're stupid questions!”
"Y ou're an impertinent child. Do you think you know what's better for you than Lord Hethrir does?

Yourevery ignorant!” "I'm not! I'm not! | liketo learn thingd These are dumb things!” "How highisthe
highest waterfal on the world of Firrerre?' "I know how to decide what stream is the headwater of a
river," Janasad hopefully.

"I know how to figure out how high awaterfdl is, evenif you can't get to thetop!” "But Lord Hethrir
didn't ask you those questions,” Tigrissaid. "He asked, "How high isthe highest waterfal on the world of
Firrerre?™ "I don't know. That's a dumb question, to--who cares what the answer is?| can look it up.”
"It isone thousand two hundred sixty-three meters high. Lord Hethrir thinks al educated people should
know thesefacts. Sit down at your screen and learn what he offers.” She could not see that she had any
choice.

"It's<till adumb question,” she whispered.

Chapter 4

Leiadreamed in sounds. She was surrounded by darkness, but whistles and warbles cameto her from all
directions. The voices formed shapesin the night. She cried out, reaching for the shapes, three small
figures, so fragile and precious.

Leiagasped and woke with astart. She had fallen adeep in the chair. The lights sensed her motion and
brightened.

What ahorrible nightmare, she thought.
Then she remembered: it was not anightmare.
At her sde, Artoo-Detoo whistled plaintively.

"Oh! You frightened me," she said. "What's the matter, Artoo? Isthere news--?' There was not.



"Did you wake me up to go to bed?" She amiled sadly. "I don't think it matterswhere | am anymore.”
She pushed hersdlf to her feet. Tension stiffened her neck and her back.

Shefdt lethargic and groggy. It wasthe middle of the night. Still hourstill dawn.

"Mr. lyon did drug me!" she exclaimed. She shook her head, trying to fling away the daze of deep.
"Why, I'll--ffwas Then she remembered that Chamberlain lyon had drunk the tea along with her. That
waswhy he had yawned, that was why he had stumbled. And perhaps he had hurried to hisroom and
collgpsed into drugged dumber.

She was angry to have been sedated without her knowledge.

But consdering hisbdliefs, and hisfears, she could hardly blame him.

Artoo-Detoo rolled toward the doorway.

"Good night,” Lelasaid.

Artoo-Detoo rolled toward her, then away again.

"What's the matter?' The droid whistled peremptorily. It whirred toward the door.

It waited.

"Where are you going? Do you want me to go too?" Artoo-Detoo scooted through the doorway.
Leiafollowed.

"But where are we going? |s Chewbacca awake, isthat it?' She followed Artoo-Detoo into the corridor.
The castle was sillent and dim. In the corners of her vision, the carven figures on every surface shifted and
played out their stories. When she looked at them straight on, they remained till, mere carvingsin the
sone.

Artoo-Detoo did not take the path to the surgery.

"Thisway," Leasad.

Thedroid rolled off without stopping.

Curious, troubled, Leia hurried to follow.

Bamy night air flowed around her as she followed Artoo-Detoo out of the castle. She had not even
known this doorway existed. The castle was so big, so [abyrinthine, that she had only memorized routes

to the places she needed to reach.

Above, the severa moons of Munto Codru waltzed in the sky. The cries of night creatures eased the
slence

"Whereareyou going?' Leiawhispered.

Around her, all sounds ceased. She stopped, spooked by the change. She stood quietly, and the night



sounds dowly began again, firgt distant ones, then nearer cries, findly small chirpingsamost at her fedt.

Artoo-Detoo whistled. The droid's voice blended with those of the night creatures. They continued their
cdling, unafraid.

Artoo entered the woods and rolled along the trail that led to the meadow. At the edge of the field where
the children had disappeared, L eia hesitated, then plunged ahead. When she entered the woods on the
other side of the clearing, she suddenly gasped for air. She had been holding her bresth.

You'reacting like ascared child, she said to hersdlf.
Then added, Or aterrified mother.
Soon she realized where Artoo-Detoo was going. She caught up to the droid.

"What's a the field? Artoo, do you know where the children are? Are they hidden in one of the ships?' A
few spaceships stood in the small landing field on the castle grounds. Larger ships had to put down at the
main spaceport, for the facilities here were primitive. But if the kidnappers had access to one of thelocal
ships, they might have hidden here. No one would have thought to look, because they could not take off.
Not without clearance from the main spaceport, and the main spaceport was not giving clearanceto

anyone.

"Tel me, Artooffwas Artoo-Detoo did not reply.

Three ships stood on the smdll landing field. One was acourier, the ship she had wished to send after
Han and Luke. The second was an antique loca craft of intricate design, aMunto Codru vessel put at the
disposd of the chamberlain.

Thethird was Alderaan, Leids pride and joy. Alderaan was adeek little ship with hyperdrive
capabilities. Luke had chided her for spending thetimeto learn to fly it that she could have used to study
the ways of the Jedi. But the truth was, it was much easier and faster to learn to fly Alderaan than to learn
to beaJedi Knight. And agreat deal more fun. Maybe that was why she loved the little starcraft so
much. Her responsibility to the Republic kept her from having much fun.

The same was true of everyone she knew.

Luke worked himsdf to exhaustion. Lelathought that he ddliberately worked himsdlf beyond exhaustion,
either to test himself or to take himsdlf to another level of achievement. But he scared her, sometimes.
She wished they had grown up together; she wished she had known her brother as a child, so she could
understand him better.

Han did not deliberately push himsdlf beyond his endurance. He had passed plenty of testsin hislife; he
never needed to give himsalf more. But he did press himsdlf to hislimits without meaning to.

Often Leiawould come home after a diplomatic reception or along meeting with her advisersto find Han
facedown at his desk, snoring.

Once hefdl adeep in hisbath. Leiawas convinced that if she had comein five minutes later, he would
have drowned.

That was why he and Luke had gone on a quest together. They were both burning out. They needed time



off.

She doubted Luke would find any other Jedi Knights on his quest, but she hoped he would find some
rest. And she hoped Han would let loose, likein the old days.

Leiafollowed Artoo-Detoo onto the field. She expected the droid to stop at the courier. When
Artoo-Detoo passed the courier she drew in along, distressed breath. Could the droid be heading for
the chamberlain's ship? He had aways been kind and hel pful to her. Even when he drugged her he had
meant well. But if the children werein his ship, if he had kidnapped her children to increase his prestige
on Munto Codru.

Artoo-Detoo passed the chamberlain's ship and continued on toward Leas.

Lelaran after thedroid.

No one can get into Alderaan without my consent! she cried to hersalf. No one! Not even Han. And
certainly not thetwinsor Anakin!

The kidnappers couldn't have forced them to open the ship, because they don't know how to doit.

Her heart raced. A powerful practitioner of the Force might be able to get into her ship without setting of f
thedarms.

She camed hersdf. Wait and see, she thought.

Wait and see.

Artoo-Detoo stopped beside Alderaan.

Leialaid one hand on the slver flank of her ship. No distinguishing mark marred itslimpid finish, which
looked like puddied mercury. It was registered to a person who did not exist, a second identity Leiahad
established so that someday, sometime, somehow, she would be able to take afew days off and fly away
to apleasant place without being recognized. Its ship's Signature did not even list itsname, only its
number, because the name of Alderaan gavetoo great a clue to the true identity of the ship's owner.
Almogt dl the citizens of Alderaan had perished in the attack of the Desth Star. Only afew had survived.
Princess Leia Organa had been one of them.

"Is someonein there, Artoo?" she whispered.

The droid made a soft faint hum, the sound Alderaan made asit powered up for liftoff.

"All right. I'll stop them before they can take off. Don't worry." She executed the entry sequence. The
hatch opened. Leiaentered her ship and moved silently down its corridor.

She had no fedling of intrusion, no sense that anyone was aboard. Artoo-Detoo followed on silent treads.
Leiakept the lights off; she could find her way around in Alderaan with her eyes closed if need be. She
glanced into her stateroom. Nothing. No one was hiding in the second cabin, in the heed, inthe
storeroom, in the galley. She crept toward the cockpit.

Her pulse pounded.



The cockpit, too, was empty.

Could they be hiding in the engines? That was the only possibility |€ft.

At the engine hatch, she stopped and listened carefully. She could hear nothing, no sounds of conspiracy,
no cries of frightened children, no shrill squeals of Anakin in one of hisbrief, intense tantrums. Perhaps
they weredl adeep.

A soft faint hum surrounded her.

She glanced over her shoulder, expecting to see Artoo-Detoo mimicking the sound of her ship again.
The corridor behind her was empty.

The hum increased. Someone had begun the takeoff procedure.

Leiadammed the hatch and pelted her way back to the cockpit.

Artoo-Detoo had extended connectors into the ship's systems and powered up Alderaan's drive.
"Stop it, Artooffwas Leiaexclaimed.

"What are you doing, | can't--" A display flashed into being before her.

The display traced out the spaceways of Munto Codru. Traffic waslight around this old world. No ship
had arrived or departed for several days.

Except one.

A sngledigtinct trail led from the surface.

It reached escape velocity, streaked away from the planet, reached for hyperspace, and disappeared.
"What isthis, Artoo?' Thedroid trilled at her.

Leiagasped and sat down hard in the pilot's couch.

She was looking at the trace of aship that could belong to the kidnappers.

"Why didn't anyone show thisto me before?" Artoo-Detoo showed her that the information had
disappeared from the spaceport's records. The only uncorrupted information lay within Artoo-Detoo's
compact shell.

"They got away..." Lelawhispered.

"How did you know, how did you find out?* Artoo-Detoo sang her an explanation. The droid might have
to navigate through local space a any time, and, as a precaution, made a habit--or an instinct--of

tracking spaceship traffic. When the kidnappers struck, Artoo compared memory banks to the spaceport
report, and noted a disparity.



Artoo-Detoo believed the contradiction was a clue to the kidnappers.

Lelaagreed with Artoo's conclusion. Munto Codru attracted little starship traffic. The disparity inthe
records, coming asit did just at the time of the children's disappearance, was too suspicious and too
convenient.

The hum of Alderaan's enginesincreased.

Leiaknew she should shut Alderaan down, return to the castle, and confer with her advisers.

Tak for hours, trying to decide what to do, what was prudent, waiting on the whim of the people who
hed stolen her children.

Arguing with Chamberlain lyon about whether it was a coup kidnapping.

"Y ou understand, don't you," Leiasaid, as much to hersalf asto Artoo-Detoo, "if we leave, and if we're
wrong--if it realy isacoup kidnapping--we're risking Mr. lyon'swyrwulf." Artoo-Detoo warbled a
descending call.

Do | hear uncertainty? Lela asked herself.

Orisit my uncertainty | fed?

It would be so much easier for her to bdieve Mr.

lyon, to wait for afew more hours, negotiate with the Munto Codru family, see her children rush happily
into her arms. Followed by Chamberlain lyon's massive and horrifying black-on-black wyrwulf.

But she did not believe. She did not believe acoup kidnapper could penetrate her security and whisk her
children from Chewbaccas protection.

She believed the kidnappers to be alt more powerful, more sinister.

They wounded Chewbacca and set off the pressure bomb to disguise their true actions and their true
intentions, Leia thought. They made us oblivious to the passage of two hours time. And they abducted
Mr. lyon'swyrwulf--ffadd to their illusion of acoup kidnapping, to distract us, while they escaped.

If thiswastrue, the children were far from Munto Codru, and they werein deadly peril.

Shelaid one hand gently on Artoo-Detoo's carapace.

"Yes'" shesad. "Youreright. | haveto taketherisk." Artoo-Detoo emitted ashrill of agreement.

"Mr. lyon, I'm sorry," Leiawhispered. "I hope I'mright." She dragged the safety Straps across her body
and fastened hersdlf in and engaged the controls. She went through the countdown sequence fast, pushing
the safety margins. Her ship came dive around her.

Activation.

Alderaan lifted off.



As soon as Alderaan rose above the clouds, the spaceport sensorsreacted. A deepy traffic controller
sent her amessage.

"Munto Codru Spaceport to WU-9167, do not proceed.” If Leiareplied, they would know who piloted
the ship. Shewould haveto explain, justify hersdf--and she could not justify hersalf. She only knew she
had no choice.

But she could not let it become known that the Chief of State of the Republic had begun to behave
eraticaly.

"Munto Codru Spaceport to WU-9167, return to your base, the hyperspace supervison systems are
under repair. Proceeding could be dangerousto your hedth!” "Tell them we have our own supervision
systems," Leiasaid to Artoo-Detoo.

Alderaan streaked upward through the atmosphere.

[ts skin grew hot.

Artoo-Detoo warbled atransmission.

"Munto Codru Spaceport to WU-9167, that isn't an acceptable response. Y ou risk censure, afine, and
confiscation of your spacecraft.” Artoo-Detoo replied with a soothing explanation.

The chamberlain's secrecy worked against him now.

Asfar asthe spaceport police knew for certain, she was only breaking an administrative order. They
could record afine againgt her. They could plan to confiscate her ship or take her license, when and if she
returned. But thiswas not a police matter. They did not suspect that she was an escaping kidnapper,
because they did not know anyone had been kidnapped.

"Munto Codru Spaceport to WU-9167, if thisis an emergency, we can send atractor after you." "Oh,
Artooffwas Leiasaid. Thelast thing she needed was to have to dodge around a space tug and its tractor
beam.

Artoo-Detoo broadcast aloud eectronic raspberry and shut down the transmission.

"Got that one from Han, did you?' Lelasad.

Alderaan reached the upper atmosphere. In the thinning air, heat dissipated rapidly. The temperature of
the ship's skin dropped, from very hot to very cold.

The blue sky turned indigo, then purple, then black. The stars came out.

One of the sars moved: light glinted off the battered skin of the orbital space tug asit changed its path to
intersect Lads.

Setting itsalf to stop her, it put atractor beam between Alderaan and the hyperspace point through which
the kidnappers had escaped.

"How strong isit?' Lelaasked. "How far do we haveto go to avoid it?" Artoo-Detoo evaded her
questions.



"And here | thought you were perfect,” she said.
Instead of changing Alderaan's course, Leiaaccelerated. Artoo-Detoo whooped in warning.
"l don't care. We have plenty of power.

If the beam grabs us well just haveto bresk it." "Munto Codru Spaceport to WU-9167, we're tracking
you. Stay calm, we think we can counteract your acceleration.

Rilot, are you injured? If you can pull the plug on your engines you'll make our work alot easer.” The
controller kept hisvoice cam. If Alderaan had been in distress, Lelawould certainly have gppreciated
the reassurance.

Alderaan accel erated toward the tug'stractor.

Ledsdisplay showed her the beam, waiting to surround her ship with an energy field asthick as
molasses. She poured on more power.

At least we aren't in combat, she thought.
Thereésno risk to them, trying to stop me. | don't have to worry about their safety.
Her own safety struck her asinconsequential.

"Munto Codru Spaceport to WU-9167, secure yoursdlf for tractor, it's going to get rough in five, four..."
Artoo-Detoo snapped treads into the safety recess and hunkered down. Lelaglared at the droid.

"Why do | think you do know the strength of the tractor beam?' she said. his... three, two, one, engage!”
Alderaan shuddered violently asthe tractor beam grasped and dowed it. Leia pushed the engineto its
limits. Alderaan quivered around her.

The strain on her ship hurt her.

Alderaan's shiddsresisted the tractor.

For aningant, Leidslittle ship did free.

The space tug, responding with surprising speed for such an old and obsolete vessdl, snatched at
Alderaan again. Alderaan struggled inits grip. The shields wavered, compressed to the edge of their
drength.

Alderaan dowed, plowing through the beam asif through a powerful current.

If | wereintrouble, Leiathought, I'd be desperately grateful for whoever's keeping that tug in such good
shape.

The shieldsrdlied. Alderaan seized more distance, another step toward escape.

Alderaan shuddered.



Thetractor beam broke. The change buffeted Alderaan and flung Leiainto the pilot's couch so hard it
knocked the breath from her. Struggling againgt the streaks of pain through her vison, she corrected her
ship's course.

Alderaan responded, steadied, and plunged.

"No!" the spaceport controller cried, at the end of his reassurance. "I'm sorry--" Every star exploded into
amulticolored line, radiating around Alderaan's path.

"Wemadeit!" Leaexclamed.

A cry of distress and relief echoed through the ship.

"What wastheat?' Leiaexclaimed.

She snatched away the restraint, jumped up, and ran to the rear of the ship.

In the second cabin--the cabin that had been empty when she checked it for kidnappers-- Chewbacca
lay inthe bunk.

"What--how--?" Leiacut off her *ws.
Artoo-Detoo rolled past her and stopped beside Chewbacca, warbling happily.
"Youlethimin?' Leaexclamed.

"How could you? Isthat why you let me think my children were hidden under the engines? So you had
timeto let himin? He's hurt! How is he going to hea ?

What am | going to do with awounded Wookiee?' She stopped. Shetried to calm herself. Shewas so
angry she could barely speak, much less make sense.

Chewbacca roared.

Leladtill had to concentrate hard to understand him.

She had listened and learned for along time, to be able to communicate with her husband's oldest friend.
She il could not pronounce Chewbacca's language, but she had made some headway in
comprehending it.

Chewbacca expressed distress and regret and sorrow that he had failed Jainaand Jacen and Anakin, but
not amoment's remorse that he had come adong.

"I'm not going back,” Leiasaid to Artoo-Detoo. "I'm not taking him back to Dr. Hyos. | hope you
thought to bring enough medicine!” Alderaan carried medica stores, of course, but Chewbaccawas large
and hiswound was serious. Leiahersalf had only the most rudimentary of medical training, picked up on
thefly intheold days.

She crossed the cabin and stood beside Chewbacca, gazing down a him. He moaned.

"I'm sorry you're hurt,” she said. "And | know you want to help. But | wish you'd stayed back on Munto



Codru. Everyone will recognize you, that'swhy you couldn't go with Han!

Even when you're well enough to get up, you're going to haveto stay in the ship." Chewbaccasnarled a
quick retort.

"l supposeyou'reright,” Leiasaid reluctantly. ™Y ou and Han, people would recognize. Y ou and me...
maybe not. I'll haveto think about it." His huge palm touched the back of her hand; hisfingers, very
warm and gentle, curled around her wrist. Lelajerked away, fighting her anger a him, but losing.

"Goto deep,” shesaid. "Y ou're supposed to be adeep.” Shefled before her anger could hurt him any
more.

Lelaflung hersdf into Alderaan's pilot's chair.
She breathed deeply, dowly. The exercise felt ragged, for she was still angry and distressed.

The calming ritua was one of the few Jedi abilities she had begun to learn, though when she had told
L uke she knew how to doit, he had replied that no one ever completely understood Jedi techniques.

"Every timeyou reach anew stage,” he had said, "you redize that you redlly don't understand anything,
you have to go back to the beginning, to the most basic practice, and learn what you didn't seethe last
timethrough." "That's very encouraging,” Lelahad said in adry tone that L uke chose not to
acknowledge.

"Itis" hesad. "Itswonderful, isn't it? There's dways something more to learn. There's dways something
new." Her pulse and her breathing dowed and steadied.

For thefirgt time since morning, she felt aglimmer of hope, aglimmer of the presence of her children. The
center of her being yearned toward them.

Behind her, Artoo-Detoo entered the cockpit.

Theglimmer vanished.

"I'm not speeking to you,” Leiasaid.

With a plaintive whine, Artoo-Detoo rolled away.

She had to sart dl over again. In agtate of cam, or in atate of frenzy, she could begin to use her
untrained potential. She had more control when she was calm, more power when she drove her potentia
with fury. With fury came greet danger.

Hyperspace glowed and writhed around her.

Somewherein its patterns shewould find atrail.

Shemust findit.

She thought she saw it, she grasped for it, it eluded her and disappeared.

Reax, she said to hersdlf. Relax, and maybe you can find them.



That waslike ordering hersdf to stop worrying: it wasimpossible.

She abandoned her quest for detached calm.

She discarded her pretense of composure.

Instead, Leialoosed her rage and terror and pain. Tears sprang to her eyes, blurred her vison, and rolled
down her cheeks. Anger spiced the terror. She pounded her fists againgt her pilot's chair. She began to
sob, to groan, to mutter the basest curses of Han's roughest smuggler friends.

Leascreamed.

Rage and terror and pain al shattered around her, and disappeared. The force of her love and grief
broke through into abrilliant blue-white redlity.

A vivid scarlet line streaked across the glowing blue-white domain and stabbed into the soft rainbow
colorsof hyperspace: Leiasaw it, fet it, heard its color. Shetasted and smelled it.

She snatched the controls of Alderaan and plunged dong the bloodred trail.
Artoo wasright, Leiathought. The children did come thisway, it wasn't a coup kidnapping.

Leashivered with relief, andwith fear. She had made the correct choice. But her children werein even
more danger than Mr. lyon'swyrwulf.

Just outside the cockpit, Artoo-Detoo rolled nervoudy back and forth, whistling with confusion and
digtress.

The crystdlizing white dwarf plummeted toward Crseith Station, falling toward the black hole. The two
stars rose and set in opposition, creeting long days, short nights.

Grateful for even afew hours of relative coolness, Han strolled into the lodge, aong the pathways
between the quiet streams and glassy pools.

In hisroom, the only illumination was the reflection of shore lights off the crater lake.

Han threw down hisjacket, kicked off his boots, and flung himsdlf onto hisbed. It wasalong walk from
thefirst dome of Crseih Station to the park dome of the lodge. He flt tired but exhilarated.

The humming whine of alightsaber gartled him.

Hewhirled around. The bluelight filled every corner of the room and even lit a dust-mouse benegth the
bed, asif the light were too powerful to cast shadows.

"Whereve you been?" Luke douched on the degp couch in the corner, wrapped in hisrobes, hislegs
extended. The lightsaber flicked off again, plunging the room into darkness.

"Out enjoying my vacetion,” Han said easlly.

"How about you?' The hum of the lightsaber pierced Han'sinebriated brain as the blade snapped into



exigence.
"Thét redly hurtsmy head,” Han said.
Luke performed a couple of ritua cuts.

A dash, aparry, athrugt. The air vibrated. The blade barely missed the wall, and a hanging tapestry, and
the arm of the couch.

Inthelight of his blade, Luke looked haunted. He let the energy blade withdraw.
"What were you doing?" Luke asked.

"Repairing our finances" Han raised thelight level in hisroom. He grabbed hisjacket, reached into the
pockets, and pulled out handsful of credits. He let the bills flutter to the bed, to the floor, even over
Luke'sfest.

Luke gazed a the bills dispassionately.
"Wedidn't need our finances repaired,” he said.
"We're on the border!" Han exclaimed.

"Y ou show aletter of resources on the border and they laugh at you. And maybe knock you on the head
inan dley to grab it and take it someplace they can useit.” "But gambling winnings," Luke said dryly, "are
perfectly safe” "I couldn't lose tonight, kid," Han said.

"They thought they could lure mein and take me, but | couldn't lose. | could have made usrich instead of
just comfortable, but | thought, No, why be greedy?

Why risk one hand too many? So | picked up my winnings and | thanked them for afine time--and fine
ale--and herel am. Safe, and sound, and flush.” "I was worried about you!" Luke said. "Y ou
disappeared without a”w--" "I didn't want to argue with you," Han said to his brother-in-law. "Y ou
wouldn't have come dong--" "How do you know? Y ou didn't ask." "Would you?' "No." "See?" "It's
beside the point! I've got amission here, a purpose, I--" "What'swrong?' Han said, suddenly concerned.
"What are you so upset about?' " Something strange is happening at Crseih Station,” Luke said. Hisvoice
wastight and intense. "Something strange, and | don't know what it is. | think we should be careful.” "I'm
on vacation,” Han sad, trying to make ajoke of it. "Being careful isthe last thing on my mind." Luke
gared in silence out the dark window.

"I'mtired,” Han said. "I'm going to deep. In the morning I'm going to deep in, and have breskfast in bed,
and maybe I'm going to have lunch in bed too. And then maybe I'll go back to the tavern." He yawned.
"Do the samething, kid. Relax. If thereé's anybody herefor you to find, youll find them. Or they'll find
you." He sat up long enough to pull off his shirt, but he was too tired to take off therest of his clothes. He
flopped back onto his bed.

"And tomorrow you can try to find Threepio,” he said to Luke.

"| dready did that,” Luke said, matter-of-fact.

"Oh yeah?' Han mumbled, haf adeep.



"Whereishe?' He fumbled for the edge of the blanketsto pull them around himsdlf before he fell adeep.
"Right here, Gen--air." Threepio stepped into Han'sroom, almogt invisiblein his new purple skin.

"Fine, great,” Han said deepily. "Tomorrow you and Luke can get on the hunt and find our mysterious
informant.” His eyelids drooped and he heard himsdf snore just as he fell adeep.

"I have donethat, Sr,” Threepio said. "Sheishere.” Han woke with asnort. He sat up, still half adeep.

"Her? Here? What'd you bring her herefor?' Struggling to wake up, he thought back over what they had
sad. Luke had been playing with hislightsaber--had he even been using his disguise?

--and Han had not been careful with histongue.

Maybe the informant aready knew Luke Skywalker and Han Solo were investigating the strange reports
from Crseih Station.

"Because we need to speak.” The new voice was light and soft, but very serious.

Han turned over, rolling himsalf up in hisblankets with agroan of exhaudtion, hiding himsalf from the
intruder.

"Come back inthe morning,” he said through the muffling bedcl othes. " On second thought, come back in
the afternoon.” "We have no time to waste, Solo.” He bolted up, snatching the bedclothes away from his
face. She did know who they were-- Luke's saber hummed, and the blade stroked aline of light across
Han'sdim hotel room.

In the ghostly illumination of the Jedi weapon, Han saw their informant's face. He did not recognize her.

"Y ou no longer know me, Solo," she said with resignation. "1 should not be surprised, but | am
disappointed that you wiped me from your memory." It was her voice that let him remember. He caught
his breath.

"Permit meto introduce--" " Xaverri? Xaverriffwas Han said to Threepio, "Weve dready been
introduced.” Luke let hislightsaber blade vanish. The room turned pale with the dawn of the burning

whirlpool.

Han finished untangling himsdf from his blankets and stood up. His heart beet wildly; hefdt asif he had
run arace.

Xaverri faced him. Shewas nearly his height. She used to look him straight in the eye, but she was not
wesaring the high-hedled boots that had been so much apart of her stylein the time he had known her.
Nor was her heavy, curly black hair elaborately dressed, for she had cropped it into short, tight curls.

Instead of reveding silks, she wore homespun trousers and shirt.

"I do remember you, Xaverri," Han said softly. "Of course | remember you. | could never forget you."
When he had known her, she had acted both carefree and careless, avoiding any responsibility, moving
on awhim. Shetook extraordinary risks. For along time, Han believed she smply sought excitement
because she enjoyed it. Exhilarated, they had taken the risks and experienced the excitement together.



Findly, Han discovered that she did not careif shelived or died. He had not understood why, back then.
But now he did understand.

Xaverri had risked her life againgt the chance that she could outsmart and outrun high officers of the
Empire. She had aways won.

Han had begun to wonder, in those heady days of excited terror, if she won because she did not careif
shelogt. If shelost, she would die, and her grief would end. When she won, revenge eased the grief a
little.

She had changed. When he knew her in the old days she had hidden hersdlf behind makeup and
expensve clothing and jewds. She had heightened the gold glow of her skin and disguised the round lines
of her smooth face. She had concealed the soft brown of her eyes behind iris-enhancers of opagque silver,
piercing green, or eerie faceted diamond.

Y et her beauty and intensity had alway's glowed through her veneer of sophistication. Now she no longer
hid behind anything, and her spirit shone as strongly. Han would not have recognized a picture of her. But
her voice was the same, and her strength.

"How did you know it was me?" he asked.

"How could | not?" Xaverri asked. "I sent you the message.” "Why didn't you say it was you? Why didn't
you use alanguage | know?" "Because | did not want my message to be easily read." She hesitated.
"And.

| did not know you would respond, if you knew the message was from me." Han started to protest, but
kept hisslence.

She might be right, he thought. I'm ashamed to admit it, but she might be right.
"Atfirst | did not know you," she admitted.

She touched his beard. "But as soon as you spoke--" Han felt asif he had plunged back into the old
days, when histhoughts and Xaverri's mirrored each other with eerie precison.

He could not speak directly about those old days. He was surprised at the turbulence of hisfedlingsand
the srength of hispain.

"What have you been doing, al these years?' he asked. "What have you been doing in the Republic, now
that al the Empire officersare gone?’ "They are not gone, Solo,” she said.

She had aways called him Solo. In the society of Xaverri'sbirth, the given name came ladt, after along
list of ancestral references. She had assumed his given name was Solo, and that he was of low class or an
orphan, with only asingle prename. Once they got that straightened out, she was used to calling him Solo
and he was used to hearingit.

"They are not gone. Some--some that you fought--are dead. But many are hiding benesth respectability,
waiting and working for your government to fater and fail. Waiting for their chance." "They'll wait along
timeg" Hansad.



"l hope 0. In the meantime, they are as greedy and vend asthey dwayswere. They are as susceptible
to temptation, when | offer them more wedth.” Her smile wasjoyous and unmerciful.

"And they are even more vulnerable, because they have falen from power. They do not dare draw the
attention of your authorities. | wrong them dreadfully--and they cannot complain.” Han laughed, imagining
the arrogant Empire officers he had known, brought low by fear and Xaverri's predations. Then he
sobered.

"Y ou should tdl mewhothey are," he said.

"Who they're pretending to be. So the New Republic can bring themto justice.” "My justiceis harsher,”
Xaverri said, "and more satisfying. Perhgps, when | have taken sufficient revenge, | will tell you the names
of the ones| have humiliated and impoverished.

And then | will humiliate and impoverish more of them, and tdl you who they are. Thus| will have my
justice, and the Republic will haveitsjustice.” Han wished he could ease her memories, and her need for
vengeance. But he could not help her in the old days, and he could not help her now. He wished he had
embraced her as soon as he recognized her, but now he felt awkward about doing so. He backed away
astep, and looked around for his boots. His exhaustion had vanished.

"Youve met Luke and Threepio, | see," he said. He sat on the edge of hisbed to pull on his boots.
"Yes." Xaverri inclined her head to Threepio. "I am not often recelved with such diplomacy.”" She turned
toward Luke. "And | had not expected the New Republic to respond to my warning with such illustrious
investigators.” "We decided--" his--t the report deserved a serious response,” Han said quickly, cutting
Lukes”wsoff. Luke might have said the same thing. Then again, he might have let it dip that Han was
using her strange report as an excuse for a vacation.

He did not want her to know he had not taken the message serioudly.

"Your report,” Luke said. "Y ou wouldn't tell us the source of the strange phenomena. Will you now?"
"No," Xaverri said.

Lukejumped to hisfeet. "But you must!

Who--?" "I will show you," she said.

"Just tell me!" Luke exclamed.

"Y ou would not believe me. Y ou must see for yourself."

Jainatrudged down the halway, one of many in thelong line of children. The helpers made suretheline
stayed straight, while a Proctor oversaw the whole group. Tigriswalked nearby.

Isthat what they dways have for lunch? she thought.

She could till taste the rancid grease of the soup she had been given. She had tasted one bite, and then
--politely, as she had been taught, she did have good manners no matter what Hethrir and the Proctors
said--she had said it was rotten. She did not mean it tasted bad--well, yes, she did mean it tasted bad. It
was a'so spoiled.



She had not eaten it. Everyone else had. She had given hersto the red-gold centauriform child. But alittle
bullyboy named Vram had snatched it away and thrown it on the floor and gone and told on them. The
helpers had given him apiece of fruit asareward. They liked Vram.

Jainas stomach growled. Shewas very, very hungry.

Someone nudged her shoulder. She glanced back.

"Play, soon," said the red-gold centauriform child. "Play, now." She spoke with aheavy accent, but Jaina
understood her.

She cantered one quick step in place, just as she had when Jaina skipped across the gathering room.
Her dainty hooves tapped on the stone.

Tigris glanced back to stop the cheerful noise. But the red-gold child was plodding aong with everyone
else by then. Her tail switched briskly.

Jainawondered what the red-gold child meant.

Play? she thought. | don't believe nasty mean Tigriswill ever let us play. Why can hetell me what to do,
heisn't aProctor, | don't think he's even a hel per!

The children marched down another long hallway.

Jainawondered why it was so far between places, in these endless underground tunnels. They must have
been hard to build. The castle at Munto Codru had been honeycombed with tunnels, but the tunnels
connected hundreds of rooms and storage chambers and spy-windows and secret places. Here the
tunnels had no windows, no doors, no twists or turns. Each had only a beginning and an ending, with
maybe one curve or corner inal itslong length.

Jainasaw light! Redl light, white and full of color, not thisghostly gray. It blazed down &t her, Slhouetting
the children ahead of her.

She wanted to run toward it. She wanted to shout with joy.

Ahead of her, the other children climbed stairs and waked out into the light. 1t washed over them,
bathing them in radiance. But they just kept walking. When Jaina saw the sun, shewould raise her faceto
it and let it pour down over her. She would run into the brightness-- "Stop." All the children stopped at
the Proctor's command.

Jainawas only afew steps from the dazzling brightness at the bottom of the sairs. She caught her breeth.
She feared they would take her back into the darkness.

The Proctor gestured sharply to Tigris.

Jainayearned toward the light in dismay, certain Tigriswould pull her from the line and make her go back
to the dim study cubicle, or the dark deeping cell.

Tigrisraised her chin and turned her toward him and made her ook up at him.



"You canwalk, inthe play yard,” he said.

"Y ou can speak quietly in the play yard. Y ou can't shout. Y ou can't run. Y ou can't dig the sand.

Y ou mustn't pick the leaves. Do you understand?' She nodded. His grubby fingers pinched her chin.
Helet her go.

"And you can't go near the fence!" he said.

"Why do you have so many rules?' Jaina asked.

"That isntarule” Tigrissaid. "If you go near the fence--the dragon will eat you!" A dragon! Jainawas
entranced.

The Proctors alowed the children to move forward again, and Jaina climbed out of the pit into the
unlight.

It was bright and hot, much more intense than she was used to. She blinked the sparks away from her
vison, looking for Jacen, anxiousto see him, trying to discover where she was and how they might

escape for home.

Mr. Chamberlain'swyrwulf ran toward her across the sand. Shefdll to her knees and flung her arms
around its neck.

"Oh, you'redl right! Did they leave you out here dl done? Y ou're lucky, though, you don't have to sudy
those dumb lessons!" The heavy black guard hairs of the wyrwulf's coat felt rough againgt Jaina'sface. A
heavy metal and leather collar had been fastened around the wyrwulf's throat. Jainatried to freethe
wyrwulf.

"I'm sorry,” shesaid. "'l can't get it off." Her fingers were not strong enough to unfasten the collar.
Thewyrwulf whined and leaned againgt her.

"Let'sexplore.” Jainagot to her feet. "Let's seeif thereésaway out of here." She looked around.

The play yard was the bottom of a canyon. The canyon was not very deep, but its sideswere very steep
and smooth. They would be hard to climb.

There was some way to get up there. On the cliff high above, the Proctorsin their light blue uniforms
spun and struck and dashed, practicing with lightsabers.

Jaina stared at them in disbelief. Why did these bad people have lightsabers? Lightsabers were for good
people, for Jedi Knights. She wanted to be a Jedi Knight. She wanted to be old enough to build her own
lightsaber, and learn to useit.

She also wanted to be amechanic, and araceship driver, and adrum player.

Sheturned her back on the Proctors, up on their high cliff, and kept looking around for away to escape.
Mr. Chamberlain'swyrwulf trotted after her.



A fence closed the far end of the canyon.
Jainawaked toward the fence. It might not be as hard to climb asthe stone cliffso.

She was not on Munto Codru. She was not on any world she had ever visited. It was avery smal world.
Past the fence, the horizon lay very close.

And the horizon curved. Thetiny hot sun moved in the ky, so fast the shadows moved.
Thisisn't ared world, Jainathought. It'stoo smal. It'samade one, abuilt one.
Otherwise it wouldn't have this much gravity. And it spins so fadt, itsday isonly acouple of hours long!

A few prickly plants struggled to grow in the dry sand. Jaina could not imagine wanting to pick their
thorny leaves.

There was nothing to play on, only the bare canyon sand surrounding the staircase pit, and the fence
locking them dl inside.

Someone nudged Jaina from behind. The red-gold centaur child danced around in front of her. Her sdes
and back were spotted with white. Velvety knobs above her temples poked through her wild, curly hair.

"You'redifferent,” the red-gold child said.

"I'mJaina" "I'm Lusa" Lusalooked sidelong at the wyrwulf. "Doesit bite?' "No, it just hasbig teeth. Do
you see my brothers?' Jainalooked around, but there were only half as many children inthe play yard as
there had been in the gathering room.

Lusatook Jainas hand. "Every day, they mix usup. Every day, it's different. Tomorrow your brothers
areinthisgroup, I'm not. Tomorrow, you'rein their group, I'm still here” It took Jainaalittletimeto
figure out Lusasway of taking.

Shetdls me different things that could happen, Jainathought. But that's okay. At least they aren't awful
things. Except that | want to see Jacen now, not tomorrow or the next day. And | want to know if
Anakinisdl right.

Hand in hand, Jainaand Lusawalked acrossthe yard. Every few steps, Lusa hopped, springing into the
ar and coming down on al four feet.

"l want to run," she said sadly when she saw Jainawatching her curioudy. "1 want to gdlop, and jump.”
"Me, t0o," Jainasaid. Shejumped up intheair, like Lusa, and came down on both feet. It was not the
same as running, but it helped. The wyrwulf watched.

The edge of the play area ended ten paces from the fence. All the other children were walking around,
but no one entered the undisturbed border.

Jainatook a step toward it.

"Don't!" Lusasaid, keeping hold of her hand. "The dragon--it'll eat you.” "I want to see the dragon,” Jaina
sad.



Then she thought, Why should | even believe thereé's adragon? Hethrir told me my mamaisdead. | don't
believethat. | don't believe anything he says. | don't believe anything mean nasty Tigris says.

Shelooked around for Tigris, but he had disappeared. A few bored hel pers stood together and
gossiped, hardly paying any attention to the children.

"There's no dragon out there," Jainasaid.

"Thereis,” Lusasaid. "A dragon livesthere. The sand hides the dragon!” Beyond the fence, wind had
blown the sand into low rolling dunes.

"Theresno placefor adragon to hide," Jainasaid.

She took another step.

A hugelizard erupted from the sand. It roared. The sound was like thunder, like wind.

Sand showered up around it, and over the fence, and into Jaind's hair.

She shrieked in fear and ddlight. The wyrwulf yelped. The other children ran away, toward the safety of
the stairwell. Jainawanted to stay where she was, on the undisturbed ground, to see what the dragon
would do. Lusapulled her to safety. Lusatried to run al the way to the stairwell, pulling Jaina, but Jaina
pulled againgt her and stopped them both.

Just beyond the undisturbed sand, they turned back to look at the dragon.

It waslike Jaina had suddenly turned invisible,

The dragon crouched on dl fours, lashing its heavy tail. It growled. It peered thisway, that way. It was
beautiful, Jainathought, not very graceful but powerful. It had thick, muscular legs and a short heavy tail
with a spiked knob on the tip. Its huge long head was mostly mouth. Big jaws and big thick drippy teeth.
Its scales|ooked like shiny beads, black and tan and pink.

"It hidesinthe sand,” Lusasaid. "The sand lookslikeits scales." The dragon snorted and blinked. It
backed up afew steps, wiggling itstail. It dug itself abasking spot and used its big feet to flip sand up
over its back. Lying between two of the low dunes, it looked like asand duneitself.

"It'swonderful!" Jaina said. She wished Jacen were here. Jacen would loveit.

Maybe I'll get achanceto tell him about it, she thought. Just asecond isdl 1'd need, practicdly.

She dmogt tried to think at him about the dragon. Just the idea brought her up against the hovering cold
cloud of Hethrir's power.

She decided to wait.
"What doesit eat?' Jaina asked.

"Children," Lusasaid, her voice gloomy.



"Uswhenwerebad.” "Oh, slly,” Janasaid. "Did you ever seeit eat anybody?' "No, but they told--"
Lusablinked her red-gold eyes. "They told us... they madeit roar. It didn't eat us, it only roared us." She
switched her tail and flung back her tangled hair.

"It only roared ud" Jainagrinned.

The other children came cautioudy out of the stairwell and gathered behind Jainaand Lusa.

"It didn't eat you!" "1 bet it doesn't even eat children,” Jainasaid. "l bet it eats... bugs or fish or plantsor
something." "There aren't any fish!" Vram said in astuck-up voice.

"Sand fish!" Jainaretorted. "Haven't you ever heard of sand fish? Y ou've never been anywherel” The
other children nodded. But no one stepped onto the undisturbed ground. Jaina had to admit the dragon
was pretty scary, when it jJumped up out of the sand. It might not eet her. But it might knock down the
fence and step on her, without even meaning to.

Suddenly three ships screamed down out of space and streaked across the sky above the canyon.

"Look!" Jainacried out with excitement, knowing, just knowing, that Papa had come to save her with the
Millennium Falcon, or Mama had come with Alderaan.

Thewyrwulf pointed itsnosein the air and howled after them.
Jainadid not recognize any of the ships.

Two were dark, like the Falcon, and one was bright like Alderaan, but the two dark ones were shaped
wrong, and the bright one was gold rather than Slver.

The other children stared after the ships. They dl fell slent and scared. Jaina expected one of the hel pers
to come and tell her to be quiet. Maybe even send them al to bed without dinner. Jainawas so hungry
now that she wished she had eaten the icky soup. She was sorry she had shouted.

All the helpers, and the Proctor overseer, had disappeared.

"Don't they watch uswhile we're out here?' Jaina asked.

The other children looked around. A whisper of fear passed among them.

"What's the matter?' Without a”w, the other children clustered together.

Lusapranced nervoudly.

"What's the matter, Lusa? What's going to happen?' Lusaraised her head, her eyeswide with fear. Her
long curly mane flew around her face.

"They comefor us, they take us-" Lusa put her hands protectively over the velvet knobs on her
forehead. "They cut off your hornd" ™Y ou're gonna get sent away!" Gloating, Vram pointed at Lusa; he
pointed at Jaina. "Y ou're gonna get sent away-ay, you're gonna get sent away-ay!" he chanted.
"Whenever the ships come, Lord Hethrir sends the bad ones away!" Jainathought, Where could we go
that would be worse, why is Lusa so scared?



"Good!" Jainasaid. "Who wantsto stay in thisrotten place?" She grabbed Lusas hand.

"WEeIl go away together, and my papawill come and rescue us" "Y ou don't know anything!" Vram
shouted.

"Youll al go away to different placed

Youll bedl by yoursdlf!" That scared Jaina. Lusawas trembling. They could make Lusago away. They
could make Jacen and Anakin go away!

Vram jumped up and down with glee and pointed at Lusa.

"l heard them say, they're going to take you away and cut off your horns! Cut off your hornsforever.
Servesyou right!" Lusacringed away from him.

| don't have any hornsto cut off, Jainathought. So what would they do to me?
She held Lusas hand tighter. Mr.
Chamberlain'swyrwulf leaned againg her.

Lusa edged toward the other children, till she and Jaina became part of the group. Lusa kept pushing
between the other children till they reached the center.

If I hold Lusa's hand, Jainathought, it will al beall right. They won't take either of us away.
Lusasfingersfdt warmin Jainas hand.

The centauriform child was trembling. She hunched down and ducked her head. She shook her hair
forward. But no matter what she did she was till taller than the others. And no matter what she did, her
velvety horn-knobs poked out through her curls.

"They wouldn't cut off your horns," Jainawhispered. "Why would they?Y our horns are pretty!" "They
cut off your hornsto make you ugly," Lusasaid, her voice shaking. "They cut off your hornsto makeyou
obey. But my horns haven't come through the velvet yet." She stared at Jaina, fear in her eyes. "If they cut
thevelvet, I'll diel" Jainahugged Lusa. She wanted to hit VVram for scaring them all, for scaring Lusa. But
Mamaadways said not to hit. She thought that if al the children stood around Vramin acircle and glared
at him, though, they could make him be quiet.

Before she could try to get everyone to test her theory, adouble line of helpers marched out of the
stairwell. A Proctor overseer followed.

The helpers surrounded the children, the way Jainathought the children should surround Vram.

"Lineup,” the overseer said. "Line up, and stand up straight and tall.” "He said line up!™ Vram pushed one
of the smalest children out of the group. Thelittle child sumbled.

Jainajumped forward to catch her. Lusa pulled Jaina back. Jaina dipped out of Lusa's grasp and ran
toward thelittle one. When Vram raised his hand to dap the little one, Jainagrabbed him. She wasright
behind him. She pulled his hand over his shoulder. He fell down, dmost on top of her feet. She had to
jump away.



Lusa pranced beside her, and the wyrwulf growled.

All together they faced the bully. Vram flinched down againgt the ground.

He's scared of us! Jainathought.

Then shethought, I'd be scared, too, if Mr. Chamberlain'swyrwulf growled at me!

Vram'sfar skin looked grayish and his spiky hair flattened against his head. He backed away. Thelittle
one scampered back to the group of children.

Vram suddenly straightened up, swaggering. His skin flushed with satisfaction.
"You better getinling" he said.

"Do line up, children." Hethrir's voice made Janashiver.

Hethrir stood at the top of the stairwell.

He spoke softly, but there was no mistaking his tone. Frightened, the children broke up their group and
shuffled into aragged line, scuff+ their feet in the sand.

Vram ran to Hethrir and gazed up a him.

"I was getting them to line up! | was making them, Lord Hethrirffwas "l seethat you were," Hethrir said
kindly.

He placed his hand on VVram's head, ruffling hisflattened hair.

The fast-moving sun touched the canyon wall.

Inaminuteit had set. floodlights came on dl around, so bright Jaina had to blink.
Hethrir strode forward. The hem of hislong white robe whispered against the sand.

All the Proctors, in their clean blue uniforms, their medas polished and their epaul ets glittering, marched
behind him. Their lightsabers hung & their bdlts.

More helpersfollowed, guiding the second group of children. Jacen's group. Jainawanted to run over to
him, but she was afraid she would get everyonein trouble again.

And finaly Tigris climbed to thetop of the stairwell. Anakin dept againgt Tigriss shoulder!
But it was nowhere near Anakin's naptime.
What's the matter with him? Jainawondered.

Did they hurt him? | hope they just made him deep again. Like they made us deep in the meadow when
they soleus.



The hel perslined up Jacen's group so they faced Jainas group. The Proctors lined up in front of Hethrir,
and the heperslined up behind him.

In the center of the square, Hethrir turned to Jainaand Lusaand Mr. Chamberlain's wyrwulf. Vram
grinned nadtily at them.

Lusa stamped one hind foot. VVram ran behind Hethrir.
"Getinline" Hethrir's voice scared Jaina
"No!" Shewanted him to be mad at her, so he would send her and her brothers away.

Suddenly shewasin line. Shefdt like someone had dapped her. | won't cry! shethought furioudly. |
wont!

From the stairwell, Anakin wailed deepily, then fdll silent. Janawanted to run to him, but she could not
move,

Mr. Chamberlain'swyrwulf growled.

Suddenly it yel ped and flattened its ears and crouched down, staying very ill.

That left Lusastanding al done. Hethrir froze the centaur child with his gaze.

"Perhaps you will regret defying me," hesaid.

He turned his back on her.

The centaur child fled to the line. She was shaking.

Thewyrwulf dunk to Jainasside.

Hethrir nodded &t the line of Proctors.

One sirode forward, strutting with pride.

"Y ou have proven yoursdf," Hethrir said.

"Y ou are worthy to join my spearhead. Y ou are worthy to join the Empire Y outh." Two Proctors
marched out and held a knee-length coat for the Y outh. The coat was not quite white, but the palest
shade of blue. The Y outh dipped into it.

He stroked the fur lapel. Hisface glowed.

"Thank you, my lord! The Empire Rebornffwas " The Empire Rebornffwas the Proctors shouted, so loud
Jainajumped.

The Empire Reborn? Jainathought.

What's that?



She knew the Empire had been evil. Why would anyone ever want to bring it back?
Hethrir beckoned to one of the helpers.
"Y ou merit purification." Hethrir placed one hand on his head. "Y ou are now a Proctor.

| shdl take you to be reborn in the service of the Empire." Three Proctors surrounded the boy. When
they stepped away, he stood proudly in alight blue Proctor's uniform.

Findly, Hethrir put hishand on Vram's head.

"Good boy," he said. "Y ou are now one of my helpers.” A helper came forward, carrying arust-red
tunic. Two other helpers pulled off Vram's stained shirt and his ragged trousers. They lowered the tunic
over his head.

Vram preened and smiled and strutted.

Hethrir turned to the childrenin Jainasline.

Helooked straight at Lusa. She cringed back from him, afraid.

Hethrir gestured. Lusa pranced forward nervoudly.

Hethrir held out alightsaber. Except it had no lens at itsend, only asmal glassbulb. Jainatried to figure
out what the fake lightsaber really was.

"Waich," Hethrir said.

Theglassbulb it up, then went dark again.
"Takeit," Hethrir said to Lusa

The centaur child obeyed.

"Turnit on," Hethrir said. "As| did." Lusaturned it over and around, trying to figure out how Hethrir had
activated it.

"Useyour mind," Hethrir said.

"Watch, again." He nodded to the new Empire Y outh. The Y outh drew hislightsaber. Its blade hummed
into existence.

Hislightsaber was different from Uncle Luke's. He had to turn it on by using the Force. That was what
Hethrir wanted Lusato do with the fake lightsaber.

And Lusacould doit! For asecond, Jaina percvd that her friend could touch the Force and useit.

She was untrained and inexperienced, but she had the ability. Jainaimagined hersalf and her friend as Jedi
Knights, traveling through the galaxy and defesting evils.

Evilslike Hethrir, and his Empire Reborn.



Hethrir's power dipped over Lusa. It blocked her talent. The bulb of the fake lightsaber remained dark.
"Nofar!" Janacried.

Hethrir's cold wet blanket fell around her. She gasped. Lusa dropped the test machine and sprang to help
Jaina. Hafway through the leap, Hethrir's power flung her to the ground. Struggling to get up, she
whimpered.

"You havefalled," Hethrir said to Lusa
Two of the helpers pulled Lusato her feet and dragged her away.

"No." Lusasvoicerose. "No!" "Do not defy me," Hethrir said. "I'm doing this for your own good.” Jaina
struggled up and ran to Lusaand flung her arms around her neck. The wyrwulf ran back and forth,
confused and upset and growling.

L usa hugged Jaina and pressed the warm soft knobs of her horns against the top of Jaina's head. Hot
angry tears burned Jainas eyes.

Sowly, dowly, Hethrir'sforce drew them apart. No matter how hard Jainatried to Stay in one place,
Hethrir's power easily overcame her. Shefdt like shewasfdling off the edge of adliff. Janashands did
from Lusa's neck, and down her arms. Lusa braced dl four feet. Her hooves dug stripesin the sand as
Hethrir pulled her away from Jainaand Jainaaway from her.

They grabbed hands and held tight.
Aslong as| hold her hand, Jainathought.
It will bedl right, aslong-- Their hands dipped apart.

Lusa screamed. Jainareached to her--and Hethrir's power fell around her again, like ahesp of wet sand.
Jainas reach vanished, and Jainalost her balance and fell down.

She could not get up. She lay on the sand crying with rage and despair. Jacen cried out and ran toward
her and Hethrir made him fal down, too.

Hethrir made them stay there while hetested all the rest of the children. A few could turn on thelittlelight.
Morefailed. Under the pile of invisible wet sand, Jaina could not tell if Hethrir was cheeting with some of
them.

Hethrir used histest to divide the children into two groups, one with Jainaand Jacen, the other with Lusa.
Lusastood shivering in the heat, with her head down. Mr. Chamberlain's wyrwulf leaned againgt her front
leg, panting. Hethrir did not test the wyrwulf. He just pointed at it without looking &t it, and two helpers
came and fastened chainsto the heavy collar and dragged the wyrwulf away.

All the children wereterrified, crying or keening or hunkering down within their body armor or shaking
their fur, however their own people expressed fear and grief.

All the children in Jainas group were human beings. A few human children had been sent to Lusas
group, but mostly Lusa's group was other species. Jainathought that wasweird. All the Proctorsand all



the helpers were human, too. Jaina thought that was even weirder.

Lusalooked back over her shoulder at Jaina.

"Takeme," Jainasaid to Hethrir.

"Take meingtead, don't take Lusaaway, don't cut off her horng!" Hethrir ignored Jaina. The Proctors
marched down the stairwell. Their medal's and epaulets glittered. Some of the helpers marched Lusas
group away. Two of them dragged the growling wyrwulf.

Lusas cry echoed up out of the tunndl.

"Lusal" Jainacried.

Vram pointed a Jaina. "Y ou're so dumb, you're so dumb!™ Maybe they're just going back to their places,
Jainathought desperately. Maybe it is me that Hethrir is sending away--and Jacen too! and probably
Anakinff--because were too much trouble! We don't have hornsto cut off.

If Lusals staying and we're going, shelll be safel

Hethrir strode over to Jaina. He glanced down at her. His gaze flicked briefly over her face. The
smothering sensation of wet sand al around her disappeared. She stood up. Jacen climbed to hisfeet,
too. They hugged each other. Jainafelt very heavy and very tired.

"There" Hethrir said, using hiskind voice.

Hewastaking to everybody, not just Jaina. "Go back to your places and study hard. The other children
are going away because they are not as good as you. Y ou may stay, because | expect you to make me
proud of you." "I never will!" Jainashouted. "1 never will, Lusasjust asgood asme, and I'll never do
anything to make you proud!"

Chapter 5

Alderaan fel out of hyperspace. The scarlet trail led to acold dark region of space. The nearest star was
light-years away.

A burst of pain and fear and despair obliterated thetrall.

Leiacried out.

If they've hurt my children... she thought. If they've harmed one hair-- If they've.

The memory of pain faded.

| didn't fed death, Leiathought. It wasn't death! And it wasn't Jaina or Jacen or Anakin. Who wasiit?

The fear she had felt was not fear of death, but fear of continued life. She shuddered, imagining what
could happen to a person to create such terror.

Bathed in sweat and weak with exhaustion, Leiadrew along, ragged breath.



Leiaextended her ship's sensors outward.
She watched and listened.
Shefound aship.

"That'sit!" sheexclamed. "l have you--!" She fought back the urgeto presstoward it immediately. It
would not do, to find her children only to fal into atrap.

Artoo-Detoo raced into the cockpit.
"I'm il not spesking to you!" she said.

Artoo-Detoo grabbed the new ship's signature from the sensors and traced it in the air. Then the droid
traced another signature beside it: the record of the kidnappers ship.

The two shipswere nothing dike.

"No!" Leiacried. "No, this hasto be them. | followed them here, and there'sno trail away! Maybe the
ship was disguised--" She accentuated the visua aspect of the unknown ship. The result struck her silent.

The vessdl she had found was a huge, hulking passenger freighter, the kind the Empire had used to
transport unwilling colonistsfrom gtar to gar. It traveled dowly, carrying its deeping cargo at sublight
gpeeds. The Empire did not careif the colonists—-political prisoners, convicts, and other undesirables--
lost touch with families and friends, who lived their lives and aged and died. The colonists dept on,
trapped in dreams of anew world that would welcome them, or in nightmares of aworld that would kill
them. They had been davesin dl but name, sent away to prepare anew world until their masters chose
to seek them out again.

Weve been looking for these ships, Leiathought. Trying to rescue them. No wonder we couldn't find
them, way out here a the end of nowhere!

Lelafrowned. The passenger freighter was derdlict, drifting, its engines dead and itsinterior barely
functioning.

"What'sit doing here?' she said. "We couldn't just have sumbled acrossit, that'stoo much of a
coincidenceto bear." Alderaan's sensors touched a second ship, and athird.

"l don't believeit..." Leiawhispered.
Fully two dozen shipslay within her perception.

She had found agraveyard of abandoned starships. They hung in adowly shifting clugter, circling each
other in atangled and chaotic dance.

Chewbaccaroared, acry of grief and understanding.
Lelajumped out of the pilot's chair.

"What are you doing up? What are you doing awake? Are you determined to--" She bit off the *ws
before they |eft her mouth. If she accused Chewbacca of trying to kill himsalf, he might agree with her.



He limped forward and lowered himsdlf painfully into the copilot's seat. He gazed a her. Sheglared at
him, but finally her expression softened.

"I'm sorry,” shesad. "l was blaming you.

| shouldn't have. | don't know what happened, but whatever it was, you couldn't have stopped it. |
couldn't have. Maybe even L uke couldn't have done anything." Chewbacca touched the thick chestnut
fur at histhroat. He raised his chin, combed hisfingersthrough his pelt, and reveded apatch of stark
whitehair.

Helet her look at it for amoment, then lowered his head again.

"Isthat--?7" He growled in assent.

Chewbacca had been adave. Not a colonist-dave, but the chattel of an Imperid officer. Leiaknew very
little about that part of hislife. She knew he had been kidnapped from the deep and magica forests of his
world. He had been chained, and punished for any defiance, and worked nearly to death.

Y oung Han Solo of the Imperia Navy had freed him. Han had saved Chewbaccas life, for no Wookiee
lived long asadave.

"Isthat what happened here?' Leiasaid.

"Did the Empire hijack ships, did it stedl their passengers? That doesn't make sense!™ She gestured
toward the sensor reports. "Those are Imperia colony ships. The Empire wouldn't take davesfromiits
own ships, it aready considered those people daves. It wouldn't abandon shipslikethis. It would take
them away and use them again. It was evil--but it was efficient.” Leialooked at the reports more closdly.
"Oh, no..." shewhispered.

The ships still contained passengers, and many of them had died. But somewere dive. Just bardly dive.

Xaverri showed Han the way, along a path that led toward still another dome. Thetrail led into adense
thicket of tall, twisting bushes.

Branches tangled together to form impenetrable wals and aleafy ceiling, and to let in nothing but gloomy
deep green light. The path twisted and turned, leading deeper into the thicket.

It fedslike atrap, Han thought. | trust Xaverri--I trusted her, with my life, and | was never sorry.
But he had aso trusted her with his heart.
That wasthe old days, he said to himsdf. Everything's different now.

Han walked behind Xaverri, with Luke and See-Threepio following. The pathway could only
accommodate one person a atime.

| wish, Han thought, not for the first time during this expedition, that Chewbaccawas with us.

"Look, Master Luke," Threepio said.



"These leaves are d| different shapes. Look how they fal when | touch them." As Threepio's querulous
voicefel alittleway behind, Han noticed the leaves for thefirst time. Threepio wasright, they.were
misshapen.

Scabrous colors mottled the irregular shapes. He brushed his hand along abranch, and leavesfell
fluttering to the ground.

"I wonder," Threepio said, "if we should return to the ship and secure some radiation detectors. | believe
more radiation may be penetrating the domes than the station management is prepared to admit.” His
voice faded as Han rounded abend in the path. "Why, | can virtudly fed my intelligence circuits
exploding beneath the assault.” Y our intelligence sounds normal to me,” Luke said.

Han chuckled, and lengthened his stride to catch up to Xaverri. He wanted to speak with her privately.

But when hewaswalking just at her shoulder, he could not decide what to say. He wanted to know what
had happened in her life, in the years since they had parted, but he felt uncharacteristicaly shy of asking.

"Y ou recognized Luke," Han said to Xaverri.

"Yes." "Hesad no onewould." "I demanded some proof that he was a true representative of the New
Republic. Heremoved hisdisguise” "So he did look different to you, at firs?' "Very different. But he
released mefrom hisinfluence." She shivered dightly. "Heisvery skilled, Solo. | did not even know he
was affecting me, until helet me go." "He'stalented,” Han said. "But he never had the chanceto finish his
formd training.” "Ah," shesaid. "That's said to be very dangerous.” "Y es. And he's had occasion to
redizeit." "l had heard... some rumors on that subject,” Xaverri sad.

"Did you?' Han said. "We thought we'd managed to keep it from public knowledge." " Perhapsyou did,”
Xaverri replied. "But | am not precisdy the public... and | put considerable energy into cultivating many
linesof communication.” " Some of them are better than mine," Han said, annoyed by the redization.

"Some of them are different than yours, Solo,” Xaverri said. "There are many people who will spesk to a
thief, who might have spoken to ayoung smuggler. who will not spesk to a Generd of the New
Republic." Han did not like to admit he had changed so much from the old days. Admit it or not, though,
it wastrue.

"Y ou could be an asset to the Republic,” he said.

"Me?" She chuckled. "No. Assoon as| became an asset, | would become valueless.” ™Y our work
would be secret.” "Nothing is secret. And you know it, Solo." "Then why did you get in contact with us?
What do you want?" "' want nothing from you!" she said angrily.

"The Republic has made my work harder. Y ou are worthless as prey--y are al so honorable-- so dull!"
Xaverri glared at him amoment, then her anger eased. Her expression turned to worry.

"I heard about phenomenathat are strange and dangerous. | investigated them. | think they are athresat to
the Republic." "Y ou just said you don't like the Republic," Luke said.

Han started. L uke had come up behind him without a sound, without warning. He hoped L uke had not
heard him discussing Lukesfraltieswith Xaverri.



"Shedid not precisely say she did not like the Republic,” Threepio said, pedanticaly.

"Shesaid--" "I have no quarrel with the Republic,” Xaverri said. "My profitsare less, but | do not need
much to live on. Perhaps| shal retire soon." "But you said--" Han said.

"Y ou must remember what it waslikel” Xaverri sngpped. "When the Emperor ruled, hisminions raided
our homes. When the Emperor ruled, our only protection was bribery and blackmail.

When the Emperor ruled, | required great sumsto protect my homeworld from raids, to protect my
friends from degath, to save their children from the press gangs. And even then... sometimes my efforts
were not sufficient.” Her voice broke. Han touched her wrist.

She twisted her hand so her fingers curled around his; she pressed his hand briefly, then released him.
"Yeah," hesaid. "l remember how it was." "So, you see," Xaverri said, in control of her voice once more,
"thanksto the Republic, | no longer need huge sums." She grinned. "Only moderate sums.” "How much
farther?' Luke asked suddenly.

"Itisgill somedistance” Xaverri sad. "Areyou tired, Jedi?' "I'm curious," Luke said.

"Be patient, kid," Han said. Just like the old days, when Luke had been restless and eager aswell as
green. In recent years, he had developed the ability to fal into a preternatural calm. Han found it
disurbing.

They continued on through the garden maze, walking in silence. The path through the bushes grew
narrower, lower; Han had to stoop, and the branches scraped against Threepio's purple lacquer with
short, high-pitched screeches.

Han's back started to hurt, and the march no longer reminded him so much of the good old days.

Findly, when he was about to give up and call for arest, the tunnel ended at the Side of the tranducent
dome. Xaverri ducked through an opening and disappeared. Han followed, tiffly.

Behind him, Luke's robe rustled quietly against the ground as he stooped.

"Wait, please, | do not bend well that way," Threepio said. He clanked againgt the edge of the dome
materid, scraped through, and joined them on the other Sde. He clambered to hisfeet.

Han peered into the new dome. It was dmost as dim asthe green illumination of the leaf tunndl.
But the eerie greenness had possessed a qudity of life and growth. Here the twilight was oppressive.

Grest gray stones|loomed around them. The rocks perched on the edge of acliff: the steep and partiadly
collapsed side of ahuge crater.

Xaverri edged over thetop of agreat cracked stone. Han dithered up beside her. From their vantage
point they could see the whole dome.

Itsfloor lay far below. A small complex of buildings occupied the center of the crater. The buildingswere
gilt, and brightly lit: the only spot of light and color in Han'sview. The delicate lines of the complex traced

cdligraphy against sone.



Han wondered what the pattern might mean.

Severd rough pathsled into the crater. On al of them, people picked their way acrossthe desolate lava
toward the haven. A constant stream of people from many worlds entered the compound, and no one
wasleaving.

"That isour destination,” Xaverri said.

"What are we looking for? Why'sit so specia?' She shook her head and refused to answer.

"If you do not seeit for yoursdlf, you will not believe." Luke started forward, heading for a pace
between two rocks. Xaverri did quickly down from her perch. She barely touched his deeve, then
snatched her hand back. Luke had aready stopped within the protective concealment of the stones.
Han jumped down beside them. "Kid, what's the matter?' Luke was pale and tense, his gaze far away.
One hand rested on the grip of hislightsaber.

Threepio bent solicitoudy toward Luke.

Helad onelong purplefinger against Luke's forehead. L uke shook his head, barely distracted, jerking
himsdf away from Thregpio'stouch.

"| fear Master Luke has contracted some ailment,” Threepio said. "Histemperatureis abnormally low.
Perhaps some form of [andfall disorder--" "Threepio,” Luke said patiently, "your sensor's covered with
purple paint, that'sal." Chagrined, Threepio inspected thetip of hisfinger.

"But Thregpio'sright,” Han said. "Y ou look awful. What'swrong?"' "I... | don't know," Luke said.

"Something... there's something here, but I've never..." He Sarted away again, asif he had never begun
the conversation.

"Jedi!" Xaverri sad.

Reluctantly, L uke glanced back.

"Let melead you," shesaid. "I am accepted. And thereis an easy path, farther dong therim... 1 would
prefer no one else knew of thisescape.” Luke glanced between the stones, asif he might legp between
them, dip over the edge of the cliff, ignore the faint steep twisting path, and plunge straight down.

And he probably could do it, Han thought.

"Very wdl," Lukesad.

Tigrisanswered Lord Hethrir's summonsto hisreceiveg chamber. He carried the child Anakin, who dept
morethan any little one Tigrishad ever met.

Hethrir had built his private receiveg chamber from the finest wood of al the old Empire. Body-wood,
they cdled it. It resembled the flesh of the people who had inhabited the forest, before the Emperor
claimed the world. To hismost favored officers he had dispensed the right to exploit certain resources.



Hethrir's reward had been the license to export body-wood. Lord Hethrir had begun his fortune from the
license. But he used the wood profligately for himsdf aswell. Thewalsand floor and ceiling of the
chamber glowed withiit.

The surface of the polished body-wood was the palest pink. Scarlet streaks shot through it, gleaming
with light, like cut and polished precious stones. Tigris aways thought the wood looked adive, and indeed
it was said that the body-wood trees sustained a certain intelligence. It was said that they cried, when
Hethrir cut them down.

Tigrisamost believed that they cried. He knew their wood bled. He had the task, the honor, of cleaning
up the scarlet rivulets before they pooled on the floor and stained it.

When will Lord Hethrir adlow me to do something important? Tigriswondered. Tigris shifted Anakinto a
more comfortable positionin hisaching ams.

Tigris had been moved and impressed by the promotion ceremony, but he resented being left out.

He wondered when Lord Hethrir would sdll him, along with the other inferior children. He could not even
passthefirst te/! He was desperately grateful that hislord had allowed him to stay thislong.

In the receiveg chamber, Lord Hethrir welcomed his guests. Lord Qaggugqu, Lady Ucce, and Lord
Cnorec bowed low. Hethrir acknowledged their respect with asmple nod. He sat in achair of gold and
fur and stin pillows. He glanced at Tigris and gestured with his chin toward asmall rug on thefloor
besde him.

Thrilled, Tigristook his seat. He had never been permitted to Sit at Lord Hethrir's feet before!

AsTigrissat down, Anakin stirred and woke. Careful of the precious burden of the child, Tigristried to
hide histerror. What if he did something wrong, what if he dropped Anakin, or caused him to cry?

But Anakin looked into Tigriss eyes, stuck histhumb in his mouth, snuggled againg Tigriss shoulder, and
fell adesp again.

The guests approached Hethrir, making a second set of obelsances.

"Thisoneisrather young, isit not, Lord Hethrir?' Lord Qagqugqu asked, gesturing toward Anakin,
amiling wide to show he wasjoking.

"Yes, too young," Lord Hethrir said eadily. "We shall haveto let it grow--or send it back to whereit
camefrom.” "Back, my lord?" Lady Ucce exclaimed.

"Would that be wise--" She cut off her comment amoment too late, as she redized what an insult she
had offered to Lord Hethrir. "I mean to say--oh, of course, how silly of me, of course you meant you
would wipeits memory and then put it back. Y ou are sowise." "Or you may alow meto haveit,” Lord
Cnorec sad. "l think it isadorable. Y ou would not be troubled with it, and | would make it worth your
while" "1 will kegp it," Lord Hethrir said. "It amusesme. Y ou heed not worry that it will reved your
exisgtence--or your profession--ffthe New Republic." All three guests bowed athird time.

Tigris watched with awe as Lord Hethrir's*ws, “ws aone, controlled the guests. He toyed with them,
for of course he had no intention of giving Anakin to anyone. The child wasthe key to his plans.



The guests feared Lord Hethrir, though each one owned an armed ship, perhaps even afleet of ships.
Hethrir's guests had saved themsalves and their resources from thefall of the Empire. They had hidden
themselves, and their great riches, and followers, and starships, invisible to the perception of the usurpers.

They gavether dlegianceto Lord Hethrir.

When the Lord was ready, when the Empire Reborn vanquished the New Republic, he would become
Emperor. These guestsand dl his other followers would acknowledge him publicly.

Tigriswanted to be at his Sde when that happened. He wanted to wear the paest blue coat of the
Empire Y outh, or the light blue bemedaled uniform of a Proctor, or even the rust-colored tunic of a

helper.
He wanted the Lord to acknowledge him.

Anakin shifted in hisarms. Tigris smoothed the little boy's hair and whispered to him, to keep him from
disturbing Lord Hethrir's meeting.

| must prove mysdlf, Tigristhought. | must prove that I'm worth more than a nursemaid!
"My timeisshort today," Lord Hethrir said.

"L et us conclude our business quickly.” An image formed between the guests and the glowing wall of
body-wood. The image displayed the children culled from the training group. The guestsinspected them.

"Soon," Hethrir said, "wewill travel to Crseih Station to secure my aliance with Waru. My followers are
gathering now. Each one will wish to choose from among these children.” He gestured to theimage. The
guests examined the children dispassionately.

"Y ou may bid against each other for the licenseto digtribute.” Lord Hethrir named the sum & which the
bidding must start. He smiled and pointed to the ugly black-on-black fanged creature, now Anakin's pet.
"That oneisnot sentient, so | will giveit freeto whichever of you winsthe license." "Good woof," Anakin
sad softly.

The guests glanced at each other uneasily, then back at Hethrir. Even Tigris was shocked by the
magnitude of the amount Hethrir demanded.

But Lord Hethrir isdwaysfair, Tigristhought. The group he offersis exceptiond, of course--and it will
sed the treaty with Warul

"That isalarge amount...” Lord Cnorec let hisvoicetrail off without even adding the honorifics due Lord
Hethrir.

Hethrir frowned.
"My lord!" Lord Cnorec added quickly.

"Have | not been good to you, Cnorec?' "Yes, my lord!" "Have you not prospered through your
association with me?' "Yes, Lord Hethrir! B--" Lord Cnorec stopped himsdlf, too late.

""But," Cnorec?"B"" what?' "Nothing, my lord." Hethrir gazed at Lord Cnorec in silence.



Cnorec broke before Hethrir's gaze. "'l only meant... we grow tired of working in secret, my lord! We
grow tired of waiting for the rebirth of the Empireffwas ™Y ou doubt me, Cnorec," Hethrir said softly.

"Not at al, my lord! | only wish--1 only hope--" He gasped for breath. "I anticipate living--" He struggled
to draw air into hislungs. his-bbn--yr--" Hisface grew red, and atiny trickle of blood flowed from one

nostril. He touched it and looked at his stained hand in disbelief. his--yr--rule!" He collapsed and lay ill.
Tigrisstared at him, horrified that he would question Lord Hethrir, shocked by his punishment.

Lord Hethrir made no gesture, no command, yet two Proctors appeared, lifted Lord Cnorec's body, and
carried him from the receiveg room.

Stunned, Lady Ucce and Lord Qagquqqu tried without success to fasten their gazes elsewhere, to
behave asif they had not witnessed their colleague and rival's downfal and desth.

"He should have been patient amoment longer,”" Hethrir said pleasantly. "The Empire Reborn isat hand.”
Lady Ucce and Lord Qagquaqu reacted with surprise and awe and anticipation. Lord Cnorec was
forgotten.

"Y ou may consider part of your bid as a contribution to the success of the Empire Reborn,” Hethrir said.
"I will bid," said Lady Ucce.

Lord Qagqugqu countered Lady Ucce's bidsinexorably. The winner of the auction would be in Hethrir's
good graces. Theloser might well follow Lord Cnorec.

But when the bidding reached double the origina amount, L ord Qagquagqu began to sound nervous.

"l beg your forgiveness, Lord Hethrir," hefindly said. "I cannot obtain such asum in good timeto pay
you." "To contribute to the Empire Reborn,” Lord Hethrir said softly.

"Of course | dwaysintended to make a contribution,” Lord Qaggquaqu said, "beyond what | might have
bid." He named asum haf the origina price, then quickly doubled it when he noticed the minuscule lift of
Lord Hethrir's eyebrow. He made alow bow to Lord Hethrir.

"Please accept this contribution to our cause.”" Lord Qaggqugqu turned to Lady Ucce. 'Y ou have bested
me, madam.”" Lord Hethrir made adight, and elegant, motion of acceptance.

Lady Ucce had won the auction, the group of children, the right to offer them to the Empireloydistsin
Lord Hethrir'stresty gathering. If any remained, she could sdll them into the trade.

Though the trade supported Lord Hethrir's achievements, Tigris pitied anyone who could only command
loyaty by owning a person's body.

Such people endaved other beings. Lord Hethrir, now... Lord Hethrir freed beingsinto his service.
Tigrisfdt sorry for the children in the group that Lord Hethrir had just sold. Not because they had been
sold. That wastheir fate, if they were not suited to serve Lord Hethrir directly. He felt sorry for them

because their placein Lord Hethrir's plan was now at an end.

The children who remained in the school still had a chance to be promoted, to be purified, to berebornin



the Lord's service, to wear the Lord's colors, to receive hisorders.

Tigrisglanced down a Anakin. The child was heavy. Tigrissarms ached with holding him. But Tigris
borethepain gladly.

Y ou'relucky, smdl child, Tigristhought.

Y ou'll do much moreto help my lord than | can ever hopeto.

Lady Ucce transferred the payment from her accounts to those of Lord Hethrir.

"And naturaly,” shesaid, "l too will make a contribution, without recompense, to the cause of the Empire
Reborn." Lady Ucce glanced again at the display of her new purchases. She said nothing, but her eyes
were hungry.

"Power," Lord Hethrir whispered to her.

"Power iswhat isimportant.” She gazed a him.

"Power over other sentient beings,” the Lord said.

A dow amilecurved her lips.

"You may do measervice," Lord Hethrir said.

"Gladly, my lord." Again, Lord Hethrir's signa was undetectableto Tigris.

The newest member of the Empire Y outh entered silently, proud in his new coat, carrying abottle of fine
wine and three ddlicate glasseson aninlaid tray.

"Y ou may take this boy into your service, and establish him within the Republic.” "It will be my pleasure
to secure apogtion for him, Lord Hethrir." "I will settle upon him... asubgtantia trust.” The'Y outh could
not hide asmile of pride.

He opened the bottle and poured a splash for Lord Hethrir to taste. Tigris admired hislord for never
using afood-tester, even when he was away from his own kitchens and wine cellars. His actions
demondtrated his bravery, hisinvulnerability, better than any “ws.

Lord Hethrir picked up the wineglass. The crystal was so delicate, so fine, that it rang when the Lord
touched it. The high clear note filled the chamber. Hethrir put the glassto hislips. The music stopped.
Hethrir tasted the wine, closed his eyes, swalowed, smiled.

Lord Hethrir allowed the Y outh to fill hisglass, and Lady Ucce's. But Lord Hethrir himself filled the third
glass, and gaveit to the Y outh. They al pointedly ignored Lord Qaggqugqu, who watched unhappily.

Lord Hethrir raised hisglass. Lady Ucce and the Y outh mirrored his gesture.
Tigris bowed his head.

Anakin struggled around to watch, hisice-blue eyeswide.



"To the Empire Rebornffwas " To the Empire Rebornffwas " To the Empire Rebornffwas

The airlock door of the passenger freighter did aside, opening onto darkness. Thisfar from any star
system, too little starlight existed to illuminate the cavernous entrance.

Leiads pressure suit clasped her warmly, shielding her from the frigid airlessness of space. Artoo-Detoo
followed her, with Chewbacca bringing up the rear. He looked strange and deek in hisform-fitting
pressure suit. Cautioudly, Leiaentered the freighter.

Nothing happened. No security system queried her presence; no light responded to her motion.

The freighter's power had been cut to such alow level that the gravity barely functioned.

Ledsfeet touched the floor, but she could jump up and bounce off the ceiling, twice her height, if she
chose.

Silent in the vacuum, Artoo-Detoo accelerated to pass her. Inthelow artificia gravity, the droid'streads
catapulted him upward and forward in along, uncontrolled bounce. Artoo-Detoo landed on the other
sde of the airlock, bounced off the bulkhead, and finally cameto rest. The droid circled dowly and
unhappily, searching for danger.

Chewbacca's surprised snort echoed in Leia's comlink. He loomed behind her. He was siff and sore and
he probably could not move very quickly--not that moving quickly was agood ideain these
conditions--but she was glad to have him backing her up.

Leaturned on her searchlight.

Artoo-Detoo flashed his spotlightsinto the corners of the big cubica freight-loading airlock. Leiafound
theinterior controls. The last thing she needed was to be trapped insde the freighter with only Alderaan's
cleaning droids | €eft to try to get her out. But neither Artoo nor Chewbacca had been willing to stay
behind, and she certainly would not send them in done.

The controls responded to her commands. She set the air-lock to cycling.

The outer door did shut. It made no sound, but its vibration rumbled through Leias boots. Despite the
warmth of her suit, she shivered. Thelast streak of black space and distant, pinpoint stars vanished.

Air entered the freight dock. The air pressure crept upward. Leiafidgeted, wishing she could run the
process at full speed.

But the power plant had been damped down amost to nothing. She could not risk draining the
life-support systems of the deeping passengers.

Chewbaccamade aplaintive cry.

"I don't know what I'm looking for," Leiasaid. "The kidnappers stopped here, and | don't know where
they went next. If you have a better ideal'd love to hear it." Chewbacca snorted.

Leias pressure suit sampled the air.

It was bregthable, though rather low in oxygen. It would be safer to stay in her suit and not worry about



contamination--or passing out from anoxia.

Findly theinner door did aside and admitted L eiato the passenger freighter. The ship was divided into
huge sections, each filled with racks of deep coffins. The life systems baanced on the edge of failure.
Some coffins had gone dark; the peopleinside had died.

Chewbacca moaned in memory and despair.

Leatouched his hand in sympathy. These people had been stolen, as he had been. Their fortune had
faled them.

Leiarubbed the dust from the transparent carapace of one of the degp coffins. Beneath the glass, a
humanoid lay like afary-tade prince. Hislong hair, striped gold and brown, curled in tangles around his
face and grew aong his chin, like sideburns.

"From Firrerre," Leiasaid. She swiped her glove dong the windows of severd of the other degping
coffins. All the people were from the same world.

"The Empirewiped them al out--wiped out everything on their world. They used abiologica weapon...
but it's so dangerous no one ever dared land there again. | thought the people were extinct...." If she
could save them, find them a suitable world to settle, they could rebuild their civilization.

Lelawished she could find ashipful of people from Alderaan.

Maybe | will, she thought. Maybe one of those other ships carries people from my homeworld. Maybe
--somehow--maybe the Empire abducted some of my people. Before it destroyed my world.

Lelaset thefirst deep coffinto "wake." "Can you find the controls of this ship?' Leiaasked Chewbacca
"Can you get the power back?' He set off down adark corridor. Leiahurried after him, walking with a
low-gravity skiing bounce. Artoo-Detoo followed, whistling plaintively. Every timethe droid tried to
speed up, heleft the ground and spun his treads uselesdy until he cameto rest.

Chewbaccaloped unerringly through severa intersections and took severa turns through the complex
corridors. Either he was familiar with passenger freighters from his own experience, or he had found
reason to study their plans. Leiadecided not to question him; if he wanted to tell her his experiences, he
would.

In the depths of the ship, he found asmall chamber with no portholes, not even any viewscreensto the
outside. The room was close and stuffyou. Digplays glowed faintly with low readouts.

Chewbacca studied the levels for amoment, then traced a pattern into the controls. The ship came dive
around them, lights brightening, air shusshing through the ventilation. Even the brittle cold eased. Leias
pressure suit stopped straining to keep her warm.

"Good," Lelasaid. "Thank you. I'm going back to the deep coffin so the Firrerreo doesn't wake up
alone." Chewbacca growled in negation and showed her a separate readoui.

"What isit?' But he was dready loping out of the control room, bounding in long low-gravity legps aong
the corridor. Leiafollowed as quickly as she could.

She had little experience in very low gravity or freefdl; she did not want to go tumbling in the air like



Artoo-Detoo.

Chewbacca's cry of grief and rage echoed through the hallway.

Leiafound himin a cabin aswhite and clean asasurgery. He stared upward.

A Firrerreo hung from strange, writhing webbing that hugged her body againgt the celling.

Her eyeswere open and staring. Her sharp-featured face was gaunt. Her long hair, striped with black
and slver, drifted intheair currents asif it were dive. The webbing cut into her golden-tan skin. She
moved.

"She'sdivel" Leiacried.

The webbing tightened, cutting into her emaciated arms and legs. The Firrerreo froze without a sound.
Only her eyes moved; her gaze touched Leiafor amoment. Nictitating membranes crept across her

black irises, making her look blind.

"Get her down, quick--c you reach her?" Chewbacca stretched upward and tentatively poked at a stray
web filament.

"No..." The Firrerreo's voice was hoarse, growling.

Chewbacca snatched his hand back asthe filament whipped into aspiral that nearly captured him.
Behind them, someone snorted in disgust and amusement.

Leiaspun toward the new voice.

Chewbacca grabbed for his blagter.

Unfortunately, he was unarmed.

The Firrerreo Leiahad awakened stood in the doorway, clutching the frame to keep himsalf on hisfeset.
"Y ou can't get her down likethat," he said. ™Y ou can only get yoursdlf tangled in theweb." "It'storturing
her!" Lelasaid. "We haveto free her." Artoo-Detoo extended connectorsinto the cell's data port. Like a
locksmith, the droid tested one connector module, then another.

The data port violently g ected Artoo-Detoo's module. Spinnerets popped out of the wall and spurted
web slk over the droid. Artoo-Detoo squeaed and spun histreads backward. Thistime the low gravity
aded him, for he backflipped into the air and ripped the webbing away before it could immohbilize him.
The Firrerreo laughed.

"Stop it!" Leiasnapped. She grabbed the web silk and pulled it away from Artoo-Detoo's carapace. She
could remove the soft, delicate fibers, but she could not break them. When shetried, they cut into her
skin. She brushed them quickly from her hands, before they drew blood. Artoo-Detoo backed away
from thefilaments.

Chewbacca growled, glaring &t the Firrerreo.



"What's your name?' Leiaasked. "How can you think thisisfunny?' "I might ask you the samething,” he
replied. "After dl, youretheintruder." "I woke you up. | probably saved your life." "Who asked you to?'
he said, hisvoice alow snarl.

Taken aback, Leiapaused to collect hersdlf.

I'm adiplomat, she thought. I can manage this.

"I don't mind telling you my name," shesaid.

She minded very much telling him her red name.

Shetold him her falseidentity, the identity that owned Alderaan. It felt strangeto call hersdlf by her
nickname from childhood.

"I'm Lédila, and thisis my companion Geyyahab." She nodded toward Chewbacca, who gave her a
quizzica look. She had chosen for him aname from Wookiee mythology, from astory thetwinsloved to
hear. But the character was not entirely heroic. Leiawondered if Chewbaccawas offended by her
choice--or if it werereligioudy offensive, even blasphemous, for her to give him amythologica dias.

| don't know much about his peoplesrdigion, Leiaredized.

The Firrerreo sneered. "1 do not careto tell you my name," he said. "But her nameisRillao." The name
sounded like asnarl, theinformation like an insult.

Lelagestured toward the ceiling. "Please help mefree her.” "She'snot my clan,” he said. "'l owe her
nothing. | owe you nothing." "If | pay you, will you owe me?' "I have no usefor money here." "What will
it loseyou, to hedp me?' "Nothing," he said. But he did not act.

"What do you want?' Lelacried.

"What areyou?' he asked. "A pirate?

Or an Imperid flunky sent to torment us?’ "I'm neither,” shesaid. "Do | look like a stormtrooper? Did
you see troopers when you came down here?' He regarded her suspicioudy. "1 want my freedom,” he
sad.

"It'syours" she said ingtantly. "Please.

Help us." Hiseyes narrowed till they nearly closed, then abruptly he made a decision and bent over the
console that had defeated Artoo-Detoo. He was familiar with itsworkings, and that made Leia
uncomfortable. Thiscdll in the depths of the ship had no purpose other than punishment and torture.

Perhaps he was a collaborator. Perhaps the Empire had built the freighter with a prison cell so some of
the passengers could wield power over others.

He stood back from the controls and glanced at Leiawith asmirk. When he looked over her shoulder,
shefollowed his gaze.

Rillao drifted dowly from the celling. The webworks stretched, then contracted, pulling away from her



body, pulling out of her body. The ends of the silver strands were dark with her blood.
Chewbaccas growl was soft and low and angry and nearly inaudible. He caught Rillao gently.
Shedid not move.

"Let'sget her to--ffmy ship." Lelaamost gave hersdlf away by reveding the name of Alderaan. It was
too good a clue. Shewould have to give her ship an dlias, too.

Jainaflung hersdf into her sudy cubicle.

She was sobbing too hard to see the display. Even if she wanted to pay attention to it. Which she did not.
She wanted to be up in the canyon with Jacen. She wanted L usato come back.

Jaina put her head down and cried.

Vram stopped behind her. He jabbed at her shoulder. "Stop crying! Pay attention! Sit up straight!™ Jaina
twisted away from him. She made herself stop crying. She wiped her eyes angrily on her deeve.

"Lord Hethrir wants you to answer these questions,” he said. "Who was the greatest [eader in our
higory?' "My mama, of course,”" Jainasad.

"Yourewrong! You're so supid. The Emperor was our greatest leader.” Jainastared at him in horror.
"Who's going to restore the Empire?’ Vram demanded.
"Noone!" Jainacried.

"Yourewrong! Lord Hethrir will!" Vram said. "The Empire Rebornffwas "No!" Vram was hateful.
Hethrir was hateful.

They wered| hateful. Jaina sobbed, crying for Lusaandfor Jacen andfor Anakin and Mr.
Chamberlain'swyrwulf andfor Mama and Papa and Uncle Luke--not because she bdlieved they were
dead, she did not, they couldn't be, but because they would be sad and worried and searching for her.
And she cried for Winter and Mr. Threepio and Chewbacca and Artoo-Detoo. And she cried for
hersdif.

"Yourewrong!" Vram cried with glee.

"Yourewrong! Y ou haveto go to bed without your dinner.

And it goes on your record!" She was so hungry that she dmost stopped crying, but she was so angry
about Lusathat she could not.

"You're nasty!" she shouted. "How did you get to be so nasty?* Jainakicked himin the shin.
Heydled in pain. Another hel per came running. They dragged Jainaout of her cubicle and toward her

deep cell. She screamed and kicked and wriggled but none of the other children even looked at her.
They hunched down in their places and stared at their displays.



Vram dammed the door of her cdll, shutting her into the darkness.

Jainasat on the cold hard floor--it had not turned soft anywhere yet--and struggled to stop crying. She
had to think, she had to figure out away to escape or send a message.

Hethrir's promotion ceremony had scared her. She could practicaly still hear the Empire Y outh shouting,
"The Empire Rebornffwas | have to let Mamaknow about the Empire Reborn, Jaina thought. Somehow.
| haveto let her know about Hethrir. He sounds like one of the evil tyrants Mamafought againgt, before |
wasevendive.

Jainawondered if the fight would have to happen dl over again.

She wiped away her furioustears.

Shetook out her hidden multitool and held it in her hand. She opened it and felt her way to the door. A
gplinter scratched her finger. She had found the place where she had begun to drill toward the latch.

While the multitool chipped dowly away at the hard wood, Jainathought about how she might escape
from Hethrir's compound. After she escaped from her cell.

Could I snesk past the dragon? It couldn't see me when it was far away. If it was al the way at one Side
of the canyon fence, maybe it wouldn't noticeif | climbed the fence on the other side.

Jainaredly did not believe that would work. The dragon was amost as wide as the canyon mouth.
Evenif it wasdl theway at the other Sdg, if it looked over its shoulder it would till see her.

Maybe | could climb the canyon wall. But it's pretty steep, and it's pretty smooth, and | guessthe
Proctors would see me as soon as | got to the top.

Maybe | could steal a spaceship, and program it for home-- If she could escape and find Hethrir's skiff.

The trouble was, she did not know where she was, or where home was compared to where she was, or
even where Munto Codru was. Maybe the ship would know.

And maybeit wouldn't.
Maybe it would be better to try to send a message.

If I can sneak out of here, somehow, Jainathought, then maybe | can figure out where they send their
messages from. Then | could sneak back in.

Shefdt the wood where she had been drilling.

She had made avery smdl and very shalow hole.

The multitool was s0 hot she could barely hold it.

She sighed. Thiswas going to be hard. She wished she had Jacen to talk to. She wished she could reach

past Hethrir's control over her abilities. Then she could open the door, find Hethrir's communications,
whatever she wanted.



Can | ill do anything? she wondered. Anything a dl?

Sheimagined the molecules of air dl around her. Sheimagined one molecule. Sheimagined it moving,
faster and faster. She felt the molecule respond.

Hethrir's power did not react. She knew it was around her, she could fed its atention off in the distance.
But it did not notice the tiny motion she created.

She added another molecule, another, doubling and redoubling the number she affected. Soon asmal
handful of air vibrated with her energy.

Itswarmth took the chill from her cell.

The swirl of air glowed red, then yellow, spreading light into the corners of Jaina's cell.
Jainalaughed with relief and joy.

Chapter 6

People from many worlds crowded around Han and his companions as they made their way toward the
graceful gilt buildings. Han thought he saw the ghostling who had approached him in the welcome dome.

The effect of calligraphy, of esoteric hieroglyphics, was magnified by the entry to the structure. An
intricate design traced secretsin gold across the mirrored facade.

The building'swings curved around to form a sheltered, quiet courtyard. The visitors gathered just
outside, then entered the silent space singly or in small groups.

Xaverri camly waited their turn.

Han passed the time by trying to identify as many homeworlds as he could. After severd dozen, there
were gill individuas|eft over whose origin he could not guess.

He nudged Threepio. "Where do those folks over there come from?* He did not point; too many people
in the Republic found pointing intolerably rude. He nodded toward a multihumped stack of mobile
seaweed. "And isit agroup, or one person?’ "Why, agroup, of course, Sir. They are from the fourth
world of Markbee's Star, specifically, from--if | am not mistaken--Zefflifflike. That isto say, from the
shallow seas of the smdler southern continent--" One of the leafy mounds produced a bulging bag,
twisted one end, and squeezed liquid from the bag in an arching spray to splashitsalf and its companions.
Some of the droplets rained down on Han. He stepped back, but it was only saltwater. The wet leaves
of the Zefflifflike glistened blackly inthe gold light of the building. A few leavesfluttered to the ground and
lay twitching.

"How about them?' He gestured toward a second group, haf a dozen massive, low-to-the-ground
ovoida people with short, powerful legs and eyes on thick flexible stalks.

"They are," Thregpio said.

"Arewha?' Threepio did not reply.



"What?' Han asked.
"| just told you, Sir," Threepio said.

"Oh. | beg your pardon. The language exists at afrequency below the limits of your hearing. Itisa
function of the environment, which isextremdy high gravity.” "They'resck,” Luke said softly.

"No, Master Luke," Threepio said patiently, "they are speaking alanguage that human ears—-" "I don't
mean them," Luke said. "I mean --there's somebody in dmost every group who'sill or injured.” Paying
more attention to types of people he was familiar with, Han soon saw that Luke wasright.

The gathering took on a poignancy that he had not previoudy percvd. Here afamily huddled together,
protecting a child or parent or cross-cousin; there a clan group carried a stretcher that supported a
moaning, palsed colleague.

Han nodded at L uke, agreeing with hisanaysis.
Luke doesn't look so hot himself, Han thought. What's happening to him? He never gets sick.

"Y ou will understand soon,” Xaverri said. Her expresson wasgrim. "It isour turn." She entered the
courtyard. Han followed, with Luke at his sde; Threepio brought up therear.

Silence surrounded them. The golden caligraphy on the front of the building glimmered againgt the
mirrored sheen of thewall. The perspective changed as Han walked. The caligraphy moved and shifted
and writhed, asif it were ill being written.

They were donein the courtyard. The quiet was eerie. Han glanced over his shoulder, taken by the
illusion that all the other people had disappeared. They had not; they remained where he had left them,
crowded up to the entrance of the courtyard, waiting, speaking with quiet excitement among themselves.
But their voiceswereinaudible.

"Master Luke, | wonder, al things considered,” Threepio said, "shdl | wait outsde?' "If you prefer,”
Xaverri said. "But | am accepted. There will be no danger to any of us.” "Danger!" Han said. "Wait just a
minute

Who said anything about any danger?' "No one," Xaverri said, amused. "'l said thereis no danger, if you
follow my lead." "But--" "I meant,” Threepio said, "that this does not appear to be aplace likely to
welcome. my kind." "All forms of sentience are welcome here,” Xaverri said.

"Even droids?' "Even droids” "Ah," Thregpio said. "Somewhat unusud.

Quite... enlightened.” They passed beneath an archway at the far end of the courtyard, and descended
into bedlam.

Insde, the awed gathering had trandformed itself into wailing, begging supplicants. They roiled in an
undisciplined crowd toward the back of the wide, low theater, where a high golden dtar loomed above
them.

"Waru, help usl Waru, heal my child, heal my egg-sister, protect my hearth-friends from the curselaid
upon them!" The pleas echoed in the chamber. L uke grabbed Han's upper arm. His fingers dug painfully
into Han'sbiceps.



"Hey, kid-" "Look," Luke said urgently.

Thedtar moved.

Han tensed. "What--? Whereisthat from, Threepio?' "I confess, sir, that despite my knowledge of dll
the worlds of the New Republic, and many worlds outsideit, | am unfamiliar with thisbeing.” "That is
Waru," Xaverri sad.

The dtar--the being--rose higher with aclenching contraction. It oriented itself toward them.

"Approach me, Xaverri." Thevoice wasrich and full and clear and very, very soft. It filled the chamber
with awhisper, ingnuating itself past the pleading of the congregation.

Xaverri stepped forward, and the crowd parted for her.

Han followed without thinking; al he knew was that he did not want her to approach the strange being
aone. He pulled himsdlf free of Lukesrestraining hand.

AsHan neared the dtar, he got a better look at Waru. It was a complex construct of chased gold
shields. But beneath the shidds, visble from certain angles and at certain movements of the being, lay a
dab of raw, uncovered tissue, like chunks of meet. Fluid --blood?--glistened between the massive
shields, oozed out, and fell by drops and fine streams onto the stage, where it coagulated into a crusted

pool.

The blood ran off the stage and formed std actites that hung nearly to the floor of the auditorium.

Xaverri stopped at the edge of the stage.

"Thou art not done, Xaverri," Waru whispered.

"l am not done, Waru." "Do they wish to be hedled?' Waru sounded infinitely tired.

"No, Waru. | have brought new studentsto study thy revelations, and learn thy truth, and appreciate thine
exigence. To givetheether devotion.” Thou? Han thought. Oh, fine, what isthis, some obscure
dialect--? Thou art, thou hast, thou wouldst... What did they just say? Thou wouldst hadst beengt...? No,
that's not right.

Waru sighed. "I am very pleased. Only thou, Xaverri, hast ever offered me a gift. All others plead for my
gifts-and | am glad to givethem! But..." "Thy generosity isthemarve of Crseih Station,” Xaverri sad.

No one e se responded to Waru's complaint.

It was asif the being's whisper reached only Xaverri and her friends. Cometo think of it, Han had not
heard Waru speaking to anyone else. He had only heard Waru's whisper when the being addressed
Xaverri directly.

Good trick, Han thought. It hasto be atrick--doesn't it? Unless... it'swhat Lukeis looking for.

He glanced at Luke, but he could not tell whether thiswas the lost Jedi L uke sought. Luke's expression
was intent, but he reveadled no joy.



The golden platesriffled, as sensuous and deek as an animd's fur. They contracted, and the veins
between them closed together. Fluid-- I1chor, Han thought, thisisthe first time I've ever seen anything that
should truly be called ichor--ran from beneath Waru's massive base, seeping out to form anew, glistening
layer around it. One droplet flowed adong the spike of astdactite, hung at the tip, smultaneoudy
stretched and coagulated, and froze into a narrow, sharp edge at the end of the spike.

AsWaru'sarmor contracted, the being rose even higher, craning toward them. Han searched in vain for
obvious organs of sight, hearing, smell, or other sensation. But he could not even tel how Waru
produced avoice.

Maybe it percvs us as heat impressions, right on its skin, Han thought.

Or maybe, he thought, it doesn't percelveusat adl. Maybeit isn't even dive.

"Thou hast brought me anew cresture,” Waru said to Xaverri. "1 have seen humans before --oh, yes,
many humans, humans are so frail--but not this other being.” Waru leaned forward.

The crusted ichor cracked and flaked away, revealing new edges of gold scales. "Who are you? What
areyou?' Xaverri drew See-Threepio forward. "Thisismy new acquaintance, Purple-Three. | thought
perhaps thou hadst not met hislike before.” "Welcome, Purple-Three," Waru said.

"Thank you, Mr. Waru," Threepio said.

"I am most honored to be permitted into your presence.” Han gave Threepio alot of credit for picking up
on Waru's use of the standard you instead of the esoteric thou. The droid had noticed, as Han had not,
that Waru used thou for Xaverri done.

| would have put my foot init, Han thought.

Probably offended the hell out of this critter.

Why didn't Xaverri tell us--?

"My nameisonly Waru," the enormous being said, its voice apurr. "Though some cal me "teacher.” Itis
the only honorific | eteem.” "Then | would be pleased to useit, if you will accept it from me," Threepio
sad. "'l have studied many subjects, in many places. | am an expert on human-cyborg relationships and

am fluent in Sx million forms of communication.

| am dways grateful for ateacher willing to share esoteric knowledge." Han found the hest and humidity
oppressive.

The coppery scent of Waru'sichor prickled uncomfortably in hislungs. Beside him, Luke stared at the
being with afixed, hypnotized gaze.

"Relax, kid." Han'svoice was quiet, amused. "It'sonly a-" Xaverri shot him aquick, furiouswarning
glance. Luke turned dowly toward him with anicy, inhuman glare, then returned his attention to Waru.
Startled, Han shut up, but he finished the comment to himsalf: Thisisascam, he thought.

It'sthe most elaborate one I've seen inawhile, but it's still ascam. If Luke and Ben Kenobi are anything
to judge by, no Jedi would behave like this--and if Waru represented the dark side, Luke would know it.



The best reaction | can givethisthing islaughter.
"Xaverri, honored student, wert thou able to study thetexts | gave thee?' "Y es, teacher,” Xaverri said.

"Of course thou didst comprehend the connection between the ego-flux and the universal backlight, but |
wonder if thou didst make the conceptua leap to the synergy of intellectud redlization and quantum
crystalization?' "'l am embarrassed to admit that | had not," Xaverri said, "though now that thou hast
shown methe path, | can see that the interaction is completely inevitable." Han repressed a snort of
annoyance and disbelief.

Xaverri and Waru conversed in that manner for afew minutes, oblivious to the crowd and the noise and
the pleas for assstance. The wailing began to get on Han's nerves. What he wanted to do was leap up on
the stage and tell al these people to go home and see their doctors. He wanted to ask Xaverri why she
kept flattering Waru. It shocked him to witness her deference to the being.

In the old days, she had never been susceptible to thiskind of fraud. She knew too much about fraud to
be taken in. She had designed some similar hoaxes hersdlf, though she reserved the hedler scam for
particularly loathsome Imperia officers. She had never failed to relieve her chosen prey of aconsiderable
portion of their resources.

Did she believe Waru's nonsense? If she did, she had changed beyond recognition from the person Han
used to know, changed far beyond the physical. If she did not believe--then what were they doing here?

Threepio observed the conversation in uncharacteristic silence. Han frowned. Threepio's expression was
impossibleto read, but it was seldom difficult to know what the droid thought about any particular
gtuation. Threepio would tell you. Or the droid would dissemble transparently. For adiplomat, Threepio
was one of the poorest liars Han had ever met.

On the other hand, alot of people found it flattering to know they were being lied to, if the liewasto
soothe their fedings or acknowledge their satus.

Threepio was amaster of that technique.

Luke watched and listened with the same fixed and intense expression that had possessed him as soon as
he encountered Waru. Luke's reaction troubled Han most of all.

Waru completed a philosophical discourse on the state of the universe, which Han had long since lost
track of.

"And now," Waru said with every evidence of disgppointment, "I cannot further indulge mysdlf inthis
enlightening conversation." Xaverri placed her hand on one of Waru's golden scales. She closed her eyes
and fdl slent and till. The gold scale took on apink glow and radiated gentle warmth around Xaverri's
fingers. Luke took one step toward her, lifting his hand. Han grabbed him and pulled him back.

Luke turned on him, snarling.

With agtartled curse, Han nearly dropped Luke'swrist. He wanted to walk out of the assembly in
disgust even if it meant leaving hisfriendsto be bilked and shamed.

"Don't be stupid!” Han whispered fiercely. "And don't presume on afew minutes acquaintance!” He



tightened hisgrip.
Lukelooked at Han's fingers clamped around hisflesh and squeezing his bones together.
Intelligence leaked back into Luke's eyes.

Hemade alesurdly turning movement of his hand; he dipped from Han'stight grasp without apparent
effort.

"Youreright," he said. Hisvoice wastight.
Heturned his back on Han and watched Xaverri and Waru, intently, hungrily.
"I hate it when you do that,” Han muttered.

Hisfingerstingled, not because of any violence in Luke's motion, but because he had been holding so
tightly that his hand spasmed when Luke pulled free.

The marks of Han'sfingersremained, first white, then red, on Lukés skin.

Xaverri drew back from Waru. Her handprint glowed, then faded from the golden scale. A drop of ichor
oozed from the scale's lower edge and fell with asticky plop. Xaverri made amotion of obeisance
toward Waru.

The being's attention | eft them abruptly, like arelease of pressure. Han staggered one step forward,
caught himsdf, and shrugged off the odd effect. But he was curious about how the effect had been
produced.

Xaverri backed up. Theroiling crowd surged ahead of her, each member keening for Waru's recognition.
Xaverri's knees buckled. Her collapse surprised Han so thoroughly that he neerly let her fal. Indl the
years he had known her, in the old days, she had never fainted, even at times of exhaustion or pain. Her
gtaminahad aways amazed him. Hisfirgt thought, as shefdl, wasthat she must be sinking to the ground
for some deliberate reason: she wanted to make another bow to Waru; she had dropped something and
hed to retrieveit.

Han jumped forward and caught her before she fell benesth trampling feet. She trembled violently. Luke
and Threepio closed in, forming asmall circle. Moving against the flow of the crowd, they pushed their
way to the back of the theater.

Han plunged toward the door, but Xaverri struggled free.

"Stay herel” shesaid. "l amdl right, | only--speaking with Waru affects me for amoment.

But you must see the ceremony.” "Affectsyou?' Han said. "It knocked you flat. Let's get out of herel”
The color began to return to her golden-tan face, and her shivering ceased.

"Y ou must observe," shesaid again.

"She'sright,” Luke sad. "It'swhat we came herefor.” "All right," Han said unwillingly.



Itsdl afraud, he said to himsdlf. But even frauds can be dangerous.

They made their way to the very back of the auditorium. The floor danted, so they had aview over the
crowd. On the stage, in the frozen pool of ichor, Waru waited as one of the small groups of supplicants
brought one of their membersinto the teacher's presence. The Zefflifflike pressed one of the leafy
comradesto the top of their heap, then did the individua forward till it huddied on theichor. Its color
was noticeably paler than that of its companions, asickly yelow-green rather than shiny and blue-black.
It shed aflutter of small wilted leaves whenever it moved.

"Do you wish meto try to hed you, seeker?' Waru's voice, no longer adirected, private whisper,
rumbled through the hall.

The Zefflifflike responded with aflurry of sound, like leaves swirled in water.
"Shesays, "l entreat you to help me,"" Threepio said.

Now comes the scam, Han thought. Give Waru al your worldly goods-- "Then | will try to help you,”
Waru sad.

Every sound in the auditorium ceased abruptly.

The attention of every being focused on Waru and Waru's patient.

Waru leaned over the Zeffliffl.

Severd of the golden scdesliquefied and splashed over the huddied Zefflifflike, covering it with abright
metallic shell. Han watched closdly, wishing he were at the front of the auditorium so he could figure out
how Waru conceived that effect.

Why'd you bring us al the way back here, Xaverri? hewondered. [ you afraid for meto be too close?
Themetallic shell attached the Zefflifflike to Waru like aparasite, like an exterior womb.

The raw wound |eft where the scales had melted gushed bloody ichor. Theliquid flowed over the shell,
patterning it like the calligraphy on the facade of Waru's compound. The runnels flowed together, cresting
atranducent chrysdis around the shell.

At thefoot of the stage, the Zefflifflike group huddled together, their leavesfluttering asif they wereina
windstorm.

Theroom grew till. All around Han, people were bowing their heads. Even Xaverri, who had never
bowed her head to anyone. Stubbornly, Han kept watching.

Waru shuddered. The golden scaestouched, ringing together with pure clear tones, like bells enlivened
by thewind.

Han divided hisfedings equally between admiration for the effects and scorn for the gullibility of Waru's
followers.

The shuddering extended into the chrysdis. It trembled. It shook, and expanded.



The solidified ichor exploded. Like slver dust, the fragments hung and shivered inthe air.
Scars and scratches marred the golden shell.
It, too, shivered, then dowly opened like aflower, reveding the Zeffliffl.

The gold petals drew back; Waru's body resorbed them and reformed the melted scales. At Waru's
base, the Zefflifflikelay quiet.

Suddenly it shook itsdlf like awet puppy. Its groupmates shrilled with excitement. Itsleaves, green and
dark with moisture, fanned open.

"They say," Threepio whigpered, "that their groupmate has returned from the dead.” The hedled
Zefflifflike scrambled down and disappeared among the groupmates. The mass of beings backed away,
twittering.

The silence of the auditorium ended as every being at Waru'sfeet burst into speech and song and light.

"The Zefflifflike said thank you,” Threepio said, speaking loudly enough for them dl to hear, "and--"
"And, "Wewill giveyou dl our worldly goods,"" Han said cynicaly.

"No, s, not at al,” Threepio said.

"They acclaim Waru astheir benefactor. No mention of monetary recompense has been made." Han
shrugged, unconvinced. "Recompense dways gets mentioned,” he said. "Eventually. Can we get out of
here? The gratitude is making me sick." Xaverri turned away from him and walked out of the auditorium.
After amoment of surprise, Han followed her. In the relative coolness and silence of the courtyard,
welcome after the tumult of Waru's reception hal, he caught up to her and touched her shoulder.

"Xaverri--1" She shrugged him off and plunged through the gateway. Outside the calligraphed arch, she
spunon him,

"Never speak, ingde the courtyard. Never." "Hey, I'm sorry, | didn't mean to blow your cover.”
Threepio joined them. "Master Han, Mistress Xaverri, isanything wrong?' "No," Han said. "1 don't think
0. | don't know. Except Luke's ftill back there!™ Han plunged through the archway and ran through the
courtyard, unreasonably anxious considering L uke had been out of hissight for about aminute.

Han pushed hisway back into the auditorium.

At first he did not see L uke anywhere. His eyes were no longer accustomed to the dimness, and the
noise and heat oppressed him.

Helooked at the place where they had all been. Luke stood right where Han had left him.
Theyoung Jedi stared at the stage, where Waru had encysted another supplicant.

"Comeon!" Han said. He grabbed L uke by the deeve and dragged him bodily out of the theater.
Lukedid not resst.

Xaverri waswaking away, aready a couple of hundred paces down thetrail to the main entry of the



dome. Threepio hovered hafway between, moving afew stepstoward Xaverri and caling her name
plaintively, then returning. When he saw Han and L uke, he stopped stock-st in rdlief, then hurried tojoin
them.

"Shewould not wait, Master Han," Threepio said. "I asked her politely, but..." Threepio stopped, at a
lossfor Mws.

"Y ou worry too much,” Han said.

"Purple-Three. Come on." Han led Luke past Threepio. Only when they had caught up to Xaverri did he
let Luke go. Han's brother-in-law had made no attempt to escape. His gaze was distant, his expression
blank.

"Luke! What'swrong? Snap out of it!

Xaverri, wait!" She complied, but her shoulders were tiff with anger.

L uke raised his head. Suddenly he was back, hisusud sdf.

"IsWaru your logt Jedi?' Han demanded.

"No," Lukesaid. "I don't think so.

| don't know. | don't know what it is." He gazed into the distance. "I ought to be ableto tell, to sense
another Jedi Magter. But | can't.”" Hetook adeep breath.

"Isit any kind of manifestation of the Force?' Han asked Luke.
Luke hesitated, then shook hishead. "I'm sure I'd know it if it were. It isn't.
It's... something e s He smiled, aluminescent smile that wiped out his hesitation, his apprehension.

"But itwasamazing,” Luke said. "Wasn't it amazing?' Xaverri nodded. "Every timel see Waru do that, |
cannot bdieveit. But | must." "I don't believeit,” Han said. "If that thing isn't amanifestation of the Force,
what else could it be but afraud?1 can think of six different ways Waru--whatever it is-cd bring off that
illusion. Subgtitute another Zefflifflike for the sick one--" "But, Sir,” Threepio said, "the groupmateswould
not have accepted a substitute for their colleague. They would have reacted to an impostor quite
violently." Han shrugged. "So Waru paid them off.” "The reaction cannot be bought, sir,” Threepio said.
"Itisnot conscious. It is comparable to an dlergic response.” Han flung up hisarmsin exasperation.
"Then the sick one was the impostor, or amechanical device. Or they painted the heglthy one

seasi ck-green and washed it off in the cocoon.

It doesn't matter how they did it--what mattersis, they could have doneit. Waru didn't need supernatural
healing powersto hed the Zefflifflike because the Zefflifflike didn't need to be heded in thefirgt placel™
Xaverri folded her arms and stared thoughtfully at the ground.

"Do you think | have completely lost my mind?* she asked, her tone cold.

Her contempt goaded him.

"Y eah, that would about cover it," hesaid.



"I, Xaverri, the best creator of deceptionsin the old Empire?' "Wedl change,” hesad. "L ook, if
somebody had aredly fine scam, one even you couldn't figure out--then you'd be easy to fool.

Y ou're 0 good, it's hard to imagine anyone better.” "It isimpossble” she said.

Luke stared through the archway. Han feared he might have to chase Luke down again to keep him from
going back insde.

"Therés something,” Luke said.
"But not your logt Jedi.” "Han, itisn't afraud.” "Lukeis correct,” Xaverri said.

"Fine!" Han said. "l giveup! Waruisfor real, which meansyou don't need me, becauseit isn't the
Republic's businessto interfere in people'sworship!" He started down the trail without another “w.

"Han!" Luke cdled. "Where are you going?' "On vacation," Han said. "I <till have some vacation left!”
Threepio hurried after him.

"Master Han, if | may be so forward--" "What isit?' "Our resources are severely depleted.

If you plan to gamble--and | certainly do not wish to imply that | believe you should not gamble, or that |
believe there is anything wrong with gambling, or that thereis any possibility that you might lose--but if
you plan to gamble... don't you think it would be for the best, merely asinsurance of course, for you to
leave some of your previouswinningsin my care? That way | could pay our outstanding bill & the lodge.
| noticed the lodge-keeper toting up our accounts as we | eft today, and he fixed me with apostively
poisonous glarel” Han pulled awad of credits out of his pocket and thrust it into Thregpio'sfingers.
"When you want some money, dl you haveto doissay, "Can | have some money?™ Han said.

He laughed, thinking about the gaming table, the cards that he trusted to go hisway. "Plenty more where
that came from." He strode away.

Leiaand Chewbacca did what they could for Rillao, theinjured Firrerreo.

Alderaan's medica equipment expressed confusion when Lela asked for information. The Firrerreo were
basicaly human, but something more, something different. The equipment recommended food that might
not betoxic. It failed to suggest a safe antibiotic, but, then, Rillao'sinjuries had not become infected. She
had astonishing powers of recuperation. Once the webbing had withdrawn, her skin began to regenerate
and the hairline lacerations closed quickly enough for Leiato watch, with astonishment, asthe healing
occurred.

Silver threads of scar tissue formed across Rillao's golden skin.

But Rillao showed no signs of waking.

"What else should we do?' Lela asked the nameless Firrerreo.

He shrugged, bardly moving his shoulders.

"Shell live, Leila, or shell die” He sorawled in achair, perfectly relaxed.



"Don't you care, either way?' "Sheisn't my clan." Leialet the subject drop. She brushed Rillao's striped
hair away from her thin, fierce face and drew ablanket up around her shoulders.

"Do your people deep lying down?' she asked the nameless Firrerreo.

"How ese?' he said, surprised into replying without an argument.

"How else, indeed,” Leiasaid. Shelaid one hand gently on Artoo-Detoo's caragpace.

"Will you watch her for me?" Artoo-Detoo beeped softly.

"Thank you," Leiasaid to the droid. She turned to Chewbacca and the nameless Firrerreo.

"Areyou hungry?' Chewbaccaroared, with relief and hunger.

"Me, too," Leiasad.

She was ravenous. She had had nothing since the chamberlain's cookies and drugged tea. Sheled the
way to Alderaan'stiny galley. She wondered if the Firrerreo would refuse to accept food, but he sniffed
the bowl of stew she gave him--the andlys's had suggested his metabolism required high level s of
protein--tasted a bite, and dug in hungrily. He held the bowl near his mouth and ddlicately plucked the
meet up in hisfirg two fingers.

Chewbacca fixed himsdlf abowl of stew and garnished it with salty dry seaweed and adribble of forest
honey.

The dinner conversation was nonexistent, until Lela scraped up thelast of her stew with a spoon. Asshe
watched the Firrerreo drink the sauce from his second serving, she thought, He accepted my food
because he doesn't accept any obligation. He didn't ask me for food.

If | asked him for gratitude, he'd say, No one asked you to offer me anything. | owe you nothing.

"Why do you hate Rillao?' Lela asked.

Helicked hislipsand glanced at the stew pot, but thought again about overloading his system with athird
helping.

"Shewasin the chamber!" Hislanguor vanished and he leaned toward Leia, angry and intense.

"She must be the reason we were exiled, Ldila. Why else would the Empire sentence her to spend the
trip under torture?' "Random cruelty.” Lelawondered why the Firrerreo used her name--her dias-s
often.

No matter. It helped her remember what she was cdling hersdlf.

"No. No. The Empireiscrud, Lelila, but it directsits cruelty.

To create fear, to extort, to increase its power--" "The Empireisgone," Lelasaid. "It's finished.
Defeated. Y ou'refree, you and your people.” If she expected gratitude or even happiness, shewas

disappointed.



"Defeated!" He thumped hisfist on thetable.

"Y ou said you could give me my freedom--but, Lelila, it wasn't yoursto give!" "I said you were freg,"
Leasad. "That'sdl | sad." If she admitted who she was, she could claim some respongbility for his
freedom. Instead, shewould remain Lelila

He growled low in histhroat. Chewbacca growled, too.

But Leiaremained calm. She smiled a the unnamed one.

"No one asked me for an explanation,” she said. "Y ou only asked me for your freedom.” He snorted in
disgust, but his contempt lessened, to be replaced with an expression of grudging respect. To her
astonishment, he rose and bowed.

Then hewalked away.

"Where are you going, unnamed one?’ Lela asked.

Without replying--Why did | expect him to reply? Lelathought--he left Alderaan's gdlley.

Shefollowed him; she caught up to him. Hewas ahead taller than she, deek and potentially powerful
despite his gauntness. He continued toward the airlock without acknowledging her presence.

"Areyou going to wake up your people, unnamed one?" A few paces farther dong, he said, "Here,
Leila? Towhat purpose?' "To regain their srength--" "The ship will return their strength while they
deep.” his-and to decide what to do now that you're free!” " Should we return to our home, Lelila?" he
snarled.

He knows, Leiathought. She wondered if the Empire troops had awakened him and tormented him with
the news of hisworld's dezath.

"No," shesaid. "I'm sorry. It's quarantined. No one can land, and live... nothing can ever leave the
planet.”" He stopped short at the airlock door. His shoulders dumped. Leiatook his elbow, steadying
him. The sound he made was the cry of agrief-stricken predator.

And Leaknew how hefdt.

"I'msorry,” Lelasaid again. "I'm so sorry." Heturned upon her. "Ldila, did you have ahand in poisoning
my world?' "No! I--1 played asmal part in bringing down the people who ordered the poisoning.” "The
Starcrash Brigade?' The Starcrash Brigade had been one of the Empire's dite assault teams.

"Not the Brigade--the Empire." Shelooked him in the eye. "It destroyed my world, too." He narrowed
hiswide black eyes. "Ah.

Alderaan, yes, Ldlila, | thought perhaps you were from Alderaan.” The airlock door did open. The
unnamed one strode from Alderaan into the freighter's echoing entry dock. Lela grabbed hiswrigt, but
snatched back her hand when she felt his musclestighten.

"What are you going to do?"' she asked.



"Continue." "But you don't haveto! Everyone'sfree, now, within the New Republic.” "The Empire
bequeathed usaworld. We will continue." "But it might be--y don't know--what about the other ships
stranded here?' He leaned toward her. In thelow gravity, the motion spread his hair around his head like
abrindled hdo.

"The other ships have nothing to do with me," he said.

"And | have nothing to do with them. Do with them asyou will, Lelila Asfor the new world... we are
adventurous people. We will take our chances.” "Y oulll betraveling a sublight,” Leiasaid. Y oull be
traveling for yearsl The Republic could give you hyperdrive, or find aworld for you within its bounds--"
"Towhat purpose?’ he asked again. "Wewill not notice the length of time. We will not care. Wewill be
adeep. If dl memory of the Empire has vanished when we wake--s much the better.

If your Republic has vanished when we wake --we will not care.” Leia stepped back. Nothing she could
say could change his mind, she knew that. He was doing what was right by his own sense of duty. She
could not force him to accept hers.

"Good-bye, then," she said. "And good luck." "May you aways be shielded from thewind, Lelila" "Why
do you keep repesting my name?" Leiaasked.

"For power," hesaid. "Ldila" Theairlock door began to dide shut.

"But | gain only alittle power from your fase name, PrincessLeia," he said. ™Y ou wear it uncomfortably.”
Astheairlock door closed, he said, "And your disguiseis pathetic.”

Han returned to the city domes and sauntered down the street. He wanted some more of the loca de,
and he wanted another card game where Chance and Hazard topped the deck. But he also wanted a
different tavern from the one he had been in last night.

"Good evening, smal human." He spun around, and once more bumped his nose against the chest of the
enhanced human. She laughed down at him, but Han got the distinct impression that her laughter was

superficd.
"Y ou left our gamefar too soon,” she said. "The cards began to turn my way, later onin the evening.”

"Congratulationd” Han said heartily.

"I'm glad to hear your night wasn't acompleteloss.” Sheleaned toward him, and the heavy, entangled
locks of her white hair swung down on either side of her face.

"Nor will tonight be," she said. "Y ou are obvioudy well born and well mannered, so you will, give methe
chance to make mysdlf even with you.” "I wasn't planning on cardstonight,” Han said. "Nope, no cards, |
wasjust taking theair, just came out for aglassof de." "Alewill run asplentifully aswater,” shesaid. She
took hisupper armin her huge hand.

Her fingers met around his biceps.

"I mean, I've dready had my glassof de," he said. "Hit my limit--" Hetried to twist hisarm from her grip,
as Luke had twisted from his. The enhanced human lifted hisarm, lifted hiswhole body. Han stretched on
tiptoe to stay in contact with the ground.

"Y ou may drink or not, asyou choose," the enhanced human said. "But you will play.” "Well, okay, sure,



why didn't you say you had your heart set on agame?' Han said.

"Fine, let'sgo. Would you do me afavor?

Either put me down or pick me up. Thisisvery uncomfortable." He thought she might ding him over her
shoulder and cart him away. She could certainly do it if she chose. Finally shelet him down. But shedid
not let him loose. She urged him down the street, holding his arm tight enough to bruise.

"l didn't get your namelast night,” Han said in acompanionable tone. "What did you say it was? And by
theway, you want to loosen up alittle?' "I did not say," she said, "and you did not ask, but my nameis
Celedtid Serenity. No, | do not want to loosen up at al." He glanced up at her. She smiled down at him
and walked fagter, pushing him aong.

Jaina ate her breskfast.

She was s0 hungry she hardly even tasted the rancid grease that floated on top of the thin porridge.
When shefinished, her ssomach ill growled. She could smell the ripe fruit and honey and fresh hot bread
that the Proctors passed among themselves.

Jaina's mouth watered. She watched the Proctors at the highest table and the helpers at the middle table
breakfasting on good food, more than they could eat. They laughed and shouted and threw half-eaten
food on the floor to go to waste, and leaned way back in their chairswith their feet on the table.

The children, at the low tables, had to wait to be excused until the Proctors were al finished.

Itisn't far! shethought.

Jaina could see Jacen, but only the top of his head. Hewas all the way on the other side of the cafeteria
She wished she could talk to him about what she had |learned she could do. And she wished she could
tell him she had drilled half-way through the door of her cdll to thelock. Then she had stuck the sawdust
together with spit, 1ck, and pressed it back into the hole in the door so no one would notice.

Vram sat a the middle table with the other helpers. He wolfed down a piece of fruit, some bread, and a
whole bunch of cookies. He picked up a honey-cake and waved it at the other children. At Jaina. Honey
dripped down Vram'sfingers. Helicked it off.

Jainalooked down so she would not have to see him.

Onthetableinfront of her, abug, atiny myrmin, tiptoed past onits hair-thin legs.

Itisn't redly amyrmin, Jainathought.

It hasten legsinstead of just Six, and an extraset of feders! But it sort of lookslike amyrmin. Jacen
would know what it is.

| bet it'shungry.

Jaina scraped the last tiny grain of porridge out of her bowl. She put it near the myrmin. The myrmin
walked around it, tapped it with itsfeders, and struggled to lift it and moveit and carry it.

| hope that tastes better to myrminsthan to children, Jainathought.



The myrmin baanced the sand-grain-sized bit of porridge and climbed down over the edge of the table.
The myrmin gave Jainaan idea.

Sand got tracked in from the playfield. It lay in the cracks between the stonetiles on the floor, and even
in the spaces where the planks of the table touched. Jaina experimented with moving agrain.

I'll pretend I'm amyrmin, she thought.

Not alittlegirl, not Jaina. | don't have any Jedi abilities-I'm just amyrmin! Who would pay any attention
toamyrmin?

She pushed the sand grain. It skittered across the table and fell over the edge.

Jainahunched her shoulders, expecting Hethrir's cold wet blanket to fall around her and cut her off from
theworld.

Nothing happened. It wasjust like last night with the air molecules.

Jainareached for sand grains on the Proctors table. She found none. Someone cleaned their table better.
But plenty of sand lay on the platform at their feet. Jaina played with afew grains. They spiraed up into
the air. No one noticed.

The Head Proctor picked up a section of fruit. Jaina dropped the scatter of sand grainsoniit. The
Proctor tossed it down to Vram. For a second, Jainathought the Proctor had noticed the sand, but then
she decided not because he did not look mad and he did not ook for more sand on the sticky bun he
chose from a steaming basket.

Vram popped the fruit into his mouth and gobbled it without even noticing the sand.

Janafdt alittle sorry for him. But only alittle.

If somebody gave me apiece of fruit right now, she thought, | probably wouldn't notice sand on it, ether.
The second time she moved sand, she dropped it onto the Head Proctor's sticky bun.

Jainafelt like she had done something very, very bad, to spoil good food like that.

The Proctor pulled off a piece of the soft, sweet bread and put it in his mouth. He chewed.

His expresson changed. Jainafdt glad.

Not happy-glad. Jainafet satisfied-glad.

Shelifted another handful of sand and scattered it across the Proctors table, soit fell on al their plates.

TheHead Proctor spit out his mouthful of sticky bun.

That'sdisgusting! Jainathought. He didn't even cover his mouth with his ngpkin.



"Grake!" the Head Proctor shouted.

Severd of the other Proctors spit out their food, too, and soon they were looking at it and poking it, even
the haf-chewed bits, and talking to each other and arguing. Jaina watched them, pretending not to. Soon
she did not even have to pretend, because al the other children were watching, too.

"Grake! Get out herel" The door beside the Proctors stage dammed open, bouncing againgt the wall.

A huge being thundered through the doorway. Jainaflinched--she thought the dragon had broken into the
bunker--then looked again, surprised and excited.

The being in the wide white apron was aVVeubg, from Gbu, a high-gravity world. Gbu was the last world
before Munto Codru that Mama had visited. The New Republic delegation had not been able to go to
the surface, most of them, of course, because the gravity would have squashed them. But the Veubgri
had traveled to the meeting satellite. They had liked Jainaand Jacen and Anakin. Jainaremembered the
soft touch of their tendrils on her hair. Her mouth watered at the memory of their sweets. She wanted to
jump up and wave a the Veubg.

But Grake had never seen Jainaor her brothers. She would not recognize them. She would not care.

"Why areyou ydling a me, little blue-clothes?' Grake climbed the stairs, light-footed and powerful,
tendrils coiled around a heavy wooden spatula, and stopped behind the center chair. "1 work al day for
you, and you only yell at me, you are avery unappreciative person.” "There's sand in the food!" the Head
Proctor shouted. "Isthisyour idea of ajoke?' "A joke? Sand--in my food?' Grake smacked the Heed
Proctor on the side of the head with the spatula.

The Head Proctor fell off his chair and scrambled up, staring, stunned.

Jaina gasped. She wanted to hide her eyes. She was sure the Proctors would hurt Grake--use the Force
to make her explode!

And it would be Jainasfaullt.
But nothing like that happened.

Maybe they can't, Jainathought. Maybe dl they can do with the Forceisjust barely turn on their
lightsabers, or maybe Hethrir even cheated to et them do that!

Grake legped to the end of the stage and whacked the Proctor who lounged in the last seat. He
scrambled to keep his balance, lurching sideways and forward to grab the edge of the table.

"Take your feet off thetable!" The Veubg legped again, dl the way from one end of the stage to the
other, knocking the spatula against the head of each Proctor in turn. ™Y ou complain of sand in my
food--when you put your feet on the dinner table?

Y ou have the manners of dragond” The Veubg landed soundlesdy--then stamped dl six feet. Thewhole
Proctors table bounced a handsbreadth in the air and forward.

Jainagiggled. She could not helpit. Shetried to stop and so did al the other children. She knew they
would get in trouble for laughing and she knew she would be the cause of it. But she could not helpit.
And how she wished Lusawere here to seeit too!



"Stop it!" the Head Proctor shouted.
Jaina could not tell whether he meant her or Grake.

Grake snatched handsful of fruit from the serving dishes and flung them over the second table and out to
the children. Everybody shrieked with excitement and grabbed for the fruit.

Jaina caught achunk of melon and stuffed it into her mouth. It was the most delicious thing she had ever
tasted. It made tears spring to her eyes.

She was glad she had not poured sand on the serving dishes, but she would have eaten the fruit anyway.
"Sand! In my food!" Grake flung the contents of awhole serving bowl of cookies over the children's
heads. Everyone was running around and jumping up to catch the sweets and snatching them off the floor
before they got trampled.

Jaina snatched more sand, even though she redly wanted a cookie. A little cloud of sand grainsfloated
up from thetiles. She dropped the sharp grains down the necks of the Proctors uniforms. The sand fell
down their backs and into their pants.

At firgt they did not notice because they were dl on their feet, yeling. Then the Head Proctor drew his
lightsaber. Its blade hummed and glowed.

Jainajumped up, horrified. Uncle Luke aways said that when she became a Jedi Knight, she should
never draw her blade, except for practice, unless shewaswilling to kill.

Jainahad never even touched alightsaber.

Grake did not give the Proctor the chanceto kill her. She leaped down the stage, down the steps, and
through the doorway even before the Proctor could strike, if he was going to. Jainahad never seen
anyone move so fadt.

The Proctors shouted afew last insults.

The Head Proctor put away hislightsaber.

Jainadid not know if hewould have killed Grake, or if hewas only threatening. Or joking. She did not
think they should threaten or joke with alightsaber.

The Proctors shouted after Grake, and pushed each other back and forth, and finally sat down again.
None of them put their feet on the table.

"Bequiet!" the Head Proctor yelled at the children. "Sit down and be quiet or well come put you in your
places." Jainasat back down and so did the other children.

They might aswell, because al the extrafood was gone. Everybody was looking around, hoping to find
one last tart grape or sweet crumb.

The Proctors sat uneasily at their table, not wanting to dismiss dinner because that would mean they had



faled at something. But they did not eat any more of the sandy food.
The Head Proctor frowned and fidgeted and pulled his uniform away from his sides and shook it.

Jainastared down at the table. If she started to laugh before anybody el se noticed what was happening,
the Proctorswould know it was dl her fault.

Jainawished a grape had fallen on the table in front of her so she could est it. But the table was empty.
She carefully looked past the edge of the table. The Proctors were talking together now. They sounded
mad. Jainamade hersdf not smile.

Instead shejiggled the sand in the Proctors uniforms, and looked for more sand.
She had used it dl up. Thefloor tiles, even the cracks between them, were clean.

Except for little black spots moving toward the Proctors table. They formed aline acrossthefloor like
the foam on waves.

The myrmins scurried up the front of the Proctors stage. Asthe Proctors squirmed and itched and hissed
impatiently at the Head Proctor to dismiss dinner, the myrmins ran over their shoes and into their pants

legs.

Jaina could not resist anymore. She looked across the cafeteriatoward her brother. She even stood up
30 she could see him. At the same time, Jacen stood up and looked at her. He grinned quickly. They
both sat down again before anyone could catch them.

Jainaknew Jacen had asked the myrminsto climb up the stage.

One of the Proctorslegped to hisfeet with ashout. He thought he just had sand in his pants. Then the
sand bit him. The other Proctors started jumping up and yelling and scratching. And stamping, sSlamping
onthemyrmins.

"Oh!" Jainawhispered. "Oh--poor myrmins, thank you, myrmins." Some of them were running awvay
now, disappearing into cracks and hiding. But some of them were being killed.

"We're sorry, myrmins," she said, sincerely, the way Chewbacca spoke to insects he sometimes killed,
even if he never meant to, when he harvested forest honey. She risked another glance acrossthe hdl at
Jacen.

Stricken, he started to cry. He cried when Chewbacca apologized to the forest insects, too.

But thistimeit was hisfault that the myrminswere being hurt.

Suddenly the myrminsall disappeared. Jainafdt the flare of Jacen's abilities, whisking the little crestures
out of danger.

Hethrir's cold wet invisible blanket fell down around Jaina:- It's not fair, she thought, | didn't do anything.
well, not much, anyway--and she knew the same thing had happened to Jacen. She gasped, and
shivered, and struggled up out of her seat, and stumbled across the cafeteriato Jacen.

They hugged each other. It was such agood hug.



It almost made Hethrir's blanket go away.
Or anyway it made it fed only cool and damp instead of cold and wet.

"Jacen, Jacen, they took Anakin, they took Lusa-" That was the first time she thought that Hethrir might
have taken Anakin away forever, the way he took Lusa. Where ese could their brother be?

"We haveto d something,” she whispered.

"All you children get back to your studies!" the Head Proctor said, scratching the side of hisleg. The
myrminswere gone, but their bites remained!

"Thank you, little myrmins™ Jainawhispered.

"Thank you, little myrmins" Jacen said too, "I'm s-sorry!" "Back to your studies!” The children straggled
into an uneven line. They could not keep from giggling. Jaina stayed near Jacen.

Maybe no one would notice they were together.

"Do something about that line!" the Head Proctor said to his underlings.

The other Proctors dl looked at him like they thought he was crazy.

And they ignored him and ran out of the cafeteria

Some of them were dready unfastening their uniforms before they got out of the room.
The Head Proctor glared down at the children.

And then he winced and started to scratch, in aplace it was very naughty to scratch in public, and turned
around and strode out of the room. As soon as he vanished, his footsteps speeded up. He ran away.

Chapter 7
The children were donein the cafeteria

"Let'sgo out!" Jainasaid. She did not know what she could do once she was outside, but she felt
desperate to get away from this cold hard building.

She and Jacen ran down the long dark corridor. All the other children followed them. They burst out into
thelight, asthetiny planet'stiny sun legped into the sky. Thelittle planet soun fast, so its days were much
shorter than regular days. The children shouted and ran and cheered in the warmth.

Jainaand Jacen held hands and |eaned backward and spun around and around, just like the little planet.
Jainawhipped her hair back and forth till she felt dizzy. She and Jacen fell down in the sand, panting and

laughing.
Jainajumped up again and Jacen jumped up beside her.

"Jaina, Jaing, you're okay!" "Jacen, | missed you so much! | don't know where Anakinis!" "If we could



reach for him--" Jacen said. his--we might be able to find him. B--" his--we haveto run far away from
that blanket!" Jacen finished their shared thought. Jainawas glad he thought about it the same way she
did, but that did not help them figure out how to get avay fromiit.

"We haveto get past the dragon,” Jainasaid.

"Theresno dragon,” Jacen said scornfully. "That's just to scare us." He marched straight toward the
canyon fence, straight into the blank space.

Jainaran after him. The dragon jumped out of the sand and roared and bounced against the fence. Jaina
grabbed Jacen and pulled him back till the dragon could not see them anymore. She did not have to pull
him very hard because he was scared too, but he was aso amazed.

The dragon forgot it had seen them and snuffled around the edge of the fence looking for a soft warm
patch of sand.

"Wow," Jacen whispered.

"Maybe | could jump up and down and wave and--" She was thinking Jacen could run around behind
and climb the fence. But then shewould gtill be stuck insde.

"Maybe | could tame her," Jacen said.

"And we could ride her away!" Jaina had no ideahow Jacen knew it was a Mistress Dragon and not a
Mister Dragon.

But hewas awaysright about this sort of stuff.
"Ride her?' Jainasaid, entranced.

Then Jacen'slips trembled. "But maybe the Proctors would hurt her the way they hurt the myrmins.”
"How could they hurt adragon?' Jaina asked.

"With their lightsaberd” "They'd be too scared! | bet they wouldn't even get closeto her.” "With a
blaster, then," Jacen said.

"Oh. Yeah." "Maybewe could distract her," Jacen said thoughtfully.
"We better doit fast,” Jainasaid.
"I need something to throw," Jacen said. He looked around but there was just sand.

The dragon lumbered to the fence and rubbed her nubbly-scaled shoulder againgt the wire mesh, closing
her eyes and groaning happily.

If Jainacould use her ahilities, she could easily distract the dragon. Together with Jacen, they might even
be able to stop the dragon. But Jainathought that would be alot to try to do, without Uncle Luke's help.

"I know!" Jainapulled her multitool out of her pocket.

Jacen grabbed for it eagerly.



"No, wait!" Jaina snatched it back.

"Don' throw it." She opened up the lens and caught the light and flashed it on the ground in front of the
dragon.

"lan't she pretty?" Jacen said.
When the dragon opened her eyes, she saw the concentrated point of light from Jainaslens.

She snorted and lowered her head. Jaina gave the multitool to Jacen. He was better with crittersthan she
was.

Hewiggled the light near the dragon's front paws. The dragon put her paw on the place where the light
was. Then she had to put her other paw on top of her first paw, and gtill the light was not covered. She
pulled her first paw out from under her second paw and lost her balance. Sherolled completely over,
snortling and wriggling.

Then she jumped up and looked around for the light.

Jacen moved it around for her to chase. She jumped forward after it, shaking the ground when she
landed, raising great sprays of sand. Jainalaughed with ddlight.

By now dl the other children had gathered behind Jaina and Jacen to watch the dragon play.
Jacen danced the light before the dragon, who gallumphed after it, pouncing to try to catchit.

Jacen skipped the light up the cliffside that projected beyond the fence. The dragon scratched the rock
with her front feet, ripping loose bits of stone. She roared joyoudly.

Shelashed her tail.

All thetime, Jacen kept moving closer to the fence, crossing the undisturbed ground till he was right up
agang thethick metal mesh. Jainafollowed him. The other children stayed back, till frightened of the
dragon.

"Hey, dragon,” Jacen said softly.

"Hey, Migtress Dragon.” He wiggled the light down the dliff again, and the dragon followed.

The light crept toward the fence.

The dragon followed.

Jacen brought the spark of sunlight right up next to the fence. Jaina caught her breath. Her heart beat very
fad.

The dragon's snout pressed against the fence.

Her big teeth stuck out of her mouth and she drooled in the sand. Her tongue flicked, flicked, flicked
between her lips. Her eyeswere the size of Jainasfists, big and gold. The dragon blinked her heavy



beaded eydlids. Her hot breath ruffled the sand where the spot of light lay.
Jacen was having trouble keeping the light near the dragon because the sun was dready faling in the sky.

Asthe spot of light faded, Jacen put his hand through the fence. Jaina gasped. Jacen touched the
dragon's great eyebrow, and rubbed her smooth scales.

"There, Mistress Dragon,” Jacen said.

He rubbed harder. The dragon pressed againgt his hand, and made alow, rumbling, pleasant snorting
sound. The dragon did not mind that she could no longer play with thelight.

"Shelikesyou," Jainawhispered.

"Shelsdl done" Jacen said. "She'slonely, she'salittle dragon, she wants someoneto play with.” "Hey!
Y ou children!" The dragon jerked her head up, startled by the shout. Jainaturned around. The Head
Proctor stood at the head of the stairwell. The other children scattered away into the twilight.

The dragon roared. The fence rang as she rose up and crashed againgt it. Jacen snatched his hand away
from the fence, and he and Jainaran to the playfield. Jacen pressed the multitool into Jaina's hand, and
shehidit in her pocket.

The Head Proctor laughed at them.

"Now youll believein thedragon, I think," hesaid. "Y ou children dl line up!

Y ou've been very bad. | told you to get back to your studies.” "We couldn't hear you, sir," Jainasaid
respectfully. "We thought you said to go outside." He glared at her. He looked very uncomfortable. He
had swelling red bites on hiswrists and his neck. He kept moving ingde his uniform asif he wanted to
scratch. Jainalooked him straight in the eye without laughing, even though she wanted to laugh.

"That'sright, dr," Jacen said. "1 thought | heard you say to go outside, and | was much closer to you than
my sigter!” "That'sright, gr," one of the other children said.

The Head Proctor was wearing arumpled uniform with adirty smudge acrossonearm, and al his
medals pinned on crooked.

| bet he didn't do hislaundry when he was supposed to! Jainathought. | bet heletsit pile up dl over the
floor of hisroom, and he didn't have anything clean to put on when the myrmins and the sand got in his
clothes.

Janafdt very grateful to Winter, who aways encouraged Jainaand Jacen to pick up after themsalves.
She had even shown them how to do their laundry if they needed to, if the laundry droid wasn't working
or forgot how you liked your clothesironed.

"Getinling" the Head Proctor said.

All the other children lined up behind Jainaand Jacen.

The Proctors marched the children back inside.



Jainasighed. They had not escaped, and now they would have to spend al day staring at the horrible,
dull displaysthat said how wonderful everything would be when Hethrir made himsdaf Emperor.

Probably Lord Hethrir would come and lecture them, too. She was scared of that. He would probably
know that she had caused all thetrouble.

Jainayearned for her classes back home.

Sometimes she and Jacen read storiesto Winter or to Papaand Mama. Sometimes they made up
stories! Jainawas learning number theory and sheloved it, it was so beautiful. On Mundo Codru, Jacen
had been studying first aid with Dr. Hyos and her child. Jaina bet Jacen was as bored with these dumb
displays as shewas. She bet al the children were bored.

Instead of taking the children to the study desks, the Proctors herded them back to their rooms. Most of
the children groaned.

"Bequiet!" the Head Proctor shouted.

"Your disciplineisdreadful! Lord Hethrir will never choose any of you ashishelpersat thisrate.” The
children fell slent. Jainarealized she should have groaned, too, but the truth was that she no longer feared
the dark of her cell. She was overjoyed that she would have afew hours, maybe al the way until
tomorrow morning, by hersdlf, to work and plan.

"You'll spend the day in bed," the Head Proctor said. " So that tomorrow, you'll appreciate the
opportunity Lord Hethrir givesyou to learn." He opened Jaina's door and pushed her inside and dammed
the door closed after her.

Bits of sawdust scattered to the floor. But the Head Proctor had not noticed that Jaina had been drilling
the wood.

And Lord Hethrir had not come to lecture them or ingpect them.

Findly, outsde Jainas cell, the faint sounds of closing doors and the voices of the Proctors and the
sounds of their boots on the floor stopped.

Jaina rubbed some molecules of air together and created afaint light to work with. She brushed the last
of the sawdust away from the hole she had made, pulled out her multitool, and began to drill again.

For severa hours, the Firrerre passenger freighter hovered in space, coming dive. Thefirst thing it did,
long before it reached full power, wasto disengageitsalf from Alderaan.

Leiatook her ship out of range of the freighter's propulsion field.

"Good luck," she said, transmitting to the nameless Firrerreo.

Hedid not reply. The freighter hovered in space, gathering itself for itslondly voyage.
Evenif Leiacould do any moreto help the Firrerre ship, itsinhabitants did not want her aid.

Leiachecked on Rillao, who remained adeep. But Artoo-Detoo and the medical equipment thought her
body was regaining its strength.



"Thank you for watching her," Lelasaid to Artoo-Detoo.
Chewbacca camein and looked mournfully at the deeping Firrerreo.

"What arewe going to do?' Lelasaid. "Thisisadead end! Thetrall isgone.” Shetried again, reaching
out desperately dl around her for any trace of her children.

Rillao's pain had blasted thetrail out of existence.
The kidnapperstortured her, Leiathought.

The nameless Firrerreo was wrong: Rillao wasn't |eft here by the Empire at al. The kidnapperstortured
her so no one could follow them!

Unless... they're the same people.

That would make sense, Lelathought. And it would explain how they knew where to find the passenger
freighters. But it doesn't give me any better cluesto finding them.

Chewbacca put one giant hand on her shoulder. The fur of hisfingerstickled Leids cheek. Hisplaintive
groan conveyed his sympathy and hisgrief. Leidsfamily was hisfamily, hisHonor Family. He had chosen
to share hislife with the people she loved. She could not remain angry at him.

"The Firrerreo was right about onething!" Lelasaid. "Our disguiseisno disguise at all.

WEII never get anywhereif everyone knowswe're Leiaand Chewbacca. And if we're up against
Imperia loyaists-—-come on!" She took Chewbaccato her cabin and pulled out al the cosmeticsin the
dressing-table drawer.

Chewbaccalooked at them quizzically.

"Y ou didn't think my eyelids were this color naturaly, did you?' she asked. "Didn't you notice the color
changes sometimes?' He snorted.

"No, my skin doesn't camouflageitsdf!” Lelasad.

As she spoke, she pulled the pinsfrom her hair and unbraided the long plait. Chewbaccawatched with
adonishmert.

| s0 seldom take my hair down, she thought. Hardly anyone has seen me with my hair down inyears...
except Han.

She had thought, over the years, of cutting her hair, but the ideawastoo radical. On Alderaan, adults
grew their hair long and usudly kept it bound.

Fedling reckless, Leiabrushed her hair loose and free over her shoulders. She stood up. Her hair spilled
amost to her knees. She kept brushing it, till it parted down the center and hung on either sde of her face
and draped down over her breasts. It tended to fall across her eyes, so she looked out through a curtain.

All the better, shethought. All the better to hide mewith.



She rummaged through the bottles and packets.
Some she had bought on awhim and never even tried.
She kept them on her ship because her ship was her place for whims and fancies.

Leiaremembered the first time she had taken Han out on Alderaan. She shook the stirring memory away.
Now was no time for such memories.

Several packets of color-crawlerslay in her hand.

"Aren't you tired of being chestnut al the time, Chewbacca?' she said. She tore open a package of black
and a package of silver, mixed them together, and tossed them at Chewbacca.

He blew out hisbreath in surprise, reached up asif to brush them off, then looked at them curioudly.
The color-crawlers picked their way over and across and through hisfur, leaving intermittent trails of
black and silver behind them. Chewbacca plucked one up, ddlicately, let it crawl dong hisfinger, and
watched it streak apatch of chestnut hair with silver. The hair on his chest had aready begun to mottle
with slver and black.

Amused, the Wookiee |t the color-crawlers have their way with hisfur.

"Soon you'll just be one more brindled Wookiee," Leiasaid. "Now. What about me?' Chewbacca chose
severd different greens and handed them to her.

"I look terriblein green,” Leiasaid.

"l can'timaginewhy | bought those." She chose, instead, severa shades of ordinary brown and let them
loosein her hair.

| can't imaginewhy | bought these colors, ether, she thought. | gave Chewbaccathe best shades. Oh,
wall.

She chose one package of very dark green and opened it into her hair.
Chewbaccawhuffled with gpproval.
I'm going to look so boring, Leiathought.

But | want to beinvisible, Leiareminded hersdlf. There's no way to make Chewbaccainvisble. | only
have to make him n-Chewbacca

And | have to make sure no one notices me.
She was glad Artoo-Detoo was a common sort of droid, so she did not have to disguise him, too.

She envied Han his beard. Such an easy way to hide one's face. She considered disguising hersdf asa
man, but only for amoment.



In stories, she said to herself, princesses dway's disguise themselves as princes. But princessesin stories
never have any hips. They never have any breasts. No. I'd look likeawoman in disguise; I'd only draw
more attention.

Better to beinvisble.

Chewbacca gazed at his changing fur with every evidence of fascination. But then he sighed, deeply,
woefully. Hissgh echoed in the empty spacein Leas heart where she could not find any perception of
her children.

"We can't be Leiaand Chewbacca anymore," she said.

Chewbaccaraised his head dowly. His eyes were dark and sad and questioning.

"We haveto be Ldilaand Geyyahab--we have to be Ledilaand somebody, if you don't want to be
Geyyahab you can choose another name." Chewbacca--Geyyahab--indicated that he accepted her

choice of names, but did not understand the necessity.

"Whoever stole the children meant it asa strike against me," Lelasaid. "And againgt you and Han and
Luke. The kidnapperswill expect usto come after them. They'll be watching for us. Setting atrap.

| think the only way well defeat them iswith surprise” Chewbaccawhined at her quizzicaly.

"No," Lelasaid, in despair. "1 don't know who they are. Or where they went." But they must be remnants
of thefalen Empire, she thought. Who el se could hate me enough to attack me through my children?

She grabbed the most lurid via of eye-paint from the clutter on her bed. She wrenched the vial open and
dashed the purple paint across her eydids, under her eyes, like the kohl of desert fighters. She highlighted
her forehead and her cheekswith gold.

"I'll find out," she said. "Maybe Rillao knows who--who hurt her. But if she doesnt, I'll wake up every
passenger on every freighter, if | have to. Someone must know who they are and what they plan. And
whereto look for them." Shelooked in the mirror. Her hair hung around her face, hdf hiding her. Her

eyes peered out, intense and dark and wild with purple.

The paint's gold and ruby enhancers glittered and shifted. She looked lesslike adesert fighter than a
saloon dancer.

It doesn't matter, she said to herself. All that mattersis, | don't ook like Leiaanymore. From now on, I'm
Ldila

Artoo-Detoo buzzed fast over the threshold, hesitated, and hooted asits sensorstook in the changesin
itshiological companions. As soon asthe droid recognized them, it reversed and vanished again.

Lelilathe bounty hunter jJumped up and ran after the droid. Behind her, Geyyahab her client followed
aong, the changein hisfur nearly complete.

Han had to admit that asfar as he could tell, the game had been honest. Of course, asfar as he could tell,
Waru waslegit, too, and he did not believe Waru ether.

He plodded down the street toward the lodge, reeking of six kinds of smoke, his head aching.



Hewished he had drunk another glass of locd de; he might fed better. He thought the stuff had magical
healing powers.

"Judt like Waru," he muttered.

He reached the lodge. The proprietor popped up and greeted him in afriendly manner.

Threepio must have paid our hill, Han thought.

Wonder what our cordia host will say tomorrow when we ask for an extension... and don't pay for it?

He climbed the steps, tripping only once, and counted doors carefully till he cameto hisown. It opened
for him. The eerie glow of Luke'slightsaber flowed over hisfeet and across the carpet.

Han quickly straightened his shirt, combed his hair and his beard with hisfingers, and strolled casually
insde. The blade of the saber hummed and disappeared. L uke sat in the corner, exactly as he had the
night before.

"Hi, Luke," Han said, pretending to be much more cheerful than he felt.

"Wehavetotak," Luke said. "Xaverri and |, we went back to the--the ceremony. Han, theré'sno
mistaking what we saw--what you saw.” Unableto maintain his pose, Han flung himsdlf on hisbed and
covered hisface with the pillow. Hishead ached fiercely.

"Magter Hanffwas Threepio's feet clattered metdlicaly on thefloor tiles.

"| paid our bills. Thank you very much! | will have other expensesto pay, in the morning, perhaps before
you arise, and | wondered--" "I'll giveit to you tomorrow," Han said.

"But | had thought to go shopping early. [ | to lay in some provisions, that would save my human
companions from the expense of eating in restaurants-" "We're on vacation! Half the fun of being on
vacation iseating in restaurants!” Han tried to remember when the last time was that he had eaten. Have |
been subssting on loca de? he thought. The stuff is even better than | thought. his—-and it would alow
meto serve you breskfast in bed." "Can we talk about it tomorrow?' Han said. "l really need some
deep.” "Did you lose al the money?' Luke asked.

Han flung himself up. The pillow fell off hisface and flopped onto the floor.

"No." He shrugged, and grinned. "Not dl of it." "Oh, Master Han," Threepio said. "How am | to go
shopping in themorning, if you lost al our money?' "1 didn't losedl of it," Han said.

"l can get more. | just had abad evening.

Relax. Now can | get somedeep?’ "No," Luke said. "Dammit, Han, wake up!" "How can | wake up
when you haven't given me achanceto go to deep yet?' The blade of Luke's lightsaber shivered into
being. The ghogtly green light filled the room.

It brightened, oddly, to pure white; itslow hum rose to a shriek. Han shouted in protest.

Luke quickly turned off the lightsaber and dipped the handle benesth hisrobe.



"What was that?' Han asked. He was wide awake.

"I don't--nothing. It'sdl right." He sounded uncharacteristicaly startled. "Han, thisWaru... if we could
persuade this being to come back with us, we could make atremendous difference in the Republic. The
Jedi--and your legions, of course--protect the peace. Waru could directly improve peopl€slives.” "Waru
isn't aJedi--for certain?' "No. | mean... I'm not getting any of the perceptions | ought to fed." He leaned
forward, intent. "When your kidswere born, | knew, right away, that they belonged among us. Especidly
Anakin. When | first saw him, and he looked straight at me--" Luke exhaled loudly.

"If Waru were Jedi, | don't think I'd make amistake." He interlaced hisfingers, opened his hands, stared
at hispams. "But maybe Waru is connected to the Force, by some means we aren't aware of. Some
means |'m not aware of." He pulled his hands gpart and clenched them into figts.

"l just don't know! And I've got to find out." "Okay, okay, takeit easy." Han rubbed hisface. He was so
deepy he could hardly keep his attention on what L uke was saying, despite L uke's urgency.

"Xaverri said she thought Waru was dangerous.

A danger to the Republic, she said. And now you want to take him--it--the being--back to the heart of
our government?' "Waru has attracted alot of followers here. They could form apowerful faction.
Wouldn't it be best to cooperate, right from the beginning?' Han chuckled. "Y ou don't usualy sound like
apalitician." Han doubted that Luke cared one way or the other if Waru'sfollowersformed an
opposition to Leias government. But the young Jedi was fascinated with what he percvd as remarkable
abilities; he obvioudy wanted Waru where he could keep an eye on the being, and perhaps even learn
fromhim.

Han till had no ideawhy Xaverri thought Waru was dangerous.

Han produced one of hislast coins, asif he had brought it out of thin air.

Luke smiled dightly. "Not bad.” "1 told you, more where this came from." Han made it disappear again.
Threepio gpproached. "How were you able to do that?' Han produced the coin from Threepio's mouth.
Threepio's eyes changed. "Do that again, if you please, Master Han." Han complied.

"Ah," Thregpio said. "Exceedingly dexterous." "What'd you do?' Han asked. "Slow it down?" "Indeed |
did, Master Han." "Did you watch Waru that way?' "I regret that | did not, sir,” Threepio replied to Han.
"l was S0 intrigued by what Mistress Xaverri had brought usto see, it did not occur to me." "Whereis

Xaverri, anyway?' Han asked. "Did she go home?' " She stayed back at the compound,” Luke said.

"She wanted to--" "Y ou left her there?' "Sure.” Han grabbed his boots from the floor where he had just
thrown them and wrestled them back on.

"She'slived herefor years,” Luke said reasonably. " She's been attending Waru's meetings since they
began. She knows how to take care of hersdf.” "Y ou said yoursdf, something weird is going on--" "And
you said it was afraud!" " Just because something's afraud doesn't mean it isn't dangerous. Y ou saw how
Xaverri reacted yesterday.” He hunted around for his jacket, then realized he had never taken it off.

Han Solo ran out the door.



Rillao lay very 4ill beneath the shroud of medica equipment. Only her eyes moved. Her gaze flicked over
everything in the room, searching for weaknesses, searching for escape. A moaning growl shuddered
deep in her throat.

Lelilastood in the doorway, regarding the Firrerreo digpassionately.

Compassion was wasted on the nameless Firrerreo, Lelilathought. Besides, | can't afford compassion.
Shewaited till Rillao's gaze found her.

Lelilamoved forward deliberately, and stopped a pace away from Rillao's bedside.

Rillao glared &t her.

"l savedyou,” Lilasad.

"Who asked you to?" Rillao's voice was hoarse and rough.

"| saved you from torture, Rillao,” Ldilasaid. She adopted the speech habits of the unnamed Firrerreo
who used namesto gain power. "l freed you from the web, | took you from the passenger freighter, |
brought you to my ship, and I hedled you. Rillao." Rillao's expression changed. Apprehension replaced
some of the arrogance.

"Y ou own my name," she said. "Do you aso own my body?" "Perhaps| did, for amoment,” Lelilasaid.

"But | giveit back to you." "Magnanimous of you," Rillao said. She glanced around the cabin, with its
undergtated el egance and its up-to-date medical equipment. ™Y ou aretoo rich, | suppose, to worry about
the profit." "Profit?' Leilasad.

Rillao stared at her, dishdieving. She pushed hersdf up on her elbows, shrugging avay the medica
equipment's sensors. Her striped hair snarled in sweety tangles. The medica equipment, noting her
recovery, pulled up to the ceiling to protect itself.

"Thefreighter was taken fromitsroute,” Rillao said. "It was hidden, far off trade routes. If you aren't a
daver, how did you find it? What are you doing here?" Ldilas knees went weak. She locked them, or
shewould havefdlen. Shefelt hersdf go cold and pale, and shewas glad her hair nearly hid her face.
She wished she had put on even more makeup. Behind her, Geyyahab roared in surprise and fury. Lelila
reached back, grabbed his hand, and silenced him with a squeeze of warning.

Savery had existed under the Empire. But the Republic ended the practice. The government she served
had sought out the people bound by the ugly Imperid laws. They were free. The Empire no longer
existed to sl palitica prisonersinto davery, to sted their children and sdll them.

Therewere no daversto steal Anakin and Jainaand Jacen!

"How long have you been here?" Ldilaasked suddenly. "How long did you deep?' "'l never dept,” Rillao
whispered. "I was not one of the freighter's origina passengers.” "But did you know the Empire--" "1 was
brought herefive yearsago,” Rillao said. his-is defeated? Oh. Y ou must. But the Republic stopped the
davetradel" "Some exist who are content to alow that belief.



It suitstheir purposes, to sted peoplein secret.” Chewbacca-Geyyahab! Leiareminded hersdlf,
Geyyahab and Ldilaff--wrapped his huge hand around her upper arm. She leaned gratefully againgt his
strength. But he, too, trembled.

Rillao stretched her right hand toward Lelila. A deep, badly hedled, patterned scar disfigured her pam. A
dave mark.

Lelilahad seen scarslike that before, on the hands of people requesting medica treatment to have them
removed.

Before they asked for anything else, they asked to have the scars removed.
Lelilawondered if the brindled chestnut hand on her arm had aso borne adave mark.

"That'sdl inthe past,” Leilasaid. "My equipment can't take the scar away, but as soon as we get back
to civilization--" Rillao closed her hand, folding her long dender fingersflat againgt her pam. Therewas
nothing of afist about her motion, but amove of concealment, protection.

"No," shesad. "l have reason to keep that scar awhile longer." She pushed hersdlf to her knees on the
bunk, lurching clumgly in her weskness.

"How did you find this place?’ she demanded.

The most important commodity Lelilaand Rillao had between them to trade wasinformation.
Leliladecided to spend some of her currency.

"| followed aship here." The bedclothes shredded in Rillao's clenched hands.

"Didyou kill it?" she said, her voice suddenly empty. "Did you kill the ship?' "Of coursenot!” Lelila
exclamed.

"Liedown, Rillao. Y ou'retoo weak to get up.” "Did you--" "Liedown! And I'll tell you what happened.”
Reluctantly, Rillao lay back on the bunk. She pulled the shredded blanket with her, fraying itstorn edge
with her fingers.

"| followed the ship here." "Through hyperspace? That'simpossible!” "1 have amethod, Rillao." It pained
Lelato see Rillao flinch every time her name was spoken, but Lelilathe bounty hunter took some comfort
in having the upper hand. "Don't question metoo closdly.” ™Y ou saw the ship?*' "I did not. It wastoo far
ahead of me. It came, and went." "But you can trail it!" "No. My method was... disturbed.” She could not
say that Rillao's own pain had created the disturbance. The Firrerreo might guess Leias abilities. "The
trail isgone." Rillao dumped back. The moaning growl returned, but stopped abruptly as Rillao struggled
to control hersdlf.

"Do you know where the ship went?' Lelilaasked.

Rillao shook her head. "1t could have gone anywhere. Some places are more likely than others: where
davers, and others, hide, and wait, and gather their resources, and plan for the Empire Reborn." "The
Empire Reborn?' Leia scowled.

"More deluded supremacistsl” Neither Leiaof the New Republic nor Ldilathe bounty hunter understood



why anyone would maintain loyaty to the old Empire, after its defedt, after the revelations of itsarocities.
But, then, neither of them understood why Rillao wanted to keep her dave mark, ether.

"The adherents of the Empire Reborn are powerful and wealthy. They have sworn ablood oath of
secrecy and devotion.” Rillao named severa worlds where followers held power.

All thenames surprised Ldila

"And Munto Codru aswell?' she asked.

"Munto Codru isabackwater," Rillao said, shrugging adismissd. "And far too independent. Munto
Codru was never amenable to the Empire. No one | ever heard of cared to hide on Munto Codru.” Leia
put aside her concern about the Empire Reborn. Timeto ded with it, after the children were safe. She
had no attention to spare for anything else.

"Why did you think I'd killed the ship?' Lelilaasked.

"Its owners have many enemies” "Including you, I'd think," Lelilasaid.

Lelilathe bounty hunter had no children trapped aboard that ship. She had no reason to shudder when
she thought: How many people might want to kill it?

Eventualy, someonewill succeed.

"Why did it trouble you o, Rillao, that | might havekilled it?" Rillao stared in sllence at the shredded bits
of blanket in her hands.

"Answer me, Rillao," Ldilasad.

"My son ison the daver ship!" Her voice broke. She wailed, with an eerie keening of desperate grief that
lifted the hair a the back of Lelilas neck.

Lelilaglanced back and up at Geyyahab. He blinked at her with infinite sadness, brushed past her into the
cabin, and sat on the deck beside Rillao's bunk. He placed his huge brindled hand over Rillao's scarred
one.

Lelilawanted to go to her, too, to embrace her and reassure her. But that was too much her other
identity. Lelilathe bounty hunter remained doof.

Shewaited till Rillao'swail faded.

Rillao's grief remained too intense to shut out. Geyyahab patted Rillao, crooning a purr that Lelilahad
never heard from a\Wookiee before.

"Rillao," Lelilasaid, when both the Firrerreo and the Wookiee had fallen slent.
Rillao raised her head and looked her straight in the eye.

"Well find him," Ldilasaid. ™Y our son. When | catch up to that ship, well find him. But you know more
about the davers. Y ou must help me figure out where to go to catch them.”



Han was badly winded by the time he reached Waru's dome, even taking the shorter public route.

Too much generaing, Han thought, and not enough work.

The field outsde Waru's temple was deserted. Han paused benesth thefiligree of the entry arch. For dl
he knew, it said "No admission alowed after the service has begun.” After the performance hasbegunis

morelikeit, Han thought.

Hedid not careif the sign said "No admission.” He plunged through the arch and across the courtyard.
Instead of experiencing the slence as serene, Han felt oppressed by the brooding quiet.

"Il tak in hereif | want to!" Han said out loud.

He dipped into the theater.

The auditorium wasfilled, as before, with supplicants. They filled the seets, the resting pillows, and the
aides. Han had no way to get down to the front, where Waru held court. Standing on tiptoe, Han tried to
look over the heads and backs and caragpaces of the assembly. Findly he spotted Xaverri, sanding near
Waru'sbase. Asfar as he could tell, she was dl right, though he did not much like the way she stood with
her head down, her shoulders dumped.

If she collapses again, Han thought.

What will | do? What can | do?

He scanned the huge room, searching for another way to reach the stage. But the auditorium was
dangeroudy crowded.

Waru had accepted another subject for heding: an Ithorian family.

"Do you wish metotry to heal you, seeker?' Waru said.

Waru'svoicefilled the auditorium.

Inclined to find everything about Waru suspicious, Han noted the difference between Xaverri's private
conversation with the being and the public voice that drew everyone's attention more firmly to the
ceremony.

"Then | will try to hep you," Waru said.

Han snorted, then wiped the contemptuous expression from hisface as ahuge leathery being turned
dowly to loom over him, gazing down with irritated distraction.

"Jug alittledlergy,” Han said.
The being waved its ears and returned its attention to Waru.
Han could not reach the foot of the stage. The crowd was impassable. Han tried to keep an eyeon

Xaverri, for dl the good it would do; at the same time he watched Waru's performance and tried to figure
out theillusion.



A subfamily of Ithorians approached the altar. The quintet of tall, crooknecked beings carried a
blanket-wrapped companion to Waru.

Thetalest of the Ithorians opened the blanket, reveding ayouth, painfully thin. Itsintelligent eyes blazed
a the ends of its hammer-shaped head, and it struggled to remain upright. The adult family members
petted it and whispered to the youth, perhaps promising that they would soon return to their herd-city,
and helped the child lie down on Waru's dtar. Their stereo voices warbled strangely in the theater.

The youth was pathetically weak. The family gaveit into Waru's care and stepped back.

Asbefore, the gold scaesliquefied, flowed, and covered Waru's patient. Ichor dripped around the
cocoon and solidified. Light glowed through the trand ucent covering.

But after that, everything changed.

Waru shuddered violently, crying out. The cry rose and fell, smultaneoudy: it climbed to apiercing shriek
and descended to arumbling roar. The high pitch screamed in Han's hearing, then vanished above his
range. Hefdt asif hisbrain were being pierced by sound waves. At the sametime, the low roar became
an unsettling vibration.

Thewallsreverberated at alow pitch that shook Han's bones.

It sounded, to Han, like agreat cat growling in satisfaction over its prey.

The supplicants cried out in ahorrified, keening wail, and fell to the floor before Waru, covering their
eyes. Only Han was|eft ganding.

Even Xaverri kndt at the base of the altar, her head down.
Waru shuddered.

But thisritual was different. Han strained to see, but he was certain Waru had changed the procedure.
Instead of expanding, the chrysdlis clenched, asif it were squeezing the Ithorian youth.

Waru sghed.

The chrysdlis exploded. Like the embersfrom aforest fire out of control, whipped by a screaming wind,
brilliant sparks whirled up from the dtar. The whirlpool of fire spirded through the hal. Sweat burst out
on Han'sforehead. The air became hot and oppressive.

Han watched in horror.

Waru's scales fluttered, and smoothed.

Onthedtar, the Ithorian youth lay in acollapsed pile of awkward limbs. The youth'sfamily huddledina
heap, holding each other, crying, afraid to look up.

"l regret,” Waru said. "l regret. | cannot always succeed. Perhaps you waited too long to ask my help, or
perhaps your offspring'stime had come." The Ithorian family climbed uncertainly to their feet, holding
each other, slent.



"We honor you, Waru." Speaking Basic, the shortest of the Ithorians blinked sadly. The Ithorian's voice
fell to aragged whisper.

"We honor you." "I have exhausted myself,” Waru said. "1 must rest.” The golden scales contracted
together, closing theichor-producing veins.

Acquiescing to Waru's demand, the Ithorian family wrapped its offspring in the blanket, now a shroud,
and picked itsway from the atar through the crowd. The people made way for them, then followed them
out of the theater.

Han pressed himself against the rear wall of the theater. Swest sparkled and prickled in hisvison.

He closed hiseyes, trying to blot out what he had seen. People brushed past him, and finaly the hall was
Slent.

"Comewith me, Solo," Xaverri said.

He opened his eyes. She stroked hisarm, gently, soothing him; he stared at her. Horror possessed him.
He could not speak. He could barely breathe. Xaverri wrapped her fingers around his, and led him
dlently from the thegter.

Behind them Waru hulked, and dept.

Xaverri and Han walked in silence through the courtyard. Even after they passed benegth the arch, they
did not speak.

Luke ran toward them acrossthefield, hisrobesflying. Thregpio hurried after him, faling behind with
every step.

Luke stopped in front of Han and grabbed him by the shoulders.

"What happened? Areyou al right?' "Waru... | don't know. I'm dl right, but..." Han drew adeep breath,
trying to collect himsdif.

"| felt--1 don't know, adisturbance--" Luke let Han go and rocked back on his heels and raked his
fingersthrough hishair.

"What's going on, Han? | fed like I'm standing on quicksand, and | can't find solid ground.” " Somebody
died," Han said softly. "A kid. Come on, let's go back to the lodge." Without a”*w, Luke and Threepio--
Threepio, without a”w!--turned and joined them.

Han trudged up the path, with leaden feet.

When they were out of sight of Waru's dome, Xaverri drew Han from thetrail. Shetook his handsand
looked into his eyes. Hetried to shut her out. He did not want to think about what he had seen.

"Now," she said, "do you understand why | think Waru istrue... and dangerous?' "Yes," Han said, his
voice as hoarse asif he had been screaming.

The Ithorian family had given the youth into Waru's care.



And Waru had killed it. Killed it, and pretended effort and weakness and exhaustion in its benefit.

But | saw Waru crush that child, Han thought, and | couldn't do adamn thing about it.

Han had heard Waru's growl of satisfaction asthe Ithorian youth's life passed into Waru's power.

"Yes" Hansaid. "Now | understand.”

Chapter 8

Rillao's strength returned quickly. She sat up in her bed, esting stew as the unnamed one had: picking out
the chunks of meat with her fingers, then drinking the sauce when the meat was gone. Beside the wide
port, Lelilaand Geyyahab sat with her and planned a strategy. Outside the ship, the hijacked ships
orbited each other in acomplicated dance, againgt a brilliant backdrop of stars.

Rillao watched the ship of the Firrerreo through the porthole.

"Ldila" shesad, "when you found me, did you find anything e se, anything... strange?"' "Besdesaweb
feeding on your body? Besides a shipload of abandoned people? Something strange likewhat?' "Likea
small machine. Y ou could... hold it in'your hand. Perhapsit was on the table, or fallen on the floor?!
"No," Leilasad. "What wasit?' "Nothing," Rillao said. "Nothing of any importance." Beyond the group
of passenger freighters, the ship of the Firrerreo began to accelerate. It moved dowly out of the dance of
ships, speeding up so gradudly that its motion was nearly imperceptible.

The acce eration would accumulate, second by second and year by year, until the ship plunged toward its
destination at ameasurable fraction of the speed of light. Rillao watched the ship.

Sarlight shone dong its dark flank, picking it out with streeks of silver.
"Y ou and your son should be on that ship,” Lelilasaid.
"Yes.." Rillao replied.

"Will you join them, when you recover him?' "I cannot think that far ahead. | can only think of finding
him." Leilarose.

"Where are you going?' Rillao asked.

"To the other ships. To wake people, to ask them if they know where we should go. And to free them.”
"That would be awaste of time." "Freeing them?" Ldilaexclamed.

"Y esl They know nothing of their abductors.

If you wake them now, you'll have to help them be on their way. It will take days." Do you expect meto
leave them here, derdict?' Thinking that she had sounded too sympathetic, Lelilaadded, "If | free them,
they'relikely to be... grateful.” "They haven't the resourcesto be grateful,” Rillao said. "They're refugees.
Exiles

They have nothing you could want--unless you want their seed corn.” She snorted. "And you can aways
come back and get that." "How can you be sure no one here knows where our quarry went?' Ldlila
asked.



"Sitdown, and | will tdl you." Unwillingly, Lelilasat on the edge of the chair. Her nervestingled asif they
extended beyond her skin. They made her restless and sensitive.

If shetried to use the sengtivity, she dipped off into the despair that had gripped her previousidentity. As
soon as she had reached thiswilderness of drifting, dying ships, her sengtivity had not only failed but
punished her.

Lelilathe bounty hunter craved action, any action, that would keep her from remembering.

Rillao closed her eyes, took a deep long breath, and began to spesk.

"An evil man--1 will tell you his name-- saized the ships drifting herein this desert. He thought he had the
right, because he was responsible for their existence. He was responsible for building them, for arresting
and convicting the people imprisoned within them.

Any world that defied the Emperor, he condemned.

"Thisevil man--1 will tell you his name--even condemned his own homeworld. His own planet, Firrerre!
And dl hisown people.

"He condemned people, and sent them into the wilderness to colonize new planets.

"In athousand years he would seek them out, and plunder whatever they had built.

"For, you see, thisevil man--1 will tell you his name--bblieved the Empire would last athousand years.
He believed he would live athousand years. He believed that when he returned to the people he had
wronged, their descendants would remember him asagod. An evil and dl-powerful god whom they
must obey.

"For, you see, hewas Procurator of Justice for the Empire.” Rillao's calm, Soryteller's voice broke with
contempt on thew justice.

Leilanodded, and Geyyahab, sitting on the floor beside the bed, rocked back and forth in grim
understanding. The Procurator of Justice had been a shadowy, mysterious figure, never named or
pictured during the Emperor'sreign.

His actions had been anything but mysterious.

Both Ldilaand Geyyahab remembered the Empiresjustice.

"But his planswent awry. The Empirefedl! His power vanished. Hefled. But he fled with hisresources
intact: wedlth, and sycophants, and above dl hisown smal planet, aworldcraft, which can travel
between the stars.

"He chased down the passenger freighters he had dispatched into the void. He towed them into
hyperspace.

"He would not wait a thousand years. He would plunder them now!

"He could have freed hisformer prisoners. He could have returned them to their homeworlds, to their



families. He could have submitted himself to the compassion of the New Republic, whichissaid to be
merciful--" Lelilaglanced at Rillao sharply from behind her curtain of hair, seeking recognition but not
finding it. his-and perhaps he would have been forgiven.

"But thisevil man--1 will tell you his name!-- did not ask for the Republic's mercy. He towed the
captured freightersinto hyperspace, and he brought them here. He left their passengers deeping and
unaware. He vidts. He passes through the ships like the vengeful god he wished to be. He chooses
children, and takes them away to sdll them into davery.

"'Sometimes he wakes the parents and tells them he is stedling their children. For the adults are rebels and
he would like to bresk them. Then he could sdll them, too.

"Helivesin luxury, planning the rebirth of the Empire. Planning to rule over the Empire Reborn!
"Hisname... isHethrir." She spoke the name with agrowl.

Rillao smiled with grim satisfaction when she reved ed the Procurator's name. She folded her hands,
finished with her sory.

"Isthat... isthat what happened to you? He made you watch while he stole your son?" "It ismore
complicated than that," Rillao said. "My relationship with Hethrir is. unique.” "How could your people
leave, knowing their children had been stolen?" Ldilacried.

Rillao hesitated for some moments before replying.

"Their children were not solen. My son isthe only youth of our peopleleft dive. Hethrir did not force my
people to watch their children be sold into davery.

Hetook them away from Firrerre, and he left their children behind. Then he destroyed our world. He
made them watch while their children, and al the rest of our people, died.” Rillao folded her handsin her
lap and lay back on the bunk, drained even of her anger.

Lelilacould not speak. Shewas horrified by the evidence of secret evil, an evil she believed had been
vanquished. A few remnants of the Empire remained, of course, causing misery when they struck, but at
least they had the spirit to reveal themsdlves.

Thisevil had to be uncovered. Hethrir had to be hunted down and captured. This"Empire Reborn” had
to be destroyed.

She pulled her kneesto her chest and wrapped her arms around her legs and buried her face.
"And now, | think," Rillao said, "Hethrir has run out of freighter children to sdll.

Has he begun to stedl them from the Republic's worlds? Are you trying to rescue one?' Leilahesitated,
then decided to tell as much of the truth as she dared.

"At firgt the parents thought it was a kidnapping.
For ransom.” "But no ransom demand arrived, so they hired you.” "Yes." "And you are..." Rillao paused,

choosing her ws carefully to avoid offense. 'Y ou are new to this profession.” "This particular profession,
yes" "l will hdpyou," Rillao said. "And youwill hdpme." "Yes" Ldilasad.



"Take usto Chacedon," Rillao said.
Rillao dept.

Tigriscarried Anakin down the long tunnel to the worldcraft'slanding field, following Lord Hethrir and
eleven hand-picked Proctors. The newest Proctor strutted at the end of theline. Tigris hurried to catch
up, to even out the line by walking two by two.

"Nursemaid!" The new Proctor sneered at him. "How dare you wak beside me? Wak behind me, where
you belong!" Humiliated, Tigrisfell back.

| hope you die, he thought furioudly at the new Proctor. It's about time for anew Proctor to fall the
purification ritud! | hopeit'syoul

Whenever apurification ritua failed, the Proctorswere all sworn to secrecy about the desth of their
comrade. No one ever bothered to extract an oath from Tigris, so he could tell the new Proctor the risk,
if he chose. He held the power closeto him, cherishing it, but once again decided not to useit. Hewould
beloyal to Lord Hethrir, even without an oath.

Tigrissarms ached from the weight of the child Anakin. The pain humiliated him. He had thought he was
strong. He spent hours each day training with apractice sword. He trained during every bit of sparetime
he could snatch. Sometimes he snuck out of the dormitory in the middle of the night to practice, even
though he had to fight to stay awake the next day, to be dert for Lord Hethrir's commands. He only
wished the worldcraft's deeping period aways corresponded to the worlderaft's night. He liked to
practice in the darkness, where no one could see him, where no one could taunt him about using only a
homemade practice sword instead of ared lightsaber. The worldcraft's days and nights were so short
that sometimes everyone dept during full daylight, and sometimes he was seen.

Anakin held tightly to Tigriss neck.

The hot light of the worldcraft'stiny sun fell into the tunnel mouth. Silhouetted ahead of him, the Proctors
followed Lord Hethrir onto the landing field.

The child can walk, Tigristhought. He should walk onto the Lord's starship. He should approach his
destiny on his own two fedt.

Tigris put Anakin down.
"No!" Anakin shouted. "No, no, no!" He grabbed Tigris by the leg and clutched him desperately.

"Stopit, now," Tigrissaid. "You arent acting a dl dignified." "Not wak!" Anakin screamed. "No!" He
opened his mouth and screamed, a high-pitched cry that pierced Tigriss hearing.

"Bequiet!" Tigrissad.

Anakin only cried louder. Tigris crouched down beside Anakin, gently disengaging the child's clenched
fingersfrom hisragged brown robe.

"Littleone" Tigrissaid more gently, "everything will bedl right." Anakin sopped screaming long enough
to take a bregth.



Tigrishugged the child.

"It will bedl right," he said again.

Anakin flung hisarms around Tigriss neck and sobbed quietly againg his shoulder, hugging him fast.
Tigristried to remember the last time another person had touched him. Lord Hethrir never touched him,
even for discipline. The Lord's voice was sufficient to impose hiswill. Tigris recalled with desperate envy
the times when the Lord placed an gpproving hand on the head of one of his Proctors, or pinned ameda

or promotion on one's shoulder and shook his hand.

My mother wasthe last person to touch me, Tigristhought. | wasten, and she hugged me and smoothed
my hair and told me she loved me.

But dl the time she was stedling my ability to touch the Force. And even Lord Hethrir has not been able
to giveit back tome.

The last person to touch me, Tigristhought with fury, was atraitor.

Anakin's sobs dowed and changed to sniffles.

Tigris suddenly redlized that Lord Hethrir's Proctors had crossed the field and disappeared into the
garship. Lord Hethrir himsdlf stood in the hatchway, waiting for Tigris and Anakin, watching with
disapprova as Tigris spoiled the child with weakness.

Tigrisjumped to hisfeet. Anakin clung to him, but hislittle hands dipped. Hewould havefalenif Tigris
had not grabbed hiswrist.

"No more crying!" Tigrissaid roughly. He pulled Anakin aong afew steps. The boy hung back,
struggling, hisface puckering again.

In the shadows of the starship's hatchway, Lord Hethrir scowled.

Tigris scooped Anakin up, ignoring the ache in his own arms, and carried him acrossthe field and up the
gangway. The hatch folded closed behind them.

In the presence of Lord Hethrir, Anakin quieted. He watched the Lord thoughtfully, intensdly. Tigrisfelt
proud of thelittle boy.

Anakin recognized Hethrir's power, and acceded to it.

In silence, Lord Hethrir turned and led the way into hisauxiliary starship. In the passenger compartment,
the Proctors had aready strapped themsalvesin. They pretended to pay him no attention, but one
whispered, under hisbreath, "Nursel” Tigrisflushed, but Lord Hethrir took no notice so Tigris pretended
he had not heard the insullt.

Hethrir gestured toward one of the couches.

Tigris obediently disentangled himself from Anakin'sarms, placed the child in the couch, and strapped the
harness around him. Anakin started to fuss. Tigristook Anakin's hand, enfolding the smal fingers. A stray



thought flicked through his mind: the size of his own hand. Hishandsfet clumsy and disproportionately
large for hisbody. He had been growing recently, but hisarms and legs had not caught up to his hands
and feet. Hisbones ached like an old man's, especidly after he had trained for hours.

Hefdt cdlumsy. Hewashungry dl thetime.

He sat in the couch beside Anakin and reached with hisfree hand for the harness.

"Leave him and comewith me," Lord Hethrir said sharply, and strode from the compartment.

Elated, shocked, Tigrisleaped to hisfeet. The Proctors glared at him, offended and jedlous. Anakin
clutched his hand. Tigris pulled free and hurried after Lord Hethrir.

Anakin begantowail.

Tigris hesitated, glancing back at the crying child, then toward Hethrir.

The Lord waited impatiently at the control chamber. "Leave him!" he commanded. " Close the door. He
must learn.” Tigris obeyed. He knew Anakin should learn to control himsdlf, but the child was so little,
and afew “ws of comfort served to quiet him much better than leaving him to scream himself to
exhaudtion.

Panicked, the child cried. Tigris wanted to return to the passenger compartment. But Lord Hethrir had
never before alowed him to ride in the pilot's chamber of the starship. Surely one of the Proctors would
quiet the boy.

If onedid not, the child would have to comfort himsdlf.

Perhaps, if Lord Hethrir wished it, that was the right way to teach him strength and self-reliance.

Tigrisfollowed hislord, wondering what this honor meant. Perhgps Lord Hethrir had findly decided to
alow him to beahelper.

Lord Hethrir gestured to the copilot's seat.

Tigristook hisplace, his heart swelling with pride. It did not matter that he could not fly a starship.
Perhaps Lord Hethrir planned to teach him.

"Never hesitate," Lord Hethrir said softly, "when | give you an ingruction.” Tigrisflinched. He dlamped
his hands around the armrests of the seat, so he would not tremble.

"Do you understand?’ "Y es, Lord Hethrir. But Anakin was so very upset--" "Never hestate when | give
you aningdruction.” Tigrisfel Slent.

"Do you understand?’ "Y es, my lord," Tigriswhispered.

Lord Hethrir turned his atention to launching the starship, ignoring Tigris. Tigris could hear, faintly from
the end of the hallway, the sobbing of Anakin.

The starship rumbled beneath them, then lifted off through the worldcraft's thin blue band of atmosphere.
The bright blackness of space and stars surrounded them.



Lord Hethrir's silence stretched on like the starship's course through space. Tigris thought of speaking,
then thought better of it. He watched Lord Hethrir fly the starship, helet his gaze rest longingly on the
smaller lightsaber Hethrir carried, and hetried not to listen to Anakin's crying.

Findly even Anakin fell slent. The only sound wasthe engines faint vibration, dmost too low to bea
sound.

Hyperspace legped toward them and streaked around them. Tigris gasped. Hyperspace thrilled him. He
wished, someday, to try to exploreit, to put on a pressure suit and go out in it, though many said that was
impossible. Some said it would drive one mad; some said it would drive one to desth.

Back at hisroom at the lodge, Han sank into the couch. The glass doors to the terrace hung dightly gar.

Heavy, hot air flowed over him. Han was exhausted and distressed. He pushed the doors wide open and
breathed the humid night scents of Crseih Station. He wished for the cool and fresh night air of home.

Threepio hovered worriedly nearby, fussing about having no food to prepare, nothing to serve, and no
money to buy dinner with.

"Thereisnot even asip of wine or acup of tea, Master Han," Threepio said.

"Never mind, Threegpio,” Han said. "It doesn't matter.” "Teais aways good after ashock.” Threepio
bustled away, hoping for better luck finding provisonsin Lukesroom.

After Threepio left, Luke shook his head.
His slence had lasted dl the way back from Waru's compound. Han's experience distressed him.
"Y ou should never have goneto Waru alone!™ Xaverri said. "Y ou should have waited, as | asked you to.

Y ou should have returned with me, as| asked you to." She laughed bitterly. "But of course you never,
ever did as| asked." "Excusethe hell out of me!" Han said.

"dly werethere dl aone, | wasworried about you!" "1 have been with Waru al aone--truly alone, not
with athousand supplicants|ooking on-- dmost every day for ahundred days. Waru trusts me.

If you keep behaving thisway, Waru will stop trusting.” "The Ithorian family trusted Waru, and look what
it got them." Sorrow swept over him, and terror. In hismind, the memory of the Ithorian family
transmuted itself to his own family. Though he knew it would never happen, he could not wipe away the
image of him and Leia, Jainaand Jacen, begging Waru for help and placing Anakin on that dtar. Though
the oppressive heat made him swest, he shuddered.

He had risked his own life athousand times.

He had never felt vulnerable, as hefdt vulnerable now.

The kids are on Munto Codru, Han reminded himsdlf. Jainais dismantling some chrono; and Jacen is
making friends with some critter that well find out later is maybe just alittle bit venomous, and Anakinis
watching everything, taking in everything, looking for mischief to get into.

Leiaiswatching over them, and Chewbaccais keeping watch over them dl. They'refine, they're sdfe.



But he could not stop shivering.

"Did you know what was going to happen?' he asked Xaverri, in sudden fury. "Did you know Waru was
going to murder that kid?"' "I knew--" Han jumped up in shock, but Xaverri raised one hand, palm out,
and stopped him.

"I knew another person would die. | cannot know when. | cannot know who. | did not know the Ithorian
youth would die. It isimpossible to know which subjectswill die when they submit their livesto Waru.
One can only attend, and watch, and wait." She sighed. "1 would not have had you see that, without
warning. | could have warned you, if you had waited--z | asked." "Waru'sahedler,” Luke said
reasonably.

"No heder can succeed dl thetime. It'stragic, but people do die. Even young people.” "Y ou didn't see
what happened!" Han said.

"Waru didn't fail. Waru planned what happened. Waru--" His voice broke.

"Waru enjoyed it." "Do you believe, now, that Waru isno fraud?' Xaverri asked.

"I don't know if Waruisafraud or not,” Han said. No one who ever wanted to commit murder for profit,
or power, or excitement ever needed to invoke the supernaturd. "And | don't care." He could barely
keep histeeth from chattering.

How can | fed so cold, when it's so hot in here? he thought.

But Han knew the cold at his core would never digperse until he could stop what was happening.

"l do know Waruisevil," hesaid.

"You can't know that," Luke said. "Not thissoon.” "Sure | can. | do. | know." "How?" "How should |
know?1 don't know! How do you know what you know when you know it?" Han paused, frustrated.
"All I know iswhat | know!" " think you're jumping to conclusions,” Luke said.

"I jumped to nothing," Xaverri said, offended.

"| observed. | gained Waru'strust. | cameto certain conclusions, and | requested your help.” "Where did
that thing come from?' Han asked.

"What isit?" "When Crsaih Station belonged to the Empire," Xaverri said, "the Procurator of Justice used
it as his headquarters. He used it as a prison for enemies of the Emperor. He used it as atorture chamber
for hisown enemies. And he used it to perform savagerites.

"Itissaid,” Xaverri said, "when people breathe their secretsin the darkness, that Waru appeared in
response to the Procurator'srites. It is said his sacrifices caled Waru from empty space, and
strengthened Waru with the lives of people.

"Itissad," Xaverri said, her voicefdling to awhisper, "that they forged a pact, an aliance, that when
Waru is satisfied, Waru will reward the Procurator with absolute power.™ A chill crept up Han's spine.

Xaverri folded her handsin her Iap; she closed her eyes.



"The Procurator of Justiceisdead,” Han said.

Xaverri opened her soft brown eyes and gazed a him.

"He's one of the survivors? The ones you've been tracking, and watching?' She nodded. "1 have been
trying to catch up to him for along time. | have discovered that he comes here. When he does, | will be
waiting." "But Waru'saheder," Luke said.

"I need not tell you," Xaverri said gently, "that a hedler bears the knowledgeto kill." "Do you have
proof?' "Han has seen the proof.” "Luke, I'm sorry thisisn't working out the way you wanted,” Han said.
"But we haveto stop thisthing.” Luke smply gazed a him, as stubbornly defiant as he had ever beenasa
youth.

"If Waru'samanifestation of anything,” Han said, "it'sthe dark sde.” "No," Luke said. "Not the dark
sde" "How do you know that?' "I don't know." Luke smiled bitterly, ironicaly. "All I know iswhét |
know." "That's not much of an answer," Han said.

"I know what the dark side feelslike. | know what it'slike, to be in the dark side's presence.
Thisign'tit." Threepio returned from Luke's room.

"Master Luke, we having nothing to eat.” "WEell go out, Thregpio. Don't worry.” "We cannot go out, Sir.
We have no money." "Then well worry about it tomorrow." "Perhgps | should return to the Falcon, and
retrieve some provisons.” "Go on, then!" Han said, unableto listen to Threepio for another second.
Threepio left, disgppearing into the dark hallway.

"Y ou shouldn't have sent him away," Luke said.

Han did not reply. He shivered deep and hard. The more he fought it, the worse it got.

Xaverri rose from the couch beside him and went to Luke.

"Leaveusfor abit, Master Luke," shesaid.

Luke hesitated. He glanced from Xaverri to Han, and back again.

"Hewill bedl right,” Xaverri sad.

"Only, please, leave usfor ahit." Luke'srobe swirled around him as he left Han's room and returned to
his own. The door closed.

Xaverri sat besde Han. Shetook his hand between hers. Her familiar warmth wasthe only rdlief in the
world from the cold of Han's shivering.

"Solo," shesad, "I understand. We will stop Waru, you and | together. He is powerful, but we will think
of away. Now you must deep, you must rest.” She enfolded him in her arms. Unlike the heet of the
gation, the warmth Xaverri gave him reached his center.

Histhoughts dipped back to the old days. The terrible shivering dowed, and dipped away, and ceased.
Han fell adeep.



* * * Lord Hethrir's starship tunneled out of hyperspace. Norma space opened, bright with stars. Tigris
bathed in beauty.

The starship's shields formed, blocking out the intense radiation of the region.

A madlstrom of light blazed before them, barely dimmed by the shield: the cosmic whirlpool of ablack
hole's accretion disk burned before them.

"I will beglad," Lord Hethrir said, spesking for the first time sincelifting off, "when | cantrave in
comfort. When | no longer need to hide my worldcraft from those lowborn thieves of the New Republic.
| didikeleaving my homebehind." "My lord," Tigrissaid, "if | can be of service-if | can atend you--"
"No," Lord Hethrir said.

"I beg your forgiveness, my lord.” "It will be some hours before we reach Crseih Station,” Lord Hethrir
sad. "l must-- meditate. | must prepare for the child's purification.” Herose. Tigrisfumbled for his
harness, for he should not remain seated while Lord Hethrir stood.

Lord Hethrir gazed a him.

Isit my imagination? Tigriswondered.

Or ishisexpression kindly? Of course, heisthinking about the offering. Not about me.

"You must deep,” Hethrir said. ™Y ou may deep acrossmy door.” Tigriswas amazed. To deep at his
lord's door was an honor. A small honor, to be sure--not the same as being promoted to Proctor, or
being permitted to serve him &t table. But it was an honor nonetheless, the first one Lord Hethrir had ever
shown him.

"Thank you, my lord." He bowed his heed.

Lelilaprepared Alderaan for flight.

She fastened safety straps around Rillao, then she and Geyyahab and Artoo-Detoo secured themselves
inthe cockpit. Lelilaengaged the drive.

Alderaan cameto dert around her. It displayed her surroundings, picking out each of the disabled ships,
charting a safe course past them.

Lelilafelt guilty about leaving them, but Rillao wasright. A few daysthisway or that would make no
difference to the deeping passengers. A few days delay for Alderaan might lose the children--all the
children--forever.

She sent an unsigned message, an SOS from the stolen ships, to Generd Han Solo.

Lelilathe bounty hunter could not afford to think of asking the famous freedom fighter to cometo her ad;
she could not afford to think of the touch of his hand, the warmth of hisbody in the night, his grief and
rage when helearned al that had happened.

Alderaan displayed its course to Chacedon; Ldilaaccepted it. The ship powered forward.



Lelilashouted out acry of resolution. Beside her, Geyyahab roared in harmony. Alderaan exploded
forward into hyperspace, plunging through the radid aurora.

Leilaand Geyyahab fdll slent. They both felt better.

Han struggled against the terrible paralysis of deep. Anakin wasin danger. A great Space-snake writhed
toward the child, who watched with interest and a complete lack of fear. The snake metamorphosed into
Boba Fett the bounty hunter, intent on kidnapping Han's children so Han would bein his power aswell.
A reflection glinted off Boba Fett's helmet, gold as sunlight. A scarlet vein of blood streaked through the
reflection. The bounty hunter whispered a curse. The gold and red expanded, brightened, and transmuted

themselvesinto the shape of Waru, the alien that even Threepio could not place. Waru whispered a
promiseto Anakin, and Han's child clambered to his feet and ran toward the being.

Han knew if he could run after Anakin, or shout, or move asingle muscle, he could catch him, save him,
but the paralysis gripped him. He knew he was ad egp, one twitch the wrong side of wakefulness; if he
had the power to do anything he could stop the terrible dream-- " Solo! Solo, wake up!” The shaking
released him. The nightmare dissolved just before Anakin reached Waru's dtar. Han sat up with agreat
gasp of fear and relief.

Xaverri sopped shaking him, stopped holding him.

"A nightmare,” Xaverri said. "A nightmare, not red.” Light and shadowsfell through the open glass doors:
strange light, stranger shadows.

"It could have been red, though," Han said.

"I know," Xaverri said softly.

Hedid not ask if shetoo had nightmares about Waru. He was still wrestling his own dreams.
Besides, he thought he aready knew the answer.

Hewas in bed--lying on his bed, to be more accurate, with his boots and jacket off and alight coverlet
thrown over him. Xaverri sat on the bed beside him, on top of the coverlet.

"How'd | get here?' he said.

"| put you here, of course" Xaverri said.

"Time has passed--nei of usisof an ageto rest well, Stting up.” He remembered one night when their
only choice had been to deep dtting up, up to their necksin muddy swamp. They had dept in turns,
holding each other, so they would not both dip beneath the surface and drown.

Xaverri amiled. "I did not offend your modesty,” she said.

"Do you have afamily?' Han asked suddenly.

Her expression hardened. "Y ou know that | had afamily before you met me! Y ou know that the
Empire--" "1 mean now," he said gently. "The Empireisalong time ago. Areyou done?

Haven't you found someone?’ "I will awaysbeadone,” shesaid. "l will never again--" She stopped, and



shook her head. "1 will dways be done. If | had not made that vow, Solo, | would never have left you."
"Y ou're cheating yoursdlf,” Han said.

"Inyour opinion,” Xaverri said. "But imagine. If your nightmare had been red--" Han stiffened. He
rejected the possibility violently, asif to accept it would beto bring it to pass.

"It was just adream!™ "If your nightmare had been redl, would you not protect yoursdlf from experiencing
it again? No matter how many years ago it had been?' "It wasjust adream!™ Han said again. The
knowledge of his complete vulnerability swept over him, even stronger than the night before. Heimagined
what it would be like never to hold Leiain hisarms again, never to hug his children again, never hear
them gigale, fed them cover hisface with wet childish kisses.

They're safe, he told himsalf again. Safe on Munto Codru.

"Y our experience was adream, Solo." Xaverri rose. "Minewasred." Sheleft him aone. The door
closed itsdlf softly behind her.

Han threw the coverlet onto the floor and got up. In his stocking feet, he rapped on the door of Luke's
room and entered without waiting for areply.

All thewindows and curtains were open. The white dwarf, the crysta star, shone at its zenith as it
crosed the orbit of Crseih Station. The black hole, the burning whirlpool, began to rise. Invisbleitsdlf, it
spun in the center of its violent accretion disk, which exploded with released energy. Light flooded the
room from two directions. Gradudly, the light of the accretion disk overwhelmed thelight of the white
dwarf, splashing intenseillumination and stark shadows acrossthe floor.

Luke sat crossegged on the balcony, his back to Han. He did not speak.

Threepio straightened. The droid had st the table with ration packs from the Millennium Falcon.
Washcloths from the bathroom served as napkins.

A tumbler of grotesque and contorted flowers formed the centerpiece. Generations ago, while Crseih
Station was till being properly maintained, the flowers might have started out as some recognizable
species. Over the years, asthe radiation shields became less and less rdliable, they had mutated and
changed into thick-petaled monstrosities that resembled dices of raw red liver infected with chartreuse
tumors.

"Master Hanffwas Threepio said. "Are you hungry? I've prepared alight brunch. if we can rouse Master
Luke" "l.was hungry," Han said. "Till | took alook at those flowers. Space the decoration, will you?'
"But g, they are quite intriguing--" "They're the ugliest damned things I've seen Since @oe-trago.” He sat
down. "And they smdl!" "They are flowers, gir,” Threegpio said in apained voice. "They are supposed to
ardl.

It was only my intent to bring some cheer into the room, and if | may say so, | had to bear our hogt's
wrath to obtain them.” Oh, fine, Han thought, but did not say aoud, another charge added to our hill.

Han went to the terrace door. "Lukel

Breakfast." Han sat at the table and opened his unappetizing ration pack. When'sthe last time | replaced
this stuff? he thought. He glanced at the date on the package and winced.



"Threepio, why didn't you bring some of the real food from the Falcon?' "Because, Magter Han, it was
no longer fresh." "Neither isthis" "Of coursenat, gr. Itispreserved.” "Thisisridiculous. I'll order usa
decent meal." "That isimpossible, sir. Our hogt, the lodge-keeper, indsts that we pay aswe go." Han
sghed and resigned himsdlf to aterrible, if sustaining, breskfast.

"Hey, Lukeffwas Outside on the terrace, Luke rose dowly to hisfest.

| can go out to the Falcon mysdlf, Han thought, and get whatever's left over in the galley. It might not be
right out of the garden, but it'l be better than this.

Luke's shadowsfell acrossthe table, shivering, darkening.
"Sit down--" Han saw Luke'sface.
"What'sthe matter?' "Leave you donefor abit? A bit?' "Huh?What are you talking about?' Han asked,

baffled by Luke'stone. "Oh--y mean what Xaverri asked you? Did you want to talk some more? Sorry,
| fell adeep.” "And shedidn't leavetill thismorning,” Luke said with adangerous edgein hisvoice.

"No, she--wait aminute. What are you suggesting?' " Suggesting doesn't have anything to do with it.”
"Now look, kid--" "Don't call me "kid"'ffwas Luke's hand dipped beneath hisrobe, where he carried his
lightsaber.

"Wheat the hdll's the matter with you?' Han asked, poised halfway between laughing and losing his
temper. "What are you going to do? Chop meinto little pieces because | spent afew hours alone with an
old friend?' He had not intended to sound defensive, but that was the way it came out. It offended him

that Luke fat the need to chastise him for his behavior. It insulted him that L uke fdt the need to remind
Han of hisvowsto Lea.

"l don't know what I'm going to do," Luke said.

"Apologize. That would be agood start.” Luke glared, without replying.

"If you don't trust me," Han said angrily, "if you don't think Leia should trust me, why'd you come with
me--or isthat why you came with me?' The ration pack crushed between Han'sfingers, littering the

carpet with protein crumbs.

"I'm going out," Luke said. "To try to cool down." He headed for the door. "And | hopel don't runinto
your "old friend” while I'm at it." Thregpio watched them, standing stock-4t.

"Leave Xaverri out of thisl" Han said. "This doesn't have anything to do with her--" Luke laughed bitterly.
his--x hasto do with your opinion of me. Which obvioudy isn't nearly ashigh as| thought it was" "'l can't
talk to you right now," Luke said. The door opened for him. "1 won't talk to you right now." He plunged
through the doorway, jerking the door closed behind him. But it refused to dam; it shut silently.

Han flung the crumpled ration pack on the floor among the protein crumbs.

"Blockheaded, arrogant, Jedi--Jedi kid!" "Master Hanffwas Threepio said.

"What in theworld--?" "It'stoo complicated to explain,” Han said, as he left Luke's room.

"Did Master Luke not like his breskfast?" Threepio asked plaintively.



Chapter 9
Alderaan streaked through hyperspace.

Lelilathe bounty hunter sat in the cockpit, letting the fireworks display of hyperspace light lull her toward
hypnotic deep.

It did not help. Hyperspace remained empty of any perceptibletrail. Leilasighed.

Geyyahab her copilot joined her, and let himself collgpse in the navigator's seet. The bandage on hisleg
displayed no warning sign of infection. Though the wound obvioudy pained him, he as obvioudy
preferred to pretend he was dl right. Lelila made no comment abot it.

"You'reavery handsome color," she said, admiring his black and slver striped fur, with the hint of
chestnut benegth.

He touched the streaked brown hair hanging down before her face; he made a questioning sound, and
looped a green strand around hisfinger.

"No," shesad, "it'sboring, iswhat mineis. But the color will do for the moment." Her starship fell out of
hyperspace and powered toward Chacedon. Lelilatransmitted areservation to the landing field at their
degtination. The artificid-intelligence scheduler accepted her message.

Leiagazed at the planet and severa expanded displays. It was rocky, al right. Severa great volcanic
peaks rose from the flanks of the world, deforming the sphere. It was hard to imagine how the planet
maintained a steedy rotation.

The world had an atmosphere that was bardly, margindly breathable, thanks to the continuing volcanic
activity. It had some wegther, mostly dry violent sorms, and erosion. It had some water.

But it had no indigenous life. Here and there, scattered across the surface of the world, asfar from the
tremendous vol canic peaks as they could be, afew blue and green blots blemished the surface: two
struggling colonies, and away dtation.

"Why would anyone want to live here?" Ldilasad.

Geyyahab did not try to answer her rhetorica question. He strapped himsdlf in and impatiently motioned
to Lelilato do the same.

She complied, while she checked with Artoo-Detoo that Rillao, too, was safely secured in the medical
couch.

Her ship landed, agraceful fish settling to the scoured bottom of ariver. Thelanding field was solid stone,
blackened by spaceship exhaust.

No dust scattered from the jets exhaust. A few other ships stood on the field.
Lelilajumped up when she heard Rlllao.

She hurried to join her. The Firrerreo had wrapped the sheet around her. She walked dowly, carefully.



She had gathered her long striped hair and braided the ends together into aloose clump at the back of
her neck. Her wounds had healed, leaving silver scars on her tawny skin.

"Do you have clothing?' shesaid to Ldlila

Lelilablushed, embarrassed not to have offered her any.

"Y our unnamed friend--" "No friend of mine," Rillao snarled. his-didn't wear any, | thought your people
don't--" "Nobody wears clothesin sugpended animation,” Rillao said. "Even if the Imperid overseers
who put you to deep leave you with any to wear." Lelilatook Rillao into her cabin and dug through the
closet. Mogt of the clothing was out of the question; some would Smply look ridiculous. Rillao was
consderably taler than Ldila. Findly she found asplendid long green silk robe, meant asalounging
outfit. The fabric was heavy enough to be worn outdoors.

"Would thisdo?" "It will suffice,” Rillao said. She shoved her long armsinto the deeves and unrolled the
deep cuffso to their longest length, tied the sash twice around her waist, and kilted up the skirts of the
robe between her legs to form makeshift pantal oons. She tucked the ends of the robe in the sash.
"Better," shesaid. "Let'sgo." Geyyahab waited for them at the hatch.

"Please stay and guard the ship,” Lelilasaid to him.

Hegrowledinrefusa.

"Someone's got to stay,” Lelilasaid.

"No, not me, I'm the only one who hasn't been knocked around.” Shefelt the need to keep the Wookiee
hidden as much as possible.

Why do you want to hide Geyyahab?

Leilathe bounty hunter asked herself. So what if anyone sees him? He's just another brindled Wookiee.
She shook her heed, fighting off awave of confusion.

"Please” shesaidto him again.

He sighed loudly and scuffed down the corridor to the cockpit.

AsLdilaand Rillao climbed down from the ship, the ground quaked and rolled benesath them.
Lelilagasped and grabbed the edge of the hatch for support.

"Earthquake," Rillao said. "They're common here" With the ground till shivering, she st off. Ldila
hurried after her.

Soon they both dowed, for the air was thin and it had abite. The volcanic trace gases hurt when Lelila
drew them too deeply into her lungs. Rillao dowed to match Ldlila's pace.

"That droidisfollowing us™ Rillao said.

Lelaglanced back. A hundred paces behind, the little droid rolled toward them, making up the distance,



beeping.

"That'sal right," Lelilasaid. "The galey stores are low. We can buy food and some more medical
supplies. The droid can take them back to the ship." The quiet of the landing field gave way to the
spaceport bazaar. The noise of sellersand asmall flute band roiled and tweeted around Ldlila

"What animpressive bazaar," Ldilasad dryly.

Rillao snorted. "We aren't here for the bazaar," she said. She strode on, but, like Ldila, she soon had to
dow down. She coughed. "Foul air," shesaid.

Severd sdlers offered their wares--fruit pockmarked with the acrid vol canic chemicals, vases and
goblets and ornaments blown from loca volcanic glass.

"Lookslike mud," Rillao said.

A troop of Twi'leks danced in the shadows of the bazaar wall. Swinging their prehensle head-tentacles,
they cavorted around Lelilaand Rillao. One plucked asmadl harp, while another whisked the air above
Lelilas head with afan of insect wings. The wingstraced pastel patterns, shedding glittery scaesthat
stuck to Ldilas skin and caught in her hair to shimmer before her eyes. Rillao, too, glowed in the sunlight
with adusting of iridescent wing-scaes. The dancers spirded in toward them, circling closer till Lelila
grew tense and angry.

At the edge of the bazaar, the dance troop left them as suddenly asit had appeared: the spira dance
reversed and widened, and the troop disappeared between a canvas tent and a portable geodesic dome.

Lelilafollowed Rillao into the cobblestone streets of the town proper. The buildings hugged the ground,
low dwellings of black stone blocks, worked so carefully they fit without mortar.

With every step, Leilawanted to stop and demand that Rillao tell her where they were going, who they
were looking for. But she suspected that asking for more explanations would cause her to losefacein
Rillao's eyes. She walked in silence, driven by desperation that she forced to the back of her mind.

The cobblestones gave way to rough glass brick. In this part of town even the houses were built of glass,
the muddy native volcanic glass. The surrounding walls rose twice Rillao's height, aforbidding barrier.

Lelilawondered if the vol canic glass could be made transparent enough to look through. So far she had
not seen asingle window.

Rillao stopped in the spun-glass arch of arecessed doorway. The glass strands looked like streams of
dirty water. A pattern of parallel glass rods decorated the door.

Artoo-Detoo caught up to them and pushed into the recess beside them, crowding the space.

Why don't they welcome us? Lelilaasked hersdf. Then she thought, Who do you think you are, some
princess who's wel come anywhere she cares to go?

Rillao drew her fingertips across the glassrods. Each one hummed adifferent note. The crystaline music
shimmered around them. A moment later the door swung open.

The glasswall surrounded ahuge shalow poal filled with polished agate gravel. Water flowed over the



bright agates, sparkling and trickling like music. Cobbled paths twisted across the pool-bed, and above,
astrange webwork of thick glassfibers-glass so clear and colorlessthat it disappeared at certain angles
--rose from the pools, lifting into delicate peaks.

The ground shivered gently. The glass webworks quivered and hummed.

Severd beings draped their bonel ess bodies and prehensile trunks across the webworks, lounging in the
glassframework. A number of other, smilar beings moved leisurdly in the pools, splashing the shalow
water on their skins or burrowing down into the agatestill only their eyes and trunk-ends showed.

Oneraised aradia trunk (it had five) and sprayed water high in the air. The sun glanced off the droplets
and created arainbow.

One of the beings lounging on the web shook the spray off its skin and hooted in protest through two of
itstrunks.

Rillao led Leilaand Artoo-Detoo past the ponds and between the supporting struts of the webwork.

The person who lives here must be very rich, Leilathought, to be so profligate with water on aworld
that's mostly bare volcanic plain. And the person must be very brave, to build so high, with glass, inan
earthquake zone.

The noon sun beat down through the webwork, surrounding Ldilawith etheredl shadows and flecks of
spectra color.

"These people ook nothing like the people in the bazaar," Ldilawhispered to Rillao. Beyond that, they
were agpecies of being with whom shewas entirely unfamiliar.

"Of course not,” Rillao growled in an undertone. "No oneis native to thisworld. Those were the peasants
and traders. These are the bureaucrats.” They followed awinding cobbled path, walking carefully on the
dick places where water had splashed. No one spoke to them or took any more notice of them than they
took of the ground tremors. Severd of the beings pushed the agate gravel into new patterns, new
contours.

Artoo-Detoo bumped along behind, hooting in disgust at the design each time he had to navigate an acute
angle of the pathway.

Lelilaand Rillao reached the center of the agate pool, directly benesth the highest point of the glass
webwork.

Inasmall deep agate nest, one of the boneless beings shifted back and forth. Water d oshed peacefully to
itsrhythm. Only two of its prehensile trunks projected, one high and taking in air, the other low and
exhding, occasionaly dipping benegath the surface to blow bubbles.

Rillao sat on her heels beside the agate net, and waited.

Powerfully disnclined to sit and wait, Leilaremained standing, gazing around curioudy at the unfamiliar
courtyard. She bent down and reached for one of the polished agates.

Rillao grabbed her hand. The Firrerreo's scarred fingers clamped down with surprising force.



"Have you no manners?' she whispered. "Sit down and be quiet and keep control of your eyes-- and
your handg!" "L et go!" Ldilajerked her hand away.

Rillao's nails scratched her skin.

"Ouch!" One of the scratches cut deep enough to bleed. Lelilabrought her hand to her mouth. She
wondered if Rillao's nails contained venom or alergen. She thought, I'm abounty hunter, wherewould |
learn manners, and why should | be punished for not knowing any?

"Y our eyes, and your hands--and your voice!" Rillao said.

All right, Ldilathought, I'm abounty hunter, I can Sit quiet and wait if | haveto.

Sheglared a Rillao, who gave no sign that she owed Ldilaether explanation or gpology. Ldilasa
crossdegged and let her hair spread around her. The ends fanned out on the cobbles.

| can il see, she thought with satisfaction, but now no one can tell where my eyes are looking.

No one can tell where my eyes are.

So she sat beside Rillao and watched the bonel ess beings lounge and spout and push agates into new
swirls and patterns. Every so often she glanced at the being in the centra poal. It breathed and blew
bubbles and occasionally caressed an agate or two with its prehensile limbs.

Rillao balanced on her toes, her forearms relaxed on top of her knees. Her eyeswere closed. Lelila
thought, Thisis hardly thetime or place for anap!

She fet agitated. Anger and impatience trickled across her like the water in the agate pool. Benesth the
surface, despair lurked.

Don't get soinvolved in your prey, she said to hersdlf. Y ou're abounty hunter, if this one gets away youll
aways have another caseto go after. Above dl, you must stay cam.

A spark of light ignited at the back of her mind. She cameto full awareness, full atention, thinking, I'm
here, who's calling for me-- The being burst upward, dl its tentacles extended and twisting, and landed
with agreat gush of water. The fountain erupted from the agate pool and splashed Ldilafrom the top of
her head to the ends of her hair.

With ashout of surprise, Ldlilapushed herself back from the edge of the path. Her hair was so thick that
it had protected her clothing from being drenched.

The spark of light vanished, forgotten.

The wave soaked the path. Water flowed around her. She jumped up and sat on her hedlslike Rillao, out
of the wet.

Artoo-Detoo squealed and rolled backward and rotated its carapace back and forth, shaking off the
water like adog. Ldlilagrabbed the droid asits back wheedls touched the edge of the path. It rolled a
handsbreadth forward, no closer, and settled stolidly on the cobbles.

"Enough, ceasel" the being cried, speaking through one of its prehendle trunks. The centra bulge of its



body projected above the water and the ends of its tentacles writhed. Fine tendrils covered the tips of
severd of the tentacles (it had at least ten; ten was when Ldilalost count of the snaky limbs). Its mass of
crysaline eyes swiveled toward Ldilaand Rillao, like so many tiny antennee.

Rillao, who had endured the soaking without a sound or motion of protest, dowly opened her eyes.

"I have business, Indexer," she said quietly.

"Business! Spesk to my assgtants. Why are you here, disturbing my concentration?' "To solve adifficult
problem,” Rillao said. To Ldilaswonder, the Firrerreo offered a compliment. "Only the Indexer can
make suitable connections.” Mallified, the Indexer subsided into the agate pool.

"A chalenge, you say," the Indexer said.

"A very difficult one" "State your question.” "We arein thetrade," Rillao said, in avoiceflat and cold.
"And we have been engaged to fulfill the requests of our employers™ "Ah," the Indexer said. "Employers
of your own planetary group?' "Yes," Rillao said.

"Wishing thesame?' "Yes" Ldilastruggled to decipher the code of the conversation. She wondered
what difference the background of employers made. She Sarted to say she was her own employer. The
scratch on her hand gave her abrief, stinging twinge. She remembered Rillao's caution to keep control of
her voice.

"That isachallenge," the Indexer said. "For you, that isto say." The faceted eyes clumped together in the
direction of Lelila. "In the case of her, who knows?We will worry about her later.” The faceted eyes
returned their focusto Rillao. "I thought your people were extinct.” "Not... quite,” Rillao said.

"| thought the Firrerreo did not participate in thetrade,” it said.

"We are highly adaptable.” "1 see, | see. That is good--a good way to keep from becoming extinct. Ah, |
do see, you wish to widen the gene poal.” Rillao remained silent.

"Or perhaps withdraw your people from the trade.

Causetrouble, publicity--" "All that concernsyou is the shape of my money.” The code became clear to
Lelilathe bounty hunter. Rillao was asking to buy adave.

Y our life has been too sheltered, shetold hersdlf. It'sagood thing that you've become a bounty hunter.

She glanced sdelong a Rillao, through the curtain of her damp hair. She felt hersalf blushing with furious
anger and humiliation, to be described as adave buyer to adave procurer.

What doesit maitter, Ldilasaid to hersdlf, what the Indexer believes you do for aliving? What do you
care what the Indexer thinks?

Remember your job. Y our job isto find the escaped ship. And if deception isthe meansfor it... think of
your reward when you succeed.

"The search will be cogtly,” the Indexer said.

"You must redlize that. A great ded of datato be sifted for asmall bit of information.” Rillao dismissed



the cost with agesture. She turned toward Ldila, who suddenly redlized that Rillao had no money. Rillao
had nothing.

"Pay him whatever hewishes," Rillao saidto Ldila

"But | don't--" She stopped, thinking, Of course | carry money. Why ever did | think | don't carry
money?

Confused, distressed, she jumped to her feet.

Baanced precarioudy on her toes on the wet cobblestones, she swayed and nearly fell.

Rillao gripped her upper arm, steadying her, shocking her out of her momentary hallucination of being
two people. One, Leilathe bounty hunter, straightforward and phlegmatic; the other, astranger,
stark-eyed and dangerous with the power of her rage.

Rillao had caught severd strands of her hair, dong with her arm. Inadvertently she pulled them.
"That hurts,” Lelilasaid. "Let go, I'll pay him." The enraged stranger vanished.
Rillao rductantly withdrew her hand, staring at Leilawith acurious, intent expression.

Avoiding Rillao's gaze, Ldlilaturned toward the Indexer. "How much shal | pay you?' "It depends on the
search." The being reached up with severa tentacles and wrapped them around the glass superstructure.
The rest of the being's limbs burrowed down into the agates.

Lelilacrouched down again to wait.

An eeriemusical note of high, crystalline character emanated from the glass superstructure. The boneless
beings lounging upon the glass hunched themsdves into motion and climbed with cardessfluidity toward
the Indexer. Their motion changed the pitch and intensity of the notes, creating an ethered melody. The
closer they moved, the higher rose the pitch. Rillao narrowed her eyes and raised her shoulders, asif to
block the tune from her perception. After the sound passed completely out of Lelilas hearing, Rillao
moaned softly, dropped her head, and dipped her hands over her ears.

All the beingsin the Indexer's courtyard congregated nearby. Each one twined tentacles with the others,
till their organic network cast an irregular shadow over the Indexer.

The Indexer's crystaline eyes focused into the pond; the Indexer's free tentacl es sifted through the agate
gravel. The stonesrattled and scraped together; the water made them sound hollow.

"What's he doing?" Lelilawhispered.

"Shh!" Her toes and her knees ached but she did not want to sit down in the puddie. Her wet hair chilled
her. She stayed where she was, her legs trembling.

A moment later, the Indexer relaxed from sfting through the agate gravel. The other beings disentangled
themselves, and dipped back on twisting tentacles to their placesin the ponds and on the glass
framework. Whether they went back to their origina positions, Lelilacould not tell. The melody dropped
back into her hearing, then stopped abruptly in mid-trill when the Indexer's tentacles dropped from the
Strands.



The Indexer's tentacles arranged themsalves into a rosette around the boneless body. The crystal eyes
projected above the water.

One of the tentacles crept above the water and flattened out before Lelila, who dipped her hand into the
pocket where she kept the money.

"What isthe price?' Rillao said, her voicetight.

The Indexer named afigure. Ldilatightened her hand around the bills. The price was asgnificant fraction
of their resources.

Thisisno timeto quibble, she said to hersdf. She put ahandful of credits onto the Indexer's prehensile
trunk, which snapped into a coil around it and splashed back underwater. The tentacle burrowed into the
agate gravel; the credits disappeared. When the Indexer's tentacle appeared again, it carried nothing.

"I found no one of your species, Firrerreo,” the Indexer said. "Not asingle one ever sold publicly inthe
trade." Leilajumped up, outraged. She nearly ssumbled, for her feet had fallen adeep.

"Nothing!" shesaid. "Y ou charged usfor nothing!" "I charge for my time, and my experience,” the
Indexer said calmly. "I cannot produce results that do not exi/!" ™Y ou could have warned us” The
Indexer shrank back.

Rillao put her arm around Léelilals shoulder.

"Never mind," shesaid.

"But we've been cheated--!" "Don't make accusations you cannot support,” the Indexer said
dangeroudy.

"The Indexer cannot produce resultsthat do not exist,” Rillao said. She sounded cam, not so much
resgned asrelieved.

Lelilawas astonished that Rillao did not erupt in afury, that she did not pounce on the Indexer, rend the
tentacles, and fling them dl over the courtyard.

"Thank you, Indexer," Rillao said quietly.
"Firrerreo!” the Indexer said suddenly.

"Yes, Indexer?" "'l found no public record. | would have no record of a private transaction.” Rillao
tensed. Her ringers dug into Ldilas shoulder.

"I will tell you something | have heard, if you will promiseto confirm or disprove the rumor for me.”
"State your question.” Rillao's voice was alow, ominous whisper.

"Itisbeing said,” the Indexer told them, “that the Asylum Station imaginesit can compete with
Chalcedon." Artoo-Detoo warbled in distress.

"Asylum?' Ldilasaid. She knew no place caled Asylum Station.



"I would have thought,” Rillao said softly, “that the Republic would have destroyed thet evil den at itsfirst
convenience." The glittery faceted eyes of the Indexer oriented toward Rillao.

"Perhaps the Republic findsit useful,” the Indexer said, and subsided into the water. Its skin mottled and
it disappeared against the luminous earth colors of the agate nest.

Artoo-Detoo, anxious to escape the dampness, spun a quarter turn and bumped away aong the cobbles.
AsLdilafollowed Rillao from the courtyard, the smooth round stones rattled and shifted in the bottom of

the poal.

Outside, on the street, Lelilafrowned.

"Why would the Republic want to destroy Asylum Station?" Lelilaasked.

"It's a place where the Empire tested its methods of coercion and death... on sentient subjects.” "But that
would have stopped!" Ldlilacried. "It would have stopped when the Empirefell. Wouldn't it?" "I don't
know," Rillao said. "I've been out of touch.”

Outside the lodge, Han strode down the path.

Hewasfurious. Furious a Luke for being suspiciousin thefirst place, andfor refusing to have asensible
conversation about his suspicionsin the second.

Han still had fedlings for Xaverri; he could not deny them. Hewould not. But he did not believe he should
be chastised for them.

Am | supposed to forget that | ever loved Xaverri? Han thought. | chose Leia, and she chose me.
Because we loved each other. None of that has changed. | love her. | love her now.

What | flt for Xaverri was... along time ago.

Hewondered if he should find Xaverri and ask her to stay away from Lukefor the next little while. Or
find Xaverri, then go find Luke and both tell him about last night. But that felt too much asif Han had
something to apologizefor.

He swore softly under his breath. He had no ideawhere Xaverri lived. He did not know where to look
for her, except at Waru's compound. For the moment, he could not face returning there. He could not
face seaing again what he had seen yesterday.

He could go back to the lodge and ask Threepio where he had found Xaverri when he sought her out.
But he did not want to do that either.

That's quite alist, he thought, of things you can't do or don't want to do. Forget them all.

Xaverri can take care of hersdf--z she'stold you in no uncertain terms. And Luke may be angry, but he
isn't supid. If hewas going to lose histemper completely, hed've lost it back at the lodge, with me.

Choose a problem you can do something about, he said to himsdlf, turning his steps toward the welcome
dome, the taverns, the gambling dens. And while you're at it, start thinking--.hard--ab what to do about
Waru.



Jaina opened the door cautioudy and peeked outside. Her light glowed from behind her, casting her
shadow dl the way acrossthe dark stonefloor.

She quickly let the light go out, afraild someone was watching.

Sheligened carefully. She heard a soft buzzing sound.

Isthat awatcher droid? she wondered. She stepped back into her cell. She left the door open only the
smallest crack. A watcher droid could seein the dark. It would sound the larm. Then one of the
Proctors would come and shut Jaina back in her cell. Maybe forever!

The buzzing sound did not move. And it redlly did not sound like adroid. Scared but determined, Jaina
rubbed afew air moleculestogether to make afaint glow. She sent them out into the middle of the

gathering hall.

A Proctor stood in the entrance of the corridor. He was supposed to be standing. But instead he was
leaning. And he was adeep. The noise was his snore.

Jainadipped out of her cell. Her door closed behind her. She let the light fade to dmost nothing. She
walked afew steps forward and stopped. She was scared. The Proctor might wake up, any second. If
she turned around and went back into her safe cell she would no longer be afraid. She could light the air
up, and it would warm her.

But if she did that, she would never find Jacen and she would never see Mama and Papa again and she
would never know what had happened to Anakin.

Acrosstheroom, afaint line of light glowed in the darkness. Jaina crept toward it, her hands out in front
of her in case she bumped into anything. Theline of light shone out beneath one of the other cdl doors.

"Jacen?" she whispered.
"Get me out of here!™ he whispered.

"Shh!" It would be so much easier if they could talk at each other, intheir minds. But if they did, Hethrir
would know. Jainawas afraid evento try.

Jainalooked over at the Proctor. His head nodded forward. He snorted and nearly woke up. Jainafroze.
The Proctor muttered something. He did down thewall and rested his forehead on his knees.
He started to snore again.

Jainamade some air molecules bump againgt each other. They made a soft humming, thrumming noise.
Maybe now the Proctor would not hear her.

"Hurry!" Jacen whispered.
Janagrinned.

The cell doorswere latched, not locked. They could not be opened from theinside. They did not need to



be locked on the outside. Hethrir never thought that one of the children might get loose and open all the
doors.

Jaina grabbed the handle and pulled the door open.
The door squeaked.

"What? Who's there?' The Proctor stumbled to hisfet.
Jainajumped behind the door.

The Proctor ran over to the open cell.

"What's going on here? How did you open thisdoor?' "I don't know," Jacen said. "It just opened!” Jaina
could not see the Proctor but she heard him poking at the latch.

She pushed the door toward him as hard as she could.

The heavy wood banged against his head. He shouted and stumbled into Jacen's cell. Jacen ran past him
and Jaina dammed the door so the Proctor was locked inside.

The Proctor started shouting, and pounding on the door, but Jainadid not pay him asingle bit of
atention.

Jacen grabbed Jainain abig hug. Jaina hugged him back.

"Jasa, Jasa, I'm so glad to see you--" "Jaya, | thought they'd take you away--" his--but what about
Anakin? And--" his--th isthe most awful place--" his-th school isso--" his--.boring! | think they'redl
liars-" his--yeah, liars, because they said Mamaand Papa-" "They aren't dead!" Jacen said. "They
aren't!” "1 know," Jainasaid. "They just want usto think so." They stood in afaint pool of light as Jacen's
heated air molecules spun around &t their feet.

The Proctor banged on the door again.
"Let meout!" "No!" Jainasaid. Shewas glad she had not bashed in his head. Kind of glad.
Jacen grinned a her. Hisfront tooth was|oose too, but he had not lost it yet.

"Look!" Jainasaid. "I'm getting anew tooth!™ She stuck her tongue out of the space to show Jacen where
her new front tooth was coming in.

"Me, too. Pretty soon, | mean." "Let'sgo!" Jainagrabbed his hand and pulled him toward the darker
darkness of the corridor.

"Wait! What are we going to do? What about the others?' "We're going to climb out past the dragon and
run away and maybe we can get far enough away to think at Mamaand Uncle Luke." She had not
thought about the other children.

"Maybe they want to come with us. Or run away themselves." Jainawasimpatient but she guessed Jacen
wasright. Sheran to the door beside hisand pulled it open. She heated up some of the air so she could
See.



"We're running away. Y ou can run away or you can stay here!" Behind her, Jacen ran to the door on the
other sde of hiscell and opened it.

"We're running away! Do you want to run away too?' Most of the other children jumped up from thelr
floorbeds and ran out into the gathering room. But afew backed away into the corners of their cells.

Jainadid not try to make them come with her. She did not have time. Sheleft their doors openin case
they wanted to change their minds.

Then she opened the last door.

"We're running away! Do you--" Vram stared at her. Jaina stopped.

Hethrir locks VVram up at night, too!

Jainathought. He made him a hel per, but he doesn't redlly trust him.

Vram had abed and ablanket and alight. But hewas till locked up at night.

"Dont!" Vram said. He was very scared.

"Dont hit me, I'll tell Hethrir on you!" Jainawas scared. All the other children were gathering behind her,
excited, whispering, their happiness and hope collecting around them. She had not thought that any might

run and tattle. She was not afraid one of them might. But Vram would, in his new rust-red tunic.

"Do you--d you want to comewith us?' "You'll hit me! You'll kill me!™ "1 will not!" Hetook adeep
breath. "Help!" Angrily, Jainadammed the door shut on him.

Jacen grabbed her hand. Together, they ran into the corridor with their beacons of glowing air swirling
ahead of them and behind them.

The other children followed.

Thetiny sun wasjust setting when they reached the stairwell to the outside. Jainaran up the stairsand
raised her head above the edge. No one was watching. The playground was deserted.

"What about the dragon?’ one of the other children whispered.

"I don't know," Jainasaid. " Jacen, we can't use the multitool, the sun's going down!" Jacen flicked atiny
swirl of heated air into existence, and concentrated it. It was much brighter than the light from Jainas
multitool lens. It bounced across the playfield. Jainaand Jacen ran &fter it.

"Dragon!™ Jacen cried. "Hey, you dragon!" The dragon jumped up out of the sand and roared.

But she did not throw herself against the fence. She looked around and snorted and legped into the air to
try to catch the flame-toy Jacen made for her. Then she hunkered down beside the fence and pressed her
shoulder againgt the mesh.

Jacen rubbed her pebbly scales. The dragon rumbled.



| wish | could do that! Jainathought. Pat a dragon, and make friendswith it, like Jacen.

But she knew Jacen was alittle envious of her for being able to take machines gpart and put them back
together again and make them better.

Jacen stood nose-to-nose with the dragon. The dragon snorted. Jacen snorted back. He stuck his hand
through the fence and rubbed the dragon's heavy brow ridges. The dragon flicked out itstongue.

Jaina gasped.

"| think she'sjust tasting me," Jacen whispered. "'If she'slikethe lizards back home." "Tasting you! So she
can eat you, maybe!" "So sheknowsit'sme. Let'sgo!" "Areyou sure?' Jainaasked.

Then the darms started ringing and they did not have any choice.
Jacen scrambled up the fence and over the top.
Jainafollowed. The wire mesh scraped her hands. She scooted over and jumped down on the other sSide.

The other children swarmed up over the fence and jumped to the ground, but they stayed as far from the
dragon asthey could get.

The dragon durped her tongue across Jacen's shoes.

"She just wantsto be sure shelll recognize me," Jacen inssted. He did onto Mistress Dragon's back. "Is
thisokay; Mistress Dragon? Can | ride you?' She snuffled and raised her head, but she did not buck or
roll over or try to rub Jacen off against the fence. Jacen dangled the light-toy in front of her.

"Come on, hurry! Jacen held out his hand to Jaina. She grabbed it and jumped on the dragon's back.
The dragon lurched to her feet, standing up with her back legsfirst and then her front legs. Jainashrieked
with surprise and grabbed Jacen around the waist. She would fed alot more comfortable if the dragon
was alandspeeder and she was driving it.

The other children ran to the dragon. Jaina grabbed their hands and pulled them up onto the dragon's
back. Soon the dragon was covered with children.

Most rode her back, but afew hung on to her legs, giggling.

"Isthis il dl right, Mistress Dragon?' Jacen asked. "Can we dl ride you?' He glanced around at Jaina.
"l don't think sheminds." "Hurry, let'sgo if werre going!" Jaina could hear shouts from back inthe

canyon.

She kept expecting Hethrir's power to loom over her. As soon as he knew they were escaping, he would
fling her to the ground. He would throw his heavy cold blanket over her, like he had when shetried to
protect Lusa.

Jacen dangled hisfire-toy in front of Mistress Dragon.

Jainashivered.

"Becareful, Jasa," shewhispered. "Be careful.”" Swinging along through the sand, the dragon followed the



point of light away from the fence and out through the canyon mouth. The fire-toy made the shadows
movedl around them.

Jainawished Lusawas with them. She wondered how her centauroid friend could ride on adragon. But
then she thought that maybe L usawouldn't have to ride, since she had four feet to run on. She had
wanted SO much to run.

Jainaworried about Lusa, and about Mr.

Chamberlan'swyrwulf.

Somehow, Jainathought, somehow I'll find them and somehow I'll rescue them! | don't care what Hethrir
does!

The dragon climbed a steep dune, lurching up the dippery sand. Jacen grabbed the dragon's neck and
Jainagrabbed Jacen'swaist and the child behind Jaina grabbed her waist. They all did back alittle. The
dragon whipped her tail back and forth and up, holding the children on her back.

"I think shelikesus," Jainasaid, trying not to sound scared.

Jacen grinned. Then helooked serious.

"Wherearewe going?' "Away," Janasad.

The dragon reached the top of the dune. She stopped and raised her head, nostrils flaring as she drank
thewind.

Jacen leaned forward and whispered to the dragon.

Mistress Dragon legped from the ridge of the sand dune and did down the dope. Everybody yelled with
excitement. Thiswas better than any amusement ride!

Mistress Dragon reached the bottom of the sand dune. She strode across the ground toward the stream
and the forest. She could move very fast, when she wanted to.

Jacen fumbled in the front of hisshirt.

"What are you doing?" Jainathought he was scratching. "Did something bite you?' "Bite me?" Jacen
exclamed.

"Someday something will." "Nothing ever bitesmel™ Jacen said. He pulled his hand out of his shirt and
showed her. Inthe sarlight, alittle creature wriggled gently in his grasp and looked around with bright

eyes.

"What isit? Wasit in your cell?' "No..." He opened hishand alittle. The creature stretched itstwo pairs
of wings and grabbed Jacen'sfinger with itsone pair of fest.

"It'sfrom Munto Codruffwas Jainasaid.

"It'sabat! Y ouweren't supposed to play with the batsl” "I wasn't playing,” Jacen said. "l waslooking.
Itsredly interesting.” The bat yawned. Its sharp teeth glittered in the starlight.



"It'spoisonoud” Jainasad.

"l wasjust looking at it," Jacen said again.

"l didn't mean to bring it along, I mean how was | supposed to know somebody was going to come
aong and ged us?' "What are you going to do with it now?" The bat crouched in Jacen's hand,
dretching itswingsin four directions. Jacen touched the bat's wingtip with thetip of hisfinger.

"Letitfly," hesaid. "It's been all cooped up. It's bored." Jacen raised his hand. The four-winged bat
raised its head, sang afew notes, spread itswings, and vanished into the dark.

Mistress Dragon wa ked and walked across the sand. Jaina kept expecting a skiff to fly overhead. She
expected Hethrir and his Proctorsto land in it and make them go back.

But that did not happen.

Migtress Dragon kept walking. Thelittle sun fell toward the horizon. They had been traveling dl day. "All
day" wasonly haf aslong asaregular day, but Jainagot thirsty, and then hungry, and then sorefrom

riding.

In the distance, a stream glimmered in the starlight. The stream wound through trees and led to aforedt. It
would be easier to hide down there than out in the bare sand.

Mistress Dragon raised her head and sniffed the air. She put her head down again and walked even
faster toward the stream.

Mistress Dragon's feet squished into mud at the edge of the stream. She stopped and snortled. She put
her head down and Jacen dipped right off. Jaina grabbed Mistress Dragon's scales and held herself on.
All the other children jumped off the dragon's back.

Mistress Dragon wanted to drink from the stream. Then she splashed in it. She waded out into the stream
and lay onthe grave, like anew idand. She lowered her head benegth the water and blew bubbles
through her nose. She shook hersdlf.

Jainafell off into the water. She struggled and splashed onto shore. She knew she should keep running,
but she was awfully thirsty and tired and hungry. She drank from the stream.

The sky was turning from black to purple and then to pink and yellow and blue as the sun raced up.

Thetrees cast cool shadows. All the bushes at the edge of the stream were heavy with berries. Just
looking a them made her mouth water. But she was afraid to eat them.

| don't trust anything on thisworld, she thought.

Except Jacen, and maybe Mistress Dragon. Hethrir said he was our friend, but he wasn't, hewasn't! And
he said he was trying to teach us things we need to know. But he was lying then, too.

And even Tigris, who sometimes was not completely mean, had said Mistress Dragon would eat them.

Mistress Dragon settled deeper in the water, dunking the children hanging on to her sides.



She stood up, making a huge splash. Jainalaughed. But shewas till hungry.

Jacen ran up the bank. The four-winged bat landed in Jacen'swet hair. The bat chittered and sang. Jacen
went straight for one of the bushes and grabbed a handful of berries.

"Jacen! They might be poison!" He stuffed them into his mouth and ate them.
"Don't be dumb, Jaya," Jacen said.
"I'm not, Jesal" Jainasaid, emphasizing his nickname.

"Somebody built this place. Right?' "Y eah. That's obvious." " So somebody put stuff on it that's good to
eat." He handed her some berries. Jaina ate them.

They were ddicious.

Later al the children sat on the bank of the stream, full of sweet berries, and getting warm and dry inthe
sun. One of the little ones- Anakin's age--cuddled up against Jaina.

"Can we go home now?" "Pretty soon,” she said. "Pretty soon, | hope." "'l want my mumma,” thelittle
onesad, sniffling.

"Me, too," Jainasaid. She hugged the little one. Her lower lip trembled and she had to stop talking so she
would not start crying in front of the others. She did not want to scare them. She was scared hersdlf

because she did not know what to do now. Shelooked over at Jacen and she knew he did not know
what to do now either.

Jaina scooted over to St right next to Jacen.

"We haveto find a place those Proctors can't go," she said.

He nodded.

"What can we do that they can't?' Jacen said.

"Lotsof stuff,” Jainasaid. She amost reached to lift arock-- "Don', don't, Jainaffwas Jacen cried.
Even before Jacen said anything, she had pulled back. She was afraid Hethrir's power would loom up
around her. And shewas afraid he would find her, if she used her abilitiesto move anything bigger than
ar molecules.

"Lotsof suff, usudly,” she ssid sadly.

"Werelittle," Jacen said. "And they'rebig. Itisnt fair." "Yeah," Janasad. "Werelittle. And they'rebig."
She pointed across the stream, where thick bushes grew down the far bank.

"| bet they couldn't go in those bushes. | bet we could." Jacen grinned. "1t would be like caves." "And
then we could sneak out when it'sdark again, and try to find their spaceships.” "Or their message
capsules.” "Or kidnap one of them and make them take ushome!" Jainalooked at Jacen skepticaly. He
was mostly joking. But they both wished it was possible.



"We better go." "Hey, everybody!" Jainasaid.

The other children stopped playing in the shallows of the stream or climbing on Mistress Dragon or egting
berriesfrom the bushes.

"We haveto run away," Janasaid.

"Or those Proctors will come and put us back in jail." One of thelittle ones came up to Jainaand hugged
her around the wai <.

"I'mtired, Jaya," thelittle one said. She sounded so much like Anakin that Jaina wanted to burst into
tears. Jainamissed her little brother and she was worried about him even though he could beapain
ometimes.

"l know," Jainasaid. "l am too.

Let'sgo hidein the bushes and then we can take anap. Okay?' Thelittle one kicked her toein the dirt.
"Yeah, | guess” she said reluctantly.

Jainaheld her hand and Jacen held the hand of one of the other little ones. They clustered together and
waded into the stream toward the other streambank.

Mistress Dragon snorted and splashed, switching her long pebble-scaled tail in the ripples.

She stuck her head underwater and came back up with abig mouthful of water-weed. She munched it
contentedly.

"Y ou're very beautiful, Mistress Dragon,” Jacen said, scratching her eyebrows. "But you're too big to
come with us. Maybe you should go back to the desert and hide, so those Proctors don't hurt you.”
Mistress Dragon settled down in the water till only her back and her eyes and her nogtrils stuck out
above the surface. She blinked. Her eyelids flicked water droplets onto Jaina's face.

" think shethinks she's hidden," Jainasaid.

Jacen hegitated, worried.

"We haveto go," Jainasaid. "We haveto hide.

Shelll be okay, Jacen. Maybe they'll even think she ate us up and they'll give her areward, they'll be so
glad." Jacen grinned.

The children dl splashed through the stream and climbed the far bank and crawled on the wet mossy
ground and dipped under the dense bushes.

Jacen found a sort of trail. He said an animal probably madeit. Jaina hoped she did not run into the
animd. Sheimagined that it probably had big claws and teeth.

But Mistress Dragon has big claws and teeth, Jaina thought, and she turned out dl right.



Jacen untangled the four-winged bat from hishair and held it gently in his hands, looking into its sharp
little face. The bat wriggled and Jacen let it go. It flapped away, flitting through the gold-green shadows
beneath the bushes.

"It'sgoing to look for aplace for usto go," Jacen said. He had persuaded it, the way he persuaded
Mistress Dragon, and the myrmins.

They crawled down thetrail. Jacen took the lead and Jainawent last.

| bet theresdl sorts of worms and stuff on thistrail, Jainathought. Y uk. I wish | was back homein the
chemidry lab.

A few minutes later, Jaina heard voices and the hum of landspeeders. She was scared that Hethrir and
the Proctors were so close behind her.

We amost waited too long! she thought.

One of thelittle ones, crawling along in front of her, stopped and looked back.

"Jaina" thelittle one whispered. "Did you hear--?" " Shh! Hurry! Bered quiet and keep crawling!” They
crawled asfast asthey could. Jaina could not see Jacen and she could barely feel him up ahead. She
hoped the bat would find the way through the bushes. But what then?

Behind her, Mistress Dragon roared and splashed and thumped. The Proctors started yelling.

| hope Mistress Dragon ssomps them!

Janathought.

She caught her breath. She was afraid she would hear the hum of alightsaber. She was afraid Hethrir
would kill Mistress Dragon with aslittle thought as the Proctors had crushed the myrminsin their pants.

Mistress Dragon's huge splashes sounded farther and farther away.
Jainagrinned. Mistress Dragon is scared, too, she thought. She's running away.
Shell be safe. But | bet she scared those Proctors first.

Jaina hoped Migtress Dragon found another succulent patch of water-weed.
"Look!" one of the Proctorsyelled.

"Footprints, on the far bank. Let'sgo!™ "Hurry!" Jainawhispered again, expecting every second to be
dragged backward by Hethrir's power.

Infront of her, the other children crawled asfast asthey could.

The ground got muddier and muddier. The knees of Jainas pants were soaked and filthy and so were her
hands. The leaves of the bushes got droopier.

But they fluttered away from her face, which was good because of their spines. She hoped the little ones



infront of her were being careful about the prickles.

Nobody had started to cry yet so maybe it would be okay.

Behind her, one of the Proctorsyelled in protest.

"Ow! What are these, thorn bushes? I'm not crawling through thorn bushed™ "Y ou will," yelled the Head
Proctor. "Or you'll be sorry!" Jaina crawled faster. The voices sounded muffled. She was glad because
she did not want to listen to them.

Thetrail suddenly opened out into a space benesth the bushes. All the children crouched at the edge of
the wide muddy space. Jaina could see across it but she could not see either end of it. It waslike the
gream, only filled with mud.

Jaina crawled forward and joined Jacen.

"Wherearewe?' "I dunno,” he said. "A wallow, maybe.

For the critterswho made thetrail. The bat led us here." On the other side of the wallow, ahuge tree
rose up through the bushes. Its shadow darkened the gold-green of the shade beneath the bushes. Its
roots twisted together, spreading out across the far sde of the swamp.

"Look!" Jacen pointed. Thelittle bat flitted across the swamp and into adark place among the roots.

"It'slikeatunnd," Jainasad.

"l betitis. | betit leadsinto thetreejust like on Chewiesworld!" The bat flitted out again, hovered, and
vanished into the darkness.

"How arewe going to get over there?' "1 dunno,” Jacen said. "I guessthe bat forgot we can't fly." "We
better hurry," one of the other children said.

"Ligten!" The Proctors sounded nearer. They also sounded mad.
Jacen took abig step forward into the mud.

Heimmediately sank in up to hisknees. Hetried to take another step but the mud sank under him. He
sank to hiships.

Jainadid down the bank and grabbed him.

She dmost reached for him--but shrank back scared that Hethrir would find them. She pulled at Jacen's
hand, but he kept sinking. He looked scared.

Jaina sobbed with anger and fright.
But then the other children clustered around her, reaching for Jacen, grabbing his hands.

The mud sucked at him but the children, al together, were too strong for it. She pulled him free and onto
the bank.



Jainahugged him. He panted, trying not to cry, trying not to make any noise that would aert the
Proctors.

"You dl saved me" he whispered.
But they till had to get across the swamp.
A little at atime, Jainathought. Then Hethrir can't sop me, he can't find me. A couple of molecules.

Instead of speeding up molecules the way she speeded up the air to make light and hest, the way she
spun the sand into tiny wind-devils, she dowed the water moleculesin the swamp.

She dowed them and dowed them and nearly stopped them.

A finefilm of ice formed near the bank. The muddy water froze, crackling around water-grass, cooling
thewarm air around them.

Beautiful frogt patterns painted the surface of theice.
Jacen saw what she was doing and helped her.
Together, they froze anarrow path across the surface of the swamp.

Jaina crawled out onto it, very carefully. It creaked and groaned under her hands and knees, but she kept
freezing little bits of water and the surface held. She hurried to the other side of the swamp.

She grabbed one of thethick, twisty tree roots and pulled hersdlf off the ice. Her hands and knees were
very cold and she wastired from dowing down so many millions and trillions and googol plexes of
molecules. But she made it acrossl She motioned for the other children to follow.

One by one they cameto her and clung beside her on the tree roots. The four-winged bat fluttered out of
the hollow root and flitted back and forth.

Jacen came last. Theicewas very weak now.
It cracked and protested with every step he took.

Jainawas s0 scared she could hardly keep the water molecules dowed down, even with Jacen's help. He
was an arm's length from her when theice cracked. Jacen fell face-forward in the freezing muddy water.

Jainagrabbed hishand and pulled before he could sink very far. He kind of swam and kind of crawled
toward her. There was no solid ground on this side of the swamp, just the mud and the tree roots.
Jacen'swhole front was covered with bits of ice and frozen grass. He flung hisarms around Jaina. He
was shivering. Thelittle bat landed on hishair and trilled to him. Jainaheld Jacen tight, trying to get him
warm.

"The hollow r-root I-leadsinside,” he said. Histeeth chattered. "All the w-way to thetop.” ™Y ou follow
the bat!" Jainasaid. "Il lead you. Youlead us. I'll comelast.” Jacen crawled into the hollow root. Jaina
clung to the twisted roots on the bank as the other children followed Jacen into the tree. She helped the
little ones. Some of them were scared and did not want to crawl into the dark. Jainathought of making
some glowing air to lead them, but she was afraid it might set the tree on fire. Besides, she did not think



she could heat up air and keep water frozen at the sametime.
Findly the last of the children crawled into the tree and disappeared.

The Head Proctor pushed hisway through the prickly bushes. Jaina dove into the hollow, then squirmed
around to see what the Proctors would do.

The Proctor's face was scratched and his pale blue jumpsuit was dirty and torn. He looked very mad.
The other Proctors fought their way out of the bushes behind him. They had tried to walk, instead of
crawling through the animd trail. They were dl scraiched and bleeding.

Jainalooked at her hands. She was muddy, but that was all.

The Head Proctor saw the path of ice across the swamp. He frowned, and tested the surface with one
foot, and stepped out onto the solid patch.

He motioned to the other Proctors. They hung back until he yelled at them and ordered them to follow
him.

Jainawaited till he wasin the middle of the swamp and the other Proctors were strung out behind him on
theice.

Jainadropped the water molecules. She felt them leap apart in the hot humidity of the swamp. Theice
disappeared. Jainafled into the hollow root, and she did not look back to see what was happening.

But she could hear the shouts, and the splashes.

She crawled faster. The inside of the hollow root was very smooth, asif athousand generations of wood
insects had polished the surface.

She reached the end of the root. Above her, the other children climbed through the trunk of the tree.
Their sounds echoed. Thetree trunk twisted, around and around, and the twists formed a steep spira
ramp that led up into the darkness. Jainathought she could see atiny bit of daylight. She scrambled
upward, following Jacen and the other children.

Chapter 10

Lelilaheard something. It was acry from afar distance, acall to someone ese.

"What did you say?' Geyyahab made a questioning sound. He had not spoken.

"l said nothing," Rillao said. "What did you hear?' Lelilafelt her mind tremble. She dapped the
emergency controls of her ship, and crashed out of hyperspace.

Chewbaccahowled in shock, and Rillao snarled something in alanguage Ldilahad never heard.
"What are you doing? We must hurry to Asylum Stationffwas "L ook," Lelilasaid.
Beforethem lay atiny star and atiny blue and green and brown planetoid.

Artoo-Detoo trilled, Geyyahab made a gruff bark, and Rillao lunged forward in surprise. They dl stared



a thedisplay.

Leilaexpanded it, marveling.

“Itsartificid," sheexclamed.

"It'stoo small to be natural. The gtar, the planet--" "It'saworldcraft,” Rillao said.
Chewbacca growled.

"No," Rillao said. "They are not mythicd. | wish they were. | hoped never to see one. The Emperor
caused afew to be created. He gave them asrewards, to the cruelest and most loyal of his officers.

Tokens, he called them. His"tokens™ were a greater gift than anatural world.” She trembled with
tension. "It appears... he presented one to Hethrir." Lelilaput on aburst of speed. Her ship arrowed
toward thetiny artificia planet.

Geyyahab hunkered over the controls, preparing for evason. The worldcraft had survived so long by
concealment, by being nothing but atiny spark of light, dways moving, aways avoiding the spaceways.
Y et it might have defenses. It might attack.

But the worldcraft made no challenge. Asfar asLelilacould tell, it was deserted.

It spun beneath her. She sought astarship. Shefound alanding field, but it was empty. Its center glowed
in the infrared with the heat of arecent departure.

Havethey al fled? shewondered. But if they fled, what brought me here?

The starship dipped into the atmosphere, dowed, and changed to its soaring mode. It crossed a desert
that gave way to ameadow, a stream.

Alderaan stopped, hovering low over the flowing silver water. A greet lizard rose up from theripples,
snorting, flaling itstail.

"Therel" Rillao exclamed.

Beyond the stream, past awind-rippled sea of low green bushes, a huge tree twisted upward at the edge
of amarsh.

In the marsh, agroup of people struggled in the mud.
They looked like they had walked to the middie before they sank. Ldila could not imagine how they
could have gotten themselves in such a predicament. She arrowed toward them, for they looked like they

needed help.

They were holding to each other, the ones nearest the shore desperately scrambling to reach solid
ground, the onesin the center trying to clamber on top of their fellows.

Rillao's strong sharp fingers clamped around her shoulder.

"Leavethem," shesaid. "They aren't the ones we seek. If we help them, they'll try to sop us.” "But



they're drowning!" "They might drown each other,” Rillao said without sympethy. "If they helped each
other, if they did not panic, they would survive. If we help them--they will kill us" Geyyahab cried out
with delight. He pointed to the branches of the huge twisted tree.

There, on abranch aswide as agarden path, agroup of children stood high above the ground. They
waved joyfully at Alderaan.

The ship lowered itsdlf gently beside them. Lelilajumped up and ran back to the hatch. Rillao followed.
They opened the hatch to fresh air, agentle breeze, the scent of growing things, and the excited cries of
welcome of the children.

Lelilassight was blurred. She pushed her hair out of her eyes, but that did not help her see.
I'm crying, shethought. Why am | crying?

| should be happy, I've found my quarry.

She blinked away the tears.

"Mamal Mamaffwas Lelilathe bounty hunter vanished asif she had never been.

Jainalegped into Leias arms, jumping across a sheer drop to the marsh. Chewbacca quickly moved
Alderaan closer to the tree branch. Jacen took Rillao's hand and stepped gravely onto the ship.

Leiakndt and hugged Jainaand Jacen, then held them against her with one arm. She could not bear to let
them go, even as she reached out to the children still standing in the tree. With Rillao'shelp, dl the
children climbed from the tree and into Alderaan.

"Mama, Mamal They took Anakin and they took Mr. Chamberlain's wyrwulf and they took Lusa, we
have to find them before they cut off Lusas horng!” "We knew you weren't dead, Mama," Jacen said.
"Is-isPgpaadl right? Is Uncle Luke--? s Chewieflying Alderaan?' Lelanodded. "Yes. Yes, they'redl
fine. Chewieshere" "I knew it!" Jainasaid. "I knew Hethrir told alie. Hetold lots of lies"" "Heésamean
man," Jacen said. "'l don't want him to be my hold-father! "Heisnot your hold-father, children,” Rillao
said. "Isthat everyone? No oneleft in the tree?' "Wait!" Jacen said. He leaned toward the open hatch
and whistled and chittered. Leiaheld him, afraid he might vanish, leap back into the tree, dip out of her
arms ever again-- A tiny four-winged bat flitted into Alderaan and landed in Jacen's hair.

"That's everybody!" Jacen said. The hallway and both cabins were packed with children, dl of them
muddy and scratched, but dl of them unhurt and excited, crying or screaming or shouting.

"l wannago home!" one of thelittle ones cried.

Rillao closed the hatch. "We shall find your home, little one, and return you to it." Jacen patted Lelds
undone har.

"Mama, your hair'sso long!" "And it's such adifferent color,” Jainasad. "l likeit theold way!" Leia
touched her hair. She had forgotten it was down. She had forgotten the color-crawlers had changed it.
She pushed it back from her face and twisted it into aknot at the back of her neck. She could not spesk.
She buried her face against their shoulders.

They hugged her.



Her hair fdl down again. Sheleft it loose.

"Mama, | lost my front tooth! I'm getting anew one! I'm getting grown up!™ Jainasaid.
"Both my front teeth areloose!" Jacen said.

Lelagasped in along breath and held it, to keep hersdlf from crying.

"It'sokay, Mama. Were okay. All we haveto do isrescue Anakin--" his--and Mr. Chamberlain's
wyrwulf--" his—-and L usaffwas Alderaan hovered above the swamp.

Chewbacca roared a question down the hall.

"Chewie!" Jainaducked out of Leias grasp, grabbed her hand, and pulled. Leiarose and let Jainaand
Jacen lead her back to Alderaan’s control chamber, dipping around and past the other children. Jaina
and Jacen piled into Chewbacca's lap, hugging and kissing him. He enfolded them in hislong aamsand
growled with joy and relief that they were safe.

"You'redl speckled!" Jainaexclamed. Shelaughed, petting hisbrindled fur.

"Be careful of Chewbaccasleg, children,” Lelasaid. She was astonished that her voice was amost
Steedy.

"Oh, wow!" Jacen said.

"What happened?’ Jaina asked.

"Hell tell you later," Leiasaid. "For now we should save those people in the swamp.”" "I think we should
leavethem there" Jainasaid. "They aren't very nice.” "Buit it wouldn't be niceto leave them, ether,” Jacen
sad.

"We should makethem tell uswhere Anakinis" Jainasaid. "And Lusa, and Mr.

Chamberlain'swyrwulf. And then we should drop them back in the mud!" She jumped out of
Chewbaccasarmsand ranto Lelaagain.

"I'm so dirty, Mamal And hungry! Wefound some fruit. But the food Hethrir--heisn't redlly our
hold-father, is he?--the food he gave us was nasty!" Leiacould not help but laugh. Jainaand Jacen filled
part of the emptinessin her heart, though she till feared for her littlest one. She saw, with horror and
fury, how gaunt the other children were.

Hethrir had starved them, and would have starved her children, too.

"No more nasty food," shesad. "I'll make something good for dl of you. No, my swesties, Hethrir isn't
your hold-father.

Our friend isright." She gestured toward Rillao, standing in the doorway. Sheintroduced her children to
the Firrerreo. "Thisis Jaing, and thisis Jacen." "What's your name?" Jaina asked.

"Jainal" Jacen said, shocked.



"You may cal meFirrerreo, littleone,” Rillao said. "When | know you better, perhaps 'l tell you my
name." "You look just like Tigris," Janasaid.

"Where did you see him?"' Rillao asked, her voice so intense that Jainatook one gpprehensive step back.
"Ishe here? Ishewith Hethrir? s Hethrir here?' "Are you hismama?' Jaina asked.

"Yes littleone" Rillao said. "And | have not seen himin along time. | misshim very much." Lelagrasped
Rillao's hand. "WEéll find him. Don't worry, well find him." While they spoke, Chewbacca dropped
Alderaan to just above the struggling, muddy mob, and loosed a cable for them to grab. He used Leids
ship astheir anchor, and watched while they pulled themsalves out of the mud. He could have pulled
them out with the strength of the ship. But he did not.

Rillao hurried to the display and expanded it.

She searched the group, then turned away, downcast.

"Tigrisisn't one of those Proctors,”" Jainasaid.

"Whereishe? What ishedoing?' "He... | don't know," Jainasaid.

"Mostly hefollowed Hethrir around. And hetook Anakin." "Hethrir told him to,” Jacen said.
Jainaglowered at Rillao. "He kept trying to act mean." "But he wasn't, not redlly,” Jacen said.

Alderaan swooped. Chewbacca herded the Proctors through the stand of bushes and across the stream.
"Make them go in the desert, Chewieffwas Jainasaid. "There's a place we can keep them where they
can't be mean to anybody!" The huge pink and black and tan lizard exploded from the center of the
stream, flinging her head up, lashing her tall, roaring in chalenge a Leias starship. Water splashed in
great orays, likerain faling upward. Sunlight reflected through the droplets, cloaking the enormouslizard
in rainbows. The creature lumbered across the stream, following Alderaan.

It climbed the bank. Its clawseft great gougesin the mud.

"Look, Mama, Mistress Dragon is coming, too." Jacen grinned. "I bet she got tired of taking a bath, and
shewants to go back to her sand nest." Mistress Dragon followed the Proctorsinto the desert. As she
caught up to them, they tried to run. They al looked exhausted.

"Did my son tell you his name, children?' Rillao asked.

Jainawrinkled her nosein deegp thought.

"No, that was Hethrir who told us." "Hethrir..." Rillao said softly, dangeroudly.

The deck of the starship was cold and hard, even harder than Tigriss stedl bunk on the worldcraft. At
least back on the worldcraft he had a thin mattress and a blanket. Sometimes he dept without them, to
toughen himself. Tonight, he wished he had them. A faint breath of warm air trickled from benesth
Hethrir'sdoor. A faint buzzing sound camewith it. At first Tigristhought it might be a snore, but he

banished the improper thought. Lord Hethrir had said he would meditate; he would naturally focus his
attention with achant.



Another noise cameto him, from the passenger compartment of the starship. Anakin was crying again,
with an exhausted sob. Tigristried to ignore him, tried to disregard how hungry the child must be. He
could not understand why the Proctors had not soothed him and fed him.

His own stomach growled. That was easy to ignore. Hewould not egt till Lord Hethrir bade him to.

But the Lord had not commanded him to remain here dl night. He had merdly given Tigris permisson to
deep here, if hewished. Surely it would cause no harm to attend to the child. It wasimportant for Anakin
to be strong and dert when he was purified.

Tigrisrose slently and crept down the dim corridor to the passenger compartment.

Except for Anakin, it was empty. All the Proctors had gone to their cabinsto deep or gamble.

Anakin's face was smudged and blotchy with crying. He stared warily at Tigris.

"Comedong, littleone" Tigrissaid. "Y ou must belonely, al by yoursdf. And hungry.

Let'sget you cleaned up, and find you some supper. We have to be quiet, though, so we won't disturb
Lord Hethrir." He unfastened the harness and offered his hand to Anakin. Anakin took it, did down from
the couch, and followed Tigris quietly and obediently.

A littlelater, they found fruit and bread and milk in the ship'sgdley. Anakin ate hungrily. With amustache
of milk, and crumbs on his chin, he offered Tigris a haf-eaten dice of bread.

"Supper!" hesad.

"No, thank you," Tigrissaid, strangely touched, reprimanding himsalf not only for being touched but for
being tempted to take the bread and dunk it into the glass of milk and et it. "That's your supper.”
"Sharel" Anakin said.

"No, thank you," Tigrissaid again.

"Anakin want cookie," Anakin sad.

"Lord Hethrir doesn't eat cookies!” Tigris exclaimed, shocked.

Anakin pushed his lower lip out stubbornly.

"No cookied" Tigrissaid.

"Papa," Anakin said. "Papa, Mama..." He was about to cry again. Tigriswiped Anakin's face with the
edge of hisdeeve, hoping to distract him. He stopped sniffling.

"l want my papa,” hesaid.
Tigrisknelt besde him and gazed into his eyes.

"Anakin, little one," he said, "thereé's something you must know. Y our mamaand your papa don't want
you anymore. Lord Hethrir saved you, adopted you. As he adopted me, and al of us." Anakin scowled.



He gnawed on apiece of fruit, thoughtfully and silently. He did not start to cry again.

"What isthis? A picnic?' Tigrisleaped to hisfeet, startled and dismayed. Lord Hethrir stood in the
doorway, elegant as dwaysin hislong white robes, though his hair was disarranged.

"I beg your pardon, r," Tigrissad.

"The child--I thought--" "Be quiet. Put the child back in his place.

Y our permission to attend meisrevoked. Y ou will stay in the passenger compartment with the child until
the voyage isended.” Hethrir |eft them, striding away. He had not even raised hisvoice, but Tigris
trembled.

Whatever good impression he had somehow managed to make, it was destroyed. He glanced at Anakin
inirritation. Destroyed because of the child.

Tigrissighed. Much as he wanted to blame his disgrace on someone el se, in good conscience he could
not.

He turned to Anakin.

The child offered him asticky piece of fruit.

"Supper?' Anakin said.

Tigris accepted the dice of fruit. He ateit. It tasted delicious.

In the passenger compartment, cut off from the Sight of space and stars, Tigrisand Anakin waited
together while Lord Hethrir landed at Crseih Station, better known in the trade as Asylum.

Alderaan hovered above alow, massive compound, awindowless stockade of huge gray stones, built
atop ahill. The Proctors trudged up the dope toward it, a dejected group.

Jaina pointed to acanyon that split the hillsde below the stockade. " That's where we played, Mama," she
sad.

"And Migtress Dragon livesin the dunes," Jacen said.

"We never got to go in the house," Jainasaid, gazing down at the stockade. "We were underground.” "'In
long dark tunneld™ Jacen said.

"And littletiny rooms. With no light!" "Oh, my dears" Lelasaid softly.

Alderaan landed near the courtyard of the stockade. L eia disembarked, followed by Jainaand Jacen, all
the other children, and Rillao and Chewbacca.

"Will you search the compound?' Leiaasked Rillao and Chewbacca.
Chewbacca growled.

"And leave you here done with them?' Rillao said in atone of protest. She gestured toward the group of



Proctors straggling into the courtyard.

Misiress Dragon ambled aong behind them.

The Proctors staggered across the cobblestones and flung themsalves at Leidsfeet.

"Madam, your mercy, we beg you!" They looked asif they had been on a desperate campaign. Their
skin was blotched with insect bites. Their clothes were torn from the bushes and muddy from the swamp.
Their feet were swollen and blistered from the tramp across the desert.

"I think I'll bedl right," Lelasaid dryly.

"Very well." Rillao and Chewbacca crossed the compound and disappeared down the staircase into the
stockade.

Mistress Dragon lumbered in behind the Proctors, snortling and roaring. The Proctors shuddered and
flattened themsdlves to the ground and lay very dill, though their mud-stained blue uniforms gave them no
camouflage againg the stones.

"Please, my lady," whispered the Proctor with the most elaborate decorations on his shoulders and
deeves. "Save usfrom these plagues.

Please don't feed usto the dragon!" Mistress Dragon lay down near them with agreat "Huff!" of breath.
Shelashed her tail.

The Proctor ducked, flattening himsdlf to the ground again.
"Beg the pardon of my--" Lelarevised what she had begun to say. "Beg the pardon of all these children,”
shesaid. "Then I'll consder mercy.” It occurred to her that if Mistress Dragon decided to snack ona

Proctor or two, she had no way of stopping the beast.

TheProctor lay still, facedown, humiliated. Then histerror and his discomfort overcame his
embarrassment. He crawled dowly --keeping his head very low--ffthe children gathered behind Leia.

"l beg your pardon,” he said.

"Promise that you'll never behave toward another being as you've behaved toward these children.” "I
promise” he said.

"Now stand up, and remove that nonsense from your shoulders." He balked at that, but she stared him
down. Herose, glancing over his shoulder at Mistress Dragon (who closed her eyes and snored), then
pulled away the jeweled patches from hisuniform.

Each of the Proctors made asimilar promise. The pile of insgniagrew. While the Proctorswatched, Leia
handed their epaulets and medals to the children to use as toys and decorations.

"Where are the other children?' Leia asked the leader of the Proctors. "Where did Hethrir take them?' "I
don't know, madam," he said.

She could see atiny flare of fear inhim.



Hewas not exactly lying, but he was not telling her the whole truth, either.

"Where might they be?" she asked, her voice acutting edge. "The little child Anakin, and the youth
Tigris-" In the back of the group, one of the Proctors snickered nagtily. Leiasilenced him with aglance.

"And Lusaffwas Jainasaid.

"And Mr. Chamberlain'swyrwulf!" Jacen said.
The Head Proctor stared at the ground.

"It will go better for you, if youtdl me" shesaid.

"The Lord Hethrir... he culled the group only yesterday.” "Culled them?' Leiafelt her skin grow cold, and
her heart angry.

"Only to sdll, madam!” the Proctor said.

"Then he departed--" "To Asylum Station?" "Y es, madam. He took the child Anakin.

And Tigris-" "Such contempt,” Leiasaid with wonder at histone of voice.

"Tigrisisweak! The Lord Hethrir wouldn't even make him ahelper!" The Proctor sneered. "He had to
serve a table, and nursemaid the youngest children--" "And you believe that task isn't fitting for astrong
young Proctor?' Lelasaid eadlly.

"Children are useless until they're old enough to serve the cause of the Empire Rebornffwas "No one will
serve the Empire Reborn,” Leiasaid. "Not ever again." Defiantly, the Proctor raised hisarms and cried,
"The Empire Rebornffwas If he had not been so pathetic, so young, Leiawould have been angry. Asit

was, she glanced at the bedraggled Proctors and she glanced at the tired band of children who had
bested them.

She laughed. The Head Proctor flinched asif she had struck him. And then, at least, he had the
intelligence to look abashed.

"Now," Lelasaid, "well find aplace for you where you'll make no moretrouble.” "I know whereto put
them!" Jainasad.

Jainaled the way through long, dark tunnelsto a huge, low-ceilinged room as oppressive as a cave. She
flung open one of the doorsthat lined its walls and showed Leiaone of thetiny dark cells.

"Thisiswhere we had to deep! In the dark!

So they should haveto deep--" Appalled though she was by the cells, Leia put her hand on Jainas
shoulder. Her daughter fell silent and looked up at her, angry and confused.

"They asked for my mercy," Leiasaid. "And they asked your pardon--" "They didn't realy mean it," Jaina
muttered. his—-and wewon't trest them harshly. We mustn't take revenge, sweetheart. That isn't just.”
She looked over the bedraggled group of Proctors, redlizing how young they al were.

She addressed them directly. "However, we have no other place to keep you where you will be safe”



Whereyou can't get into mischief, Leiathought.

"Y ou must say in thishal, with the door locked. Y ou may usethe cdls-if you like." Leiaknew from the
stubborn set of her daughter's jaw that Jainawas far from satisfied, and Leiadid not blame her.

"If one of them'sbad,” Jainasaid, "and you have to shut him in--don't use my cell.” She pointed at one of
the doors, indistinguishable from al therest. "Because | brokethelatch!" Leiaknet beside her and
hugged her.

"It was very clever and brave of you to do that." "And | put sand in their pants and Jacen made the
myrmins bite them!" Jacen looked at the floor. "But the Proctors killed them. The myrmins” he said
oftly.

Lelahugged him tight. "Oh, my dear.

My dear child." She held hisface between her hands and kissed him on the forehead. "That makes them
hero myrmins--doesn't it?" He nodded, only alittle comforted.

As L elashepherded the children from the gathering hall, Rillao and Chewbacca met her.
"I found another group of children,” Rillao said.

"Those arethe hdperd" Jainasaid. "They do whatever Hethrir tells them to, they're even meaner than the
Proctors." Lelaexchanged alook of concern with Rillao.

These young helpers, Leiathought, may be much harder to liberate than my children, and the children
who resisted Hethrir with them.

"And we found the cook and her assistants.

Leila, we must hurry, Hethrir isgoing to Asylum Station--" "' So the Head Proctor told me. The Indexer
wasright. But first we have to seeto--" She gestured around her, distressed. Her strongest desire wasto
fling Alderaan back into hyperspace and follow Hethrir.

But she could not leave the stolen children out here in nowhere by themselves. L eiahesitated, wondering
whether it would be harder to persuade Rillao to stay behind, or Chewbacca.

Chewbaccawhuffled.
"Oh!" Leasaid. "Of course--" "Wewill take them with us" Rillao said.
"Wewill taketheworldcraft.” "Well take it away from here" Leiasaid.

"But well send it to safety.” "A practical suggestion, Ldila™ "How long will it take to moveit?' "Only a
few minutes" Rillao sad.

"In hyperspace, the worldcraft is asfast as any other ship. | will chart our course.”" She strode away, the
green sk pantaloons whipping around her ankles.

For the sake of the other children, Lelaforced hersdlf into afragile camness. Only afew minutes, she
thought.



Jacen looked up a her, hisbrown eyeswide. "It will bedl right, Mama," he said.
"Well find Anakin." Leiaknelt and hugged him, hugged both her twins.

"I know wewill. Very soon.” Jainaleaned againg her. "I'm so hungry, Mama." "Let's go find everyone
somedinner,” Lelasad.

The group of children cheered raggedly.

Jacen led the way toward the dining hall. Asthey approached, atal and massive six-legged being
lumbered down the corridor toward them, tendrils wrapped around the handle of agreat steaming
cauldron. Lelarecognized the being as aVeubg, from a culture she remembered with great affection.
"That's Grake," Jainawhispered. "Who threw usfood." The being stopped.

"What are you doing, Grake?' Leiaasked.

"Taking the children'sgruel to the Proctors,” Grake said. "The Proctors dinner ison the table for the
children." The children cheered and rushed down the hall.

Chewbacca hurried after them, to be sure everyone got ashare.

"Go," Lelasaid to Jainaand Jacen. "Go with Chewbacca and get some supper.” They ran after their
friend.

Leiaglanced into the cauldron Grake was carrying.

"Thisisdreadful,” shesad. "It lookslike old dishwater. Whatever were you planning to do with it?' "Give
it to the Proctors," Grake said.

"To see how they likeit." "That's out of the question.” Leiastopped. "Y ou said --th was the children's
supper?’ Grake would not meet Leids gaze.

"How could you servethisto children?' "How could | not, madam?' Lelawaited.

"Lord Hethrir ordered it." ™Y ou had the choice whether to follow the order or not!" "I did not, madam.”
"Because you needed the job? Because held be angry a you?' "Because I'm adave, madam. Because
Lord Hethrir hasthe power of life and death and punishment over me." Shocked, unable to speek for a
moment, Leiagently took the cauldron from Grake. Then she put her handsinto the mass of Grake's
tendrils, and let the tendrils wrap around her fingers.

"l am most sincerdly sorry for the manner in which | spoketo you," Lelasaid to Grake. "Y ou are no
longer adave. You arefree. | cannot take you home for alittie while yet. But | will." Grake trembled.

"Thank you, madam,” she said, her voice soft and rough.

"Will you show methe kitchen?' Leiasaid. "And the laundry? Theréswork for meto do.” "What am | to
do?" "Whatever pleasesyou.” "It pleases me to cook real food for the children.” ™Y ou do understand that
you'refree?' "l do understand, madam. That'swhy it pleasesme." "Thank you, then," Lelasaid. She
smiled ruefully. "I've never had occasion to learn to be agood cook.” "Come dong,” Grake said



patiently.

"Never too lateto start learning.” She hesitated, glancing at the cauldron. "What about this?' "Well throw
itout,” Lelasaid. "And send bread, and fruit, and soup--rea soup--ffthe Proctors.” "Becauseit pleases
us" Grekesaid.

Tigris had passed his childhood on aremote, boring, pastoral world, kept from his destiny. Since Lord
Hethrir rescued him, he had lived on the quiet worldcraft.

Tigrisloved Crsaih Station.

The welcome dome of Crseih ways overwhelmed him with its noise and activity. People poked at him,
plucked his deeve, offered him sweetmeats and jewelry and a selection of robes, one of them asilky
white one that he wanted more than he had ever wanted anything materid in hislife.

But as Lord Hethrir preferred, he walked without pausing, without alowing himself to be vigbly tempted.

Anakin reached for one of the sweetmests. The sweetmeat-monger drew the tray away, spirding its
wrinkly arms, and the tray, out of Anakin's grasp.

"Patience, smdl person,” the being said. "Y ou must pay, first." "Pay?" Tigris asked, curioudy. He knew
the concept of paying, but only in context of Lord Hethrir's political dedlings and hisinvolvement in the
trade. Pay for food, for clothing? He tried to remember if he had paid for anything when he was a child.
He had avague memory of trading, of being given gifts, of hismother providing aid to one of the other
villagers, then finding abushd of fruit or abrace of game or alength of cloth on the doorstep the next
moming.

"Yes, pay! You are not abeggar and | am not ad-gder.” The being extended an eyestalk and bent its
eye up and down, regarding Tigris.

"Or perhapsyou are abeggar.” Lord Hethrir had not even paused. He strode away, followed by the
phalanx of his Proctors. In amoment they would disappear into the crowd. Tigris scooped Anakin up
and hurried away from the siweetmest-monger. The being followed, bulging along with limber
gracelessness.

"Thisisnot atransaction of world-shaking magnitude,” the being said.

"I have no account,” Tigrissaid. "Nothing to transfer to you.” "No one makes atransfer to buy a
sweetmesat! Where are you from, the planet of foolish people? All it requiresisacoin of the least
magnitude." "Excuseme," Tigris sad, dipping between two groups of beings and nearly getting tangled in
their tentacles. He had not redlized, before interposing himsalf between them, that they were engagingin
some unexplained interaction.

The sweetmeat-monger caught up with him on the other side of the group of tentacled beings.

Tigriswiped dimefrom hisface and hisdeeve.

"| seeyou are from the planet of the foolish people,” the being said. "Y ou aren't safe to be around, even
to make asae. Your pardon, small person,” it said to Anakin, and disappeared.

Tigris rushed through the crowd, heedless of giving offense, trying to catch up to the end of the marching



Proctors. Hislord walked quickly. A path opened before Lord Hethrir. But Tigris had to edge through.
Hedid hisbest not to run into anyone else. He wished L ord Hethrir were unaware of his moment of
digraction, hisfascination with the materia things being offered to him at the entryway.

Especidly the white robe.

He knows what's happening behind him, Tigris thought. He ways knows.

He labored after Hethrir, Anakin growing heavier and heavier in hisarms. Hethrir never looked back.
The children ate with desperate appetite. It broke Lelds heart to watch them. She sat in the dining hall
with Jainaand Jacen, unable to eat anything herself. She cautioned the children not to eat too quickly, or
too much. She feared that nevertheless there would be upset somachs tonight.

"l want to go home," said one of the little ones.

"l want to go home!" Soon dl the children were clamoring for their homes, their families.

Leiaknew exactly how they felt.

AsLeacamed the children, Rillao entered the dining hall.

"Well take you home soon,” Leiasaid.

"l promise. For now, anice hot bath and a nice warm bed. How does that sound?' She saw afew
trembly lips and teary eyes, they wanted to go home now and Leiadid not blame them.

She only hoped their families could be found.

Had Hethrir murdered their familiesin order to stedl them?[ they al from the passenger freighters?
Or--were their families the people Winter had gone to meet, who thought their children had run away?

Rillao perched on the bench beside Jaina.

"The worldcraft will enter hyperspace soon,” Rillao said softly to Leia "Before morning, well reach
Asylum Sation.”

Hethrir strode into alodgein aquiet park. The only sound was the ripple and splash of the water in the
pools and streams of the lobby.

Tigrisfollowed. Anakin wriggled to get down. Tigrislet him free, gratefully, then had to hurry after him as
thelittle boy headed straight for the irresstible ponds. He crouched down and splashed at the edge of a
gtill circle of water, patting the surface to spread ripples.

"My lord." The rainbow whirlwind wavered into view, hovering above one of the streams. "All isready
for you." "Have my guests arrived?’ Hethrir asked.

"Yes, my lord," thewhirlwind host replied.

"They will gather to meet you when--" A purple humanoid droid clattered into the [obby.



"I smply do not understand,” the purple droid said, "why you're being so disagreeable about this
gtuation." The purple droid followed a service droid, gesturing as he spoke. The service droid'slarge
carrying surface bore a couple of smal vaises, ascattering of opened and unopened emergency ration
packs, and a battered bunch of ugly flowers without avase.

The carrying droid rumbled areply comprehensible only in itsindifference.
"Hdt!" said the hogt. Itsrainbow colors brightened in athreatening manner.
The sarvice droid lurched to ahalt. The ugly flowers scattered on the floor.

"What do you mean, performing an eviction through the front door?' "Thisis quite absurd!" the purple
droid said. "We are no more than hourslate with the rent.

My human companions will return soon and pay you! They are very busy people!” The service droid
snatched up the spilled flowers with its pincers, breaking the sems and littering the floor with crushed
petds. The petas oozed paefluid. Lord Hethrir watched without expression. The Proctors stood in
perfect array, but the droid's distress amused them.

"Mr. Thregpffwas Anakin shouted. He ran to the purple droid, bouncing with excitement.
Tigris bolted after him but could not keep him from fastening his arms around the Strange droid'sleg.

"Master Anakin?' the droid said. "Master Anakin! Whatever are you doing here? Where are your
brother and sster? Where is Prin--yr mother?' "Bring the child back," Hethrir said.

"Who areyou, sr?' the droid asked Hethrir. "1 have not been instructed that you are permitted to attend
Magter Anakinffwas"Y ou have mistaken this child for someone else. You arein error. Perhagps you need
your brain circuitswiped.” Tigrishurried to Anakin and managed to pry hislittle hands from the droid's
knee. The droid tried to interfere, but Tigrisfended him off.

Anakin shrieked wildly. He kicked at Tigriss shins.

"Ow!" Tigrissad. "Don't, Anakin, come away, leave the Mr. Droid alone. Y our pardon, sir.” "Who are
you, young sir? What are you doing with Master Anakin?' As soon as Tigrisfreed Anakin from the
droid'slegs, Lord Hethrir strode past him, drawing his lightsaber.

The lightsaber flamed wildly. Its energy blade arced through the droid's head and body. The handle
back-flashed. Sparks pierced the air, searing it into ozone. Lord Hethrir shouted a curse--his
high-pitched shout startled Tigris even more than the failure of the lightsaber--and dropped the handle.
The blade seared afissure into the smooth flagstone, flashed to brilliance, and faded.

Tigris had never seen anything likeit.

Thedroid, frozen in place, toppled onto the stone floor with agreat metalic clank. He shivered violently,
then fell quiet. Purple paint flaked from him, reveding patchy bits of gold.

Anakin screamed and struggled. "Mr.

Threep! Mr. Thregp!" Tigris scooped him up and held him, despite his crying and kicking.



"It'sdl right, little one," he whigpered.

"Shh, shh." Confused and angry and exhausted after the long trip and the long confinement, Anakin
lapsed into frustrated sobs.

"Fetch my lightsaber,” Hethrir said to Tigris.

Frightened but resolute, Tigris bent down awkwardly, holding Anakin in one arm, and picked up the
pomme of the lightsaber. He was sure it would explode; instead, it felt dead in hishand. He offered it to
Lord Hethrir, but the Lord ignored him.

"I do beg your pardon for this unforgivable disturbance," the whirlwind host said to Lord Hethrir. “The
droid clearly hastwisted circuits. It already tried to defraud me!" "Secure the droid,” Hethrir said. "It's
dangerous. Later perhapswe will wipeit and recycleit.” "Very well, my lord,” the whirlwind said.

The service droid wrestled the collapsed droid onto its carrying surface and rolled away into the
shadows.

Anakin gtared at the service droid, and at the comatose purple and gold droid, with wide, frightened
eyes.

"Mr. Threep," he whispered.

Lord Hethrir put one hand on his forehead and gazed down at him.

"It can't be of useto you, littleone," he said.

"We're the ones who will take care of you."

In the Proctors large, airy dormitory, Leiaand her comrades moved the beds together to form adeeping
platform big enough for al the children. The cupboards held extra blankets and comforters, enough for
everyone to be toasty warm even with the windows open.

Rillao and Artoo-Detoo went to handle the worldship's controls during the entrance into hyperspace,
while Chewbaccaand Leiatucked the children in. Jainaand Jacen sat on the deeping platform but did
not get under the covers.

"I want to stay with you, Mama," Jainawhispered. "Me, too," Jacen said.

"You aren't too deepy?" Jacen shook his head. Jainayawned.

"I haveto go over to Alderaan,” Lelasaid.

"Would you like to come with me, and deep in my cabin?' Both twins nodded energetically.
"Thegroundisgoing to shake," Lelasad to al the children. "Just for alittle while. It meansthe worldcraft
ismoving. Therés nothing to be scared of. Chewbacca will be right here with you.” The children snuggled
contentedly under their blankets.

Chewbacca crooned a cradle song from his homeworld. As Lealeft the dormitory with Jaina and Jacen,
severd of thelittle ones climbed out of bed and scampered to the Wookiee, to cuddle againgt his



brindled fur. He put hisarms around them dl, and continued his”wless song.

Leiasmiled. Children took to Chewbaccaingtantly.

Leiatook Jainaand Jacen to her cabin and tucked them into her bunk and sat with them.
Jacen's four-winged bat fluttered up to the ceiling, landed againgt the wall, and clung there.

Alderaan shuddered benesath them. The worldcraft and itstiny sun pulled at each other, accelerating, and
the ground quaked and rumbled.

Jaina sat up, excited, and Jacen patted the bulkhead beside him.
"It'sliketaking off!" Jainasad.
"Exactly like" Lelasad.

The worldcraft trangted into hyperspace. The shuddering stopped. Jainawriggled back down under the
covers.

"We're going to rescue Anakin, aren't we?' she asked. "And Lusa--bbf they cut off her hornd” "Yes"

Leiasaid, hoping she wastelling the truth. Now that they were in hyperspace, she looked and listened for
Anakin. She could find no trace of him.

"I missed you so much, Mamaffwas Jainasaid, holding her hand.

"I missed you, too, my darling. Do you know | followed you through hyperspace? | could fed you caling
tome. | dmost lost you--but then | heard you again." Jainaflung hersdlf into Leidsarms. "Every timewe
tried to use the Force, Hethrir stopped us! Wetried to use the barrier! To protect Anakin. But he
stopped us! | know | wasn't supposed to do anything el se, without Uncle Luke, but | thought--we
tried--he's il stopping us, but we could do little things-" "It'sal right, Jaina. It'sal right.

I'm so proud of you both." She tucked them in, pulling awarm blanket up around them.

"Mama?' Jaina asked.

"Yes, swestie" "Can you make him stop?' "Make who stop? Stop what?' "Jainaand | can't hear each
other," Jacen said, "like Uncle Luke taught us." Leiafrowned with concern.

"Sweetheart, why not?' "Because Hethrir won't et usl” "But heisn't here, darlings. HE's nowhere near, he
can't touch you." Both children stared at her, wanting to believe her but afraid.

"Hedtill can," Jainawhispered.
Leiaclosed her eyes and opened hersdlf to the widest range of her perceptions.

She found nothing. She reached, asfar as she could. She could fed her children'sfear, she could fed
what they had experienced while Hethrir controlled them. Her heart trembled, near breaking.

"Heisn't here" shesaid again. "Y ou're safe now." Jainaand Jacen hugged each other. The glimmer of
their barrier shone around them, then vanished like a spark, beneath the waterfal of their fear. Hethrir



was gone, but he had left behind him such fear that Leia could not touch it.

Lelascooped her children up and hugged them.

Jainaand Jacen held her desperatdly tight.

Rillao ran into the cabin, her hair flying and her eyeswide.

"What are you doing? Who are you? Who--" She stared at the children, then turned her gazeto Leia.
"Youare Jedi," shesad.

Leiashook her head. "No," she said.

"I'm untrained, the children are just beginning their training--How did you know?" "Y ou just gave methe
worst heedache | have ever suffered in my life" "Make Hethrir go away, Mama,”" Jacen said.

"He's gone, dear one. He can't touch you now." But Jainaand Jacen stared at her, unable to believe
Hethrir had no distant control over them.

Rillao sat on the bed beside Lelaand her children. With thetip of her finger, she stroked Jainas hair, then
Jacen's, delicately. They both looked up, wide-eyed, frightened and fascinated.

"Your mamaisright,” Rillao said.

"Hethrir has no power to touch you anymore." Rillao spoke softly. As she spoke, as she stroked the
children's hair, the strands of terror within Jaina and Jacen disappeared beneath her touch.

Leawatched, astonished.
"Better, now?' Rillao asked.

Jainaand Jacen hesitated for amoment, asif they had been shut away from sunlight for so long that they
could not believeits return. Then Jainalaughed doud and Jacen smiled. They legped up.

They grabbed hands and spun around and around; they grabbed Lelas hand, and Rillao's, and drew
them into their circle. The children's barrier spirded up around them all like aglowing whirlwind. Their
laughter filled the room.

They fdl down, deliberatdly, laughing and giggling. Leiafel down beside them and hugged them.
Rillao sat on her heds nearby, watching, with aslent amile.

"Thank you, thank you!" Jaina cried. Jacen watched Rillao gravely. "Y es, thank you," he said.

"Yourewedcome." Rillao turned to Leia. "Wemust speak.” "Yes. Wemust." Lelagathered up the twins.
"Y ou're getting so big!" she said. She put them back into her bunk and tucked them in again.

They were exhausted, but calm. She kissed them and sat beside them. In amoment they had falen
adeep.



Rillao had |eft the cabin. Leiafound her in the copilot's chair, staring out the forward port, into the
worldcraft's ky, her faceilluminated by the lights of hyperspace.

"Who areyou?' Lelaasked. "You'reaJedi, aren't you? A real Jedi Knight." "1 was," Rillao whispered.
Lelasa inthe pilot's chair and turned toward the Firrerreo.
"Tel me." "l wasastudent... of Lord Vader." "But--" Lela protested.

Rillao stopped her with agesture. "He taught usin secret. Even after the Empire declared our people
subhuman, and destroyed us, he kept me... and one other.” " And when the Empire fell, you both fled.”
Lelaspoke coally, holding herself under tight control so shewould not revea her horror.

Rillao, a pawn of the Empire?
"Itisnot quitethat smple” Rillao said.
"When we were young, just beginning our studies, we both... wefdl inlove.

"Lord Vader believed we would produce a child with extraordinary talent, one he could bend to the use
of the Empire." "And... did you?' Leiaasked. She thought, This could be the cause of the rumorsLukeis
investigating. What is my brother facing? A youth astaented as Anakin, trained by my father, Darth
Vader, Dark Lord of the Sith.

She shivered.

Rillao smiled gently. "We produced achild. An ordinary, sweet child. Tigris... | was so happy when |
redized he had no talent for the Force." "Happy!" Lelaexclamed, smultaneoudy shocked and relieved.

"Even before our child, | became... adisgppointing student to Lord Vader.” "But you're extraordinarily
talented,” Leiasaid. "How could you be disgppointing?’ "Can't you guess, my friend?' She smiled,
fiercdly thistime, showing the sharp tips of her unusualy prominent canine teeth.

Leawaited.

"I was not tempted to the dark side," Rillao said. "It repelled me. | had no desire for power over other
people. | could not understand Lord Vader's compulsion to gain it, any more than he could understand
my desireto escapeit.” "At theend of hislife," Leiasaid, "he would have understood.” " Then perhaps he
found peace. | am glad. But when | knew him, he was driven. He had no patience for my weaknesses.
Lelila, | am possessed of agift. | can hedl, and strengthen, and soothe.” "As you hedled and soothed my
children,” Lelasaid.

Rillao nodded. "Lord Vader forbade meto exercise my healing taents. Inturn, | resisted hisinstruction.
Both Lord Vader and my lover found me undependable.” Her quiet breathing deepened, and she closed
her eyes.

"I could not bear it," she said. "Lord Vader treated me with scorn. My lover... ceased to love me. His
fedingsfor medid not vanish.

| could have bornethat. | could have borne hatred in place of love. But contempt..." She paused for so
long Leiawas afraid she would not--cd not--complete her story. Leia placed her hand gently over



Rillao's

"What happened?’ "Lord Vader appointed my lover--y understand that he is the one whose name |
spoke to you, you understand that he is Hethrir?--Procurator of Justice.

He charged him with the destruction of our world, and the abduction of afreighter full of our people.”
"Y our own world! Hisown people! How--" But she knew how. It was not even rare.

"Hedid it to prove hisloyalty, hisloyaty above al to the Empire. He thought, if he proved himsdlf, the
Empire would declare him human after al." Shelaughed bitterly. "1 wondered, after our world died, why
anyone would want to be considered human.” Leianodded. After the destruction of Alderaan, she had
wondered the same thing.

"Before our child wasborn, | fled. After the child came, | hid us on the smallest, meekest, most
backward worlds. Lord Vader had great hopes for my son, and | feared what he might do when he
discovered my son could not fulfill hisambitions.” "Nether could hisown,” Leawhispered. "No, never
mind, it'stoo complicated to explain, | didn't mean to interrupt you." "When the Empirefell,” Rillao said,
"I thought perhaps we were safe. | did not know what had happened to my lover. | grieved that he was
dead. | grieved for my world, ruined by the arrogance of the Empire. | grieved for my people, sent |
knew not where into space to afar destination. My child and | lived happily. As happily aswe could,
alone. | could not even answer my child's questions about hisfather. | practiced my craft, but in secret.

"And then," Rillao said softly, "1 discovered thet | need not have grieved for my lover's death. The onel
had loved discovered us. He had been seeking us constantly. He has vast resources. He foresaw thefall
of the Empire, and he prepared for it. We struggled.” She looked away, ashamed. "He overcame me.”
"Y ou'd practiced hedling. He practiced for war." "He overcame me," Rillao said, turning asde Leas
excusesfor her. "Heimprisoned me. He took our child. He has had our child for fiveyears." And, Leia
redized, Hethrir had imprisoned Rillao in the passenger freighter, under torture, for five years.

"What did hewant of you?' Leiaasked softly, meaning, He could have killed you cleanly, but he choseto
torment you, for dl that time.

"He wanted to win me back, of course,” Rillao said. "Or bresk meto hiswill. It made no differenceto
him, | think, aslong as| surrendered to his bidding. He wanted a partner, or a pawn, to strengthen his
rule of the Empire Reborn." She stretched out her hands, spread her long fingers, turned her hands over
to reved the scarred pams, and clenched her figts.

"And he wanted our child to be hisheir. To the Empire Reborn and to hisdark power.” She smiled again,
but her eyeswere full of tears.

"My sweet son... | fear what Hethrir has doneto him, in five years. He cannot fulfill hisfather's ambitions
for him. He cannot gain, for Hethrir, full accessto the dark sde. He could be afine scientist, or an arti<t,
or an explorer-diplomat. He cannot be aJedi.” "And you haven't even seen himinfiveyears" Lela
exclamed in sympathy. Shetried to imagine missing Jainaand Jacen for five years. Shedid not think she
would survive.

"l have seen him," Rillao said. "He came to the chamber with hislord. He called metraitor, and weekling,
and fool." She scrubbed the back of her hand across her eyes, dashing the tears away angrily.

"I mugt find him, Ldlila" shesad.



"Perhaps he'sdready lost to me... lost to himsdlf.

But perhaps Hethrir has not yet extinguished his sweetness. What your children said of him gave me
hope." "My nameisnt Ldila" Leiasad.

"Y ou need not tell me--" "It's Leia. And when we rescue Ti--when we rescue your son, and mine, well
go hometo Coruscant. Y ou'll have asafe haven.

You'll have colleagues. Luke--my brother, Luke Skywalker--w be so excited to meet you!" To her
astonishment, Rillao dropped to one knee before her, avkward in the cramped pilot's cabin.

"Princess Leaof Alderaan," she said.

"Freedom fighter, destroyer of the Empire, and founder of the New Republic. | pledge you my loyalty. |
should have recognized you--" Suddenly shy, Leiabegan twisting and plaiting her hair into amessy heap
on top of her head.

"I wastraveling incognito,” shesad.
Chapter 11

Leiahugged Chewbaccawhen he boarded Alderaan and cameto her cabin to assure himsdf that Jaina
and Jacen were safe.

Under Grake'swatchful eye, the other stolen children dept on the worlderaft, which was programmed to
travel to Munto Codru. There, the children would be safe, and the work of finding their homes and
families could begin.

"Will you stay in my cabin with Jainaand Jacen?' Leiaasked Chewbacca. "I don't want to leave them
aone." Chewbacca snorted a question.

"Yes" Leiasad. "You are an excdlent navigator. But Rillao knows the route to Asylum Station.”
Chewbacca growled his opinion of anavigator who had not flown for at least five years, but the growl

wasjust for show. He laid one huge hand gently on Lelas head, and sat on the end of the bunk where the
twinswere deeping.

Lelahurried to her pilot's seet. Shelifted Alderaan off the worldcraft. The worldcraft vanished into the
brightness of hyperspace, on itsway to refuge. Leiagave the controls over to Rillao.

They were on their way to Asylum Station, and Anakin.

Han strolled happily dong the quiet path. What agreat evening. No one bothering him, the razor edge of
his concentration sharpened rather than dulled by the excellent de, nothing to worry about, nothing to
think about, playing cards on ingtinct and nerve. Winning.

Hefdt terrific.

And he knew what to do about Waru.

Thelobby of the lodge was deserted. He was rather disappointed. If the host had shown up and
harassed him for the rent, he could have laughed and thrown hard cash money at the whirlwind's feet.



No, not feet. Whatever the whirlwind used instead of feet. He could have pitched the creditsinto the
hogt'stwisty gullet.

He dipped on the flagstone floor and nearly fell.

What the--? he thought. I'm not that drunk.

He glanced at the spot that had tripped him up. A cracked floor tile was littered with thick, ugly flower
petas. He had stepped on one and it had squashed under his hedl. The petalslooked like they came from
the same flowers Threepio had pilfered for the breskfast table.

Probably the cleaning droid mistook them for garbage and took them away, Han said to himself.

Then dropped them on the floor.

Han climbed the stairstwo at atime. Hewould give the rent money to Threepio. Only fair to let the droid
pay the host, since Threepio had been the one to explain and excuse their being late with the payment.

Hefdt cleanly and completdly tired. He looked forward to deeping late. By afternoon, evening anyway,
Luke would have cooled off.

And I've cooled off, too, Han thought.
If the kid doesn't jump down my throat again, everything will befine.
His code would not open the door to hisroom.

"Hey!" He banged on the door. "Let mein!™ After amoment, the door-screen lit up with theimage of a
beautiful woman, wrapped in arobe, her hair disheveled.

"Thisisno timefor trading,” she said. "Come back at acivilized hour. Well go to my ship and I'll display
the new merchandise." "Trading? Merchandiss? Huh? Who are you?

What are you doing in my room?' He thought, If Luke seesher, I'll never be able to make him
understand about me and Xaverri. I'll never get him to believe thisisamisunderstanding.

"Thisismy room, gr, and | am deeping init." Peering close, he rechecked the room number. No, he had
made no mistake.

"I've been herefor dayd" he said. "My stuff isin the closet!" "My things arein the closet. Go away. |
have caled the host." The door-screen faded away and she would not reply to Han's knocking, or his
shouts.

A couple of large droids trundled toward him, one from each end of the corridor. They looked like
Artoo-Detoo on growth hormones. With a pincer maneuver, they herded him toward the stairs, bumping
him roughly despite his protests, then trundled on thick treads after him, one before him, one behind.

In the lobby, the lodge's host waited for him.

"What's going on?' Han said. "Who'sthat in my room? Where are my colleagues? Where's our Suff?
"My establishment has been reserved by a conference,” the host said. ™Y ou and your colleagues have



consigtently been late with your rent, so | required them to find other shelter.” Han threw ahandful of
credits a the host.

The credits fluttered through the whirlwind image and scattered over the pool's surface.

"There" "Too late.” The two overgrown droids nudged up against Han's back and pushed him toward
the door, rolling over the crushed flower petd's and releasing a powerful cloud of their fetid odor.

"Wait! Hold on!" Han pushed at the droids. He had no effect. Their pressure increased and their
progress continued unhampered.

"Dammit, where did my friendsgo?" "' do not know," thewhirlwind said.

"Furthermore, | do not care." The droids bumped Han outside so roughly that he nearly fell on the steps.
The door dammed shut behind him. Catcalls followed him through the darkness.

In the warm damp night, Han swore.

Where did they go? he wondered. They didn't have any money ..

AsHan walked, the crystal star dawned.

Firgt dawn and second dawn no longer occurred in opposition, second dawn blasting first sunset out of
the sky. The crystal star had plummeted past Crseih Station, falling closer to the black hole. It rose,
creating first dawn.

Nearly in conjunction, the blazing whirlpool of the black hole exploded over the horizon.

Between the interference of the burning whirlpool and the haphazardly effective barriers of the radiation
shields, Han's comlink was unreliable. He tried to reach Luke or Threepio, but received no answer.

Hetried to force himsdlf to think clearly.

Of course: they must have gone back to the Falcon. Too much trouble to come and find me, not that |
exactly left “w where I'd be. I'll haveto go all the way back to the landing fied..

He tramped back down the path.
Suddenly the light around him dimmed a bit.
Han glanced upward.

The white dwarf plunged behind the accretion disk of the black hole. For amoment, communication
cleared dightly. Han called the Fal con.

No one answered except the Falcon's automeatic systems. No one had entered the ship since Threepio
fetched the emergency rations.

Neither Threepio nor Luke had left him amessage.

AsHantried to cal Luke directly, the white dwarf appeared from behind its companion. The interference



increased again, blasting Han's connection to the Falcon.

Could Luke have gone back to Waru? Han thought. Maybe he doesn't even know we're thrown out of
our room. Maybe Threepio went to find him..

The daylight brightened again.

Instead of soaring outward from the black hole, the white dwarf sailed around in front of it. Its eccentric
eliptica orbit had changed phase, to an orbit nearly circular. The black hole drew the crystaline white
dwarf closer. Asthe crystd star spun around the black hole, astream of glowing plasmaripped fromits
surface. The dying star whirled around the black hole, plasmasurging from it asit soun. Thetwo stars
formed adouble whirlpoal of light.

Asthe binary rose higher in the sky, the strange harsh light mottled the dome and the ground.

Han blinked, wishing for aclearer, warmer, more ordinary light. He did not even want to know the
grength of the X-ray flux.

Threepio was right about the radiation, Han thought.

Han reached the wel come dome, where the lights of the sgns and shops obliterated the burning of the
black hole. The welcome dome was as active, bright, and noisy now, at double-dawn, asit had been at
gtar-dusk, and a midnight.

Han sighed. He was not interested in anything the wel come dome had to offer. All hewanted was afew
hours deep. Instead, he trudged away toward Waru's compound, thinking, Haven't these folks ever
heard of public transportation?

Alderaan's molten skin shivered beneath the assault of X raysasit doveinto the strange system.

Asylum Station spun in space, achaotic cluster of irregular, cratered asteroids, held together with
communicating tunnelsand gravity fields.

Leiafrowned. She had never been to Asylum Station, yet she recognized it. There could not be two such
strange stations.

"It's Crsaihffwas she exclaimed, as Artoo-Detoo whistled the same conclusion.

"Crseih Sationffwas"Yes," Rillao said. "ltsread nameis Crsalh. Inthetrade, it isknown as Asylum. Do
you know it?' "My husband and my brother are here," she said.

Shefdt both hope and joy. "If Anakin'shere, Lukewill know it!" She might land on Crseith Station and
find her little boy waiting to meet her, safe and free.

Sheimagined him running toward her, imagined his arms wrapped around her neck, imagined hugging him
to her.

Sheimagined the empty spot in her heart, filling with his presence.

Shetried to reach Han, to contact the Millennium Falcon, but the same radiation flux that had prevented
her calling him from Munto Codru now blasted her communications out of the sky.



Crsaih Station was cut off from the rest of the gaaxy by the frenzy of the double gar.

"Bepatient,” Rillao said. "Soon wewill find out. Soon wewill know." ™Y ou sound like my brother!” Leia
sghed in distress. For al she knew, Han and L uke had finished their investigation--theirthe vacation--and
headed back home before Hethrir brought Anakin to Crseih.

Near tears, Leiacaught her breath. She pressed her hands against her eyes and extended her perceptions
asfar asshe could.

Shefdt nothing.

Shelet her handsfall.

Rillao, beside her, patted her shoulder gently.
"We're dill adistance from Crsaih,” shesaid.

"Let'snot distress oursalves quite yet." Leia saw that Rillao had searched for Tigris, as Leiahad searched
for Anakin, and failed to find him.

Leashook hersdf and tried to take Rillao's advice.

Before Leia, beyond Crseih, abinary system blazed. A white dwarf star plunged around awhirlpool of
glowing debris. The black hole within the whirlpool ripped at the surface of the white dwarf, drawing
sar-stuff into explosive destruction.

Lelagazed at itswild beaty.

"Thisisthe oddest system I've ever been in,” Leiasaid, searching for something to distract her attention.
"The oddest, and the most violent." Artoo-Detoo beeped, and ageyser of information burst into the air
above his carapace. He warbled with excitement.

Leladeciphered Artoo's display of information.

"He saysthey're odd indeed,” Lelasaid.

Artoo amplified aportion of the information and pushed it toward her.

"Dying?' Leiaexclamed. "Thegar isdying?' Leialooked closer, interpreting what Artoo showed her.
"All white dwarf garsare dying. The sar--it'sfreezing.” "A freezing sar?' Rillao said kepticaly. "I think
your droid isjoking with us." "Artoo hasalot of good qudities," Lelasaid, "but he doesn't have muchin
the way of asense of humor. What's hgppening is, the star's so dense it's nothing but a quantum plasma.
It'svery, very old, so old it's stopped burning. It's giving up its heat to the universe.

Freezing into one huge quantum crystd.” Lelaheard awhimper from the far end of the companionway.
She jumped up and ran from the cockpit to her cabin, to her children. Chewbacca sat beside them,
looming over them protectively.

Jaina and Jacen awakened, Jainawith acry, Jacen pae and silent.



"It'sdl right, dear ones,” Leiasaid.

She and Chewbacca hugged them. She wished she had |eft them back on the worldcraft, safe and sound,
yet she was desperately grateful to have them with her.

"Is Hethrir back?" Jainawhispered.
"No," Lelasaid. "He's nowhere near.

I'll never let him near you. Did you have adream? A nightmare?' Jaina nodded somberly from the safety
of Chewbaccasarms.

"My head hurts, Mama." Jacen held Lelatight.

Lelarocked him, crooning. After awhile, they fell back into uneasy deep. Leiatucked themin,
Chewbacca fastened a safety guard around them.

Alderaan was about to land on Crseth Station.

* * * Tigris entered the meeting hal of Crseih Station'stravelers lodge. The long stone pews werefilled.
Shimmering white velvet backed the dais upon which Lord Hethrir would stand.

Againg the brilliant white, Hethrir's gold and red hair would blaze like flame, and his dark eyeswould
burn.

Tigris recognized most of the people who waited for Lord Hethrir. Lady Ucce sat in the place of honor
reserved for the most generous donor to the Empire Reborn. Lord Qagqugqgu sat among Lord Hethrir's
lesser supporters. Many of the guests had visited the worldcraft, either as members of thetrade or as
supplicants for Hethrir's favor. Others had been promoted from Proctor to Empire Y outh and sent out to
work in secret on behdf of the Empire Reborn. Their reunion was uniquein Tigriss experience. The

Y ouths set themsdlves off with their pae uniforms, their medds, their elegant long coats.

Every free person at the meeting was devoted to the memory of the Empire, and to Lord Hethrir's plan
for the Empire Reborn.

They had never before gathered like this. Something new and strange was happening. Tigris was proud
to beinvolved, no matter how smadl his part.

A child of anonhuman species accompanied each guest. All the guests, of course, were human. It was
the place of humansto restore the Empire and to regain their power.

Tigris saw the centaur child who had joined Anakin's Sster in defying the rules of Lord Hethrir's schoal.
Infact, many of the dave children in the room were from the group that Lord Hethrir had just culled and
sold. It seemed odd to Tigristhat the guests would want to be atended by daves so young and untrained
that they had to be leashed. Some il cried for their mothers. But it was not Tigriss placeto criticize
Lord Hethrir's guedts.

Keeping hissilence, holding Anakin's hand, Tigrislooked for aplace to sit. The meeting room was very
full.

The Proctors gathered just outside.



"Risel" Tigrishurried into the last pew, pulling Anakin with him. All around, the guests rose and bowed
their heads. Tigris stared at the floor, waiting for Hethrir's permission to look up again.

Lord Hethrir's retinue of young Proctors marched through the doorway and up the aide and fanned out
on either side of the podium.

Lord Hethrir swept in.

"Were you planning to keep my lightsaber?' Tigris straightened up, startled by Hethrir'slow and
dangerous voice. The Lord frowned down at him.

Tigrispaed. The pommd of the lightsaber lay heavy in the pocket of hisragged robe. He fumbled for the
saber and gaveit to hislord. He should have followed Hethrir to his room and returned the saber
immediately. Instead he had calmed Anakin.

He should have left Anakin to cry himsdlf to silence.

The child mugt, after dl, learn to control himsdif.

Hethrir strode down the central aide and took his place on the podium.

"Y ou may be seeted,” Hethrir said.

But one of the guests remained standing.

Tigrisrecognized him. His name was Brashaa. He was an undistinguished member of Lord Hethrir's
following. How dare he defy Hethrir's command?

Hethrir looked down at Brashaa, with every evidence of welcome. Tigris thought he detected a hint of
amusement in Lord Hethrir's expression. Amusement, and contempt. Brashaa was a notorious miser. He
was not even attended by adave. Instead, he dragged Anakin's pet after him on aheavy chain. Lord
Hethrir had given Lady Ucce the ugly black six-legged creature for free. It panted and whined. Slaver
dripped fromits heavy, pitted fangs. Lady Ucce must have made a great profit by sdlling it to Brashaa.

"What isit, Brashaa?' Lord Hethrir said.

"My lord. For many years now you have promised action. We grow weary of concedling ourselvesfrom
usurpers of the New Republic." Anakin saw the fanged creature. He jumped off the pew and would have
run toward the mongter if Tigris had not held him back.

"Sit dill, littleone," Tigriswhispered.

" Anakin want woof!" Anakin said.

"Shh." Lord Hethrir said nothing in response to Brashaa. He waited, silent and dangerous, until Brashaa
gathered the courage to continue.

"My lord, we tire--desperatel y--of treating nonhumans as equa beings. We must act soon, before our
children are too much affected by egalitarian propaganda, before our generation istoo old to act--fffight!"
"| think you do not trust me, Brashaa," Hethrir said.



"| trust you with my life andwith my wedth, my lord. | only mean--" "1 sugpect you doubt me, Brashaa."
"Not at al, my lord. Not for amoment.” "I wonder if you are atraitor, Brashaa." "My lord!" Brashaa
protested. He grew pae with dread and regret. Tigrisfelt sorry for him, and horrified that the man had
questioned Lord Hethrir.

"Leave us, Brashaa. Y ou have no part in thismesting. | cannot trust you to hear my plan.” Brashaa stared
at him, speechless even to defend himself. He hesitated, asif he hoped Lord Hethrir would reped the
sentence he had pronounced.

Lord Hethrir stared at him. Brashaas face reddened. He gasped for breath. All around him, people
withdrew, afraid that to stand too close would mean contamination.

A trickle of blood leaked from Brashaa's nostril.

Anakin clambered up on the seat of the pew and stared, wide-eyed and silent. Brashaa dropped the
chain of the fanged creature, who watched its owner asintently as Anakin.

"I beg your forgiveness, my lord!" Lord Hethrir Smply gazed a him.
Thetraitor staggered toward the center aide.

Lord Hethrir's followers made way for him.

No one reached out ahand to help him.

"Y our forgiveness, my lord!" Lord Hethrir would never let him live, after such achalenge. Tigrislooked
away, ashamed of his own weakness but unwilling to watch another man die.

And yet Brashaa did not fal. Hisfootsteps sounded toward the back of the meeting hall.

"Y our forgiveness, my lord!" Tigristurned just in time to see Brashaa flee out the doorway.

The fanged creature looked around. Its ears perked up. Its chain rattled. No one moved to restrain it.
Tigristurned toward Lord Hethrir. He was shocked by hislord's strained face.

Hethrir's complexion was even paler than usua, gray in contrast to the brilliant white of hisrobes and the
soft white velvet.

He did mean Brashaato die! Tigristhought. But something--something went wrong. Theway Lord
Hethrir'slightsaber went wrong.

Anakin plopped himself down on the seet beside Tigris.
"Bad mans, Tigris" hesaid solemnly.
"Shh, little one." Tigris hoped Lord Hethrir did not hear. Anakin clutched Tigrisshand in hisgrubby little

fist. Tigrisdid not draw away. Confused and unhappy, trying to put aside his didoyad ideas, he thought:
Lord Hethrir erred.



The fanged creature skulked down the aide.

Everyoneignored it. Instead of running away, or following its master from the hall, it settled itsdlf at
Anakin'sfest.

"Shoo!" Tigriswhispered.
"Hello, woof," Anakin said. The monster leaned itsugly head against Anakin's knee.
Anakin scratched the black fur behind the creature's ears.

Hethrir's guests had returned their fascinated attention to their lord. Hethrir recovered himsdlf. He smiled
benevolently, asif he had et Brashaalive on purpose.

"Does any one of you have aquestion,” he asked kindly, "before | tell you of my plan?' No one spoke.
At Anakin'sfeet, the wolf-creature whined.

Hot and swesty in the oppressive heat, Han trudged toward Waru's caligraphed building. He was so
tired that the calligraphy legped and spun and rewrote itself in hisvison. He wastraveling againgt the
traffic; Waru's supplicants danced aong the path.

The service must be over, Han thought. Fine.

Maybe I'll meet Luke and Threepio coming out. Maybe they'll meet me halfway.

Maybe Xaverri isaround here somewhere, too, and we can clear everything up al at once.

Theideaof entering Waru's presence again gave him the creeps. If he never had to see the damned thing
again, hewould be perfectly happy.

One of the supplicants stopped Han. "Waru has dismissed us, seeker,” the scaled and feathered being
sad to him. Thefeathersruffled; the scalesturned tan, then pure bright yellow. ™Y ou will haveto cometo
alater service." "It'sokay,” Han said. "I'm meeting someone.”" The feathered being patted his shoulder in
afriendly manner and continued down the wakway.

Han passed the end of the line of departing supplicants. Luke and Threepio were nowherein sght.

Han crossed the silent courtyard, whistling defiantly, and entered Waru's building. His shadows
disappeared. He paused in the cool foyer and listened. A single voice spoke, the “ws and timbre jumbled
by complicated acoustics. After asilence, a second voice replied. Han recognized the second voice:
Waru.

He stepped into the thesater.

At thefoot of the stage, L uke stood with his shoulders dumped, facing Waru.

"l amtired, Luke Skywalker," Waru said.

Oh, fine, Han thought. He'stold that guy who heid!



"Y ou think of me asatirdess benefactor, alimitlessheder. But | am aliving being, and | tirelike dl other
living beings. My other followers have acquiesced to my request that they depart. Can you not show me
the same courtesy?' "I'm afraid if you don't help me, I'll die.” What the--? Han thought.

Waru gave theimpression of adeep sigh.

"Very wel. | will hdpyou." Luke stepped up on the dtar.

"Luke!" Han yelled. AsLuke gtretched hisarmsto Waru, placing his palms on the limpid gold scales,
Han sprinted toward him, his boots pounding the floor. He reached the dtar and legped up beside Luke.
He grabbed him and pulled him away. Luke struggled, blindly reaching for hislightsaber. Han wrestled
with him and pulled Luke's arms behind his back. Once Luke got his hands on the lightsaber, Han knew

he could not win.

"Stop it!" he said. "Y ou're not going to use the lightsaber on me and you know it!" Then he got alook at
Lukesface, pde and drawn and intense with pain, his eyes staring, and he was not so sure.

"Leavehim,” Waru said. "He has asked my aid, and | have offered it." "No, it'stoo much to ask," Han
sad.

"WEell come back when you're rested.” Wait aminute! Han thought. I'm trying to be diplomatic--while
I'm dragging Luke out of here?

"He hastheright to determine hisown fate," Waru said. Thelow voice flowed like silk.

"To chooseto try to save hislife" "There's nothing wrong with him, dammit!" Han jumped off the edge of
thedtar, pulling Luke with him, barely managing to keep his balance. Luke sumbled againgt him, going

limp.

Han expected atrick. He expected L uke to w the lightsaber into his hand. Instead, he found himsalf half
dragging and haf carrying Luke away from Waru's dtar.

"Heisveryill, very weak," Waru said.

"Bring him back to me. If he can be hedled, 1 will hed him." Without replying, Han pulled Luketo his
fedt.

"Give me some help here, brother," he muttered.

Besde him, Luke staggered upright.

"Pease, Han," he whispered. "Help me..." "Bring him to me!" Waru's*ws shook the chamber.
Han dung Luke's arm over his shoulder and kept going toward the exit.

"No," Luke whispered. "No... please..." Han went cold. L uke was begging not for escape, but to return
to Waru. Han refused to let him go.

"I've saved your life before, kid," Han muttered. "Y ou oweit to me at least once." He dragged L uke out
of the theater and through the silent entryway and into the open field. The disintegrating Stars dazzled him.
His eyeswatered and hisvision blurred. The black hole blazed and the crystal star pulsated, high inthe



sky. Their brightness increased, battering the strained radiation shields. Han shivered.
But Han had alot more things to be uneasy about right now than the starsin his sky.
Hewrestled L uke around and headed toward Xaverri's secret path.

Tigrislistened, rapt, to Lord Hethrir's speech. He had been speaking for hours. Like the others, Tigris
was fascinated, hypnotized, by the Lord's voice and his powerful message.

Only Anakin wasimmune to the power of Lord Hethrir's voice. Thelittle boy had clambered to the floor
and curled up with the six-legged fanged creature. They dept soundly on Tigrissfest.

"Today, | will consolidate my power," Lord Hethrir said.
"Today, | will be refined like precious metal from the rough ore of earthly existence.
"Today, | will be reborn--like the Empire, whose reincarnation | have conceived and incubated.

"Today | will bring forth--the Empire Reborn." Hisfollowers gazed at him, stunned by his audacity. Then,
all together, they leaped to their feet and cheered.

Tigris, too, started to rise. But if Tigris got up, he would wake Anakin.
Anakin might begin to cry, and disturb the Lord's triumph.
Besdes, Tigrissfeet had goneto deep.

Some of the dave children were whimpering and crying. But their behavior was not Tigriss responsbility.
Anakin'swas.

Tigris stayed where he was, hoping he was far enough in the back, far enough in shadows, so hisfailure
to stand up and acclaim the plan would never be noticed. A whole roomful of people was standing,
shouting, waving, applauding, between Tigris and Hethrir. Perhaps, for once, the Lord would not know
everything Tigrisdid.

Anakin looks so peaceful, Tigristhought.

| wonder how he can deep, in dl thisnoise?

He smiled fondly at thelittle boy, curled up on the floor among the fanged crestures six legs.

| wish he was dways so peaceful! Tigristhought. | wonder what it would be like to have alittle brother
like Anakin? | wonder what it would be like to have abrother or asster or afamily at al? Why was my
mother atraitor? Who was my father, and why did he abandon me?

Anakin opened hiseyes. He blinked, deepily, saw Tigrissmiling at him, and took histhumb out of his
mouth to smile back. He clambered up on the seat beside Tigris. He reached into his pocket with his
sticky hand and pulled out a sveetmesat with one bite taken out of it. He offered it to Tigris.

Tigrislaughed softly. "Thanks," he said. He broke off the |east battered end and ateit. It tasted as good
asthediceof fruit Anakin had offered him, back on the starship.



"Where did you get this?' he asked. It looked like one of the sweetmeats the vendor had offered themin
the welcome dome, which they could not buy because they had no money. Anakin just grinned and ate
the rest of the sweet.

Tigriswiggled histoes so hisfeet would wake up. His skin prickled. The fanged creature snorted, woke,
and stretched.

The meeting hal suddenly fell slent. The people sat down. The dave children huddled at their fedt.
Hethrir stood above them, his arms extended. The wide deeves of hiswhite robe spread like wings, the
edges shining with Slver light.

Tigrishurriedly swalowed the last crumbs of Anakin's gift and wiped his mouth on his deeve and urged
Anakinto St up straight.

Instead, Anakin burrowed againgt hisside.
"Anakin, goto deep,” hesad.

"Comewith me," Lord Hethrir said. He descended from the podium and strode down the aide, looking
neither right nor |eft, paying no attention whatever to whether anyone was following him.

For, of course, they did follow him. Two of his Proctors ran before him to open the door, while his
guests spilled into the aide behind him and followed him out of the lodge and trooped down the path.
They pulled the degpy dave children dong with them.

"Don't deep y&, little brother,” Tigriswhispered. "Come on, we haveto go." He gathered the child into
hisarms and stood up. Now that the excitement of Lord Hethrir's speech wasfading, Tigrisfelt astired
asAnakin.

"Hey, nursemaid!" One of the Proctors pointed at Tigris, jeering. "Y ou'll get left behind!" The Proctors
followed the crowd, laughing, letting the door dam shut behind them. Tigris had to balance Anakin on his
hip and wrestle the door open wide enough to dip through. The wolf-creature trotted after him, dragging
itschain.

Clenching histeeth, Tigrisheld hishead high.

Lea, Rillao, Chewbacca, Jaina, Jacen, and Artoo-Detoo rode Crseih's landing field tractor to the Station.
What araiding party we make! Leiathought.

A rading party disguised asafamily outing.

She looked for the Millennium Falcon, but could not see it beneeth the multitude of irregularly shaped
radiation shieds,

| could ask after it, she thought, but | don't want to give mysdlf away.
"Doesthelanding field have aregistry of ships?' she asked the driver.

"Such alist will be stored.” "How can | look at it?" Y ouwill not." "Why not?" " The company will protect



itsinformation.” Jainasnuggled againg Leia, clutching her multitool in one hand and asmart camping
blanket from Alderaan in the other. She said the camping blanket was for Anakin when they rescued him.
But Anakin did not have the habit of deeping with acamping blanket or carrying one around.

Jaina had, when she was younger, but her blanket was back home on Coruscant. When Winter asked if
shewanted to bring it on the tour, Jaina had said she was not a baby any longer and did not need a
blanket except for camping, and besides, maybe it was lonely for the other camping blankets.

Lelahad no intention of teasing her daughter about carrying the cuddly blanket.

Leias comfort was the touch of her children, and the hope that al three would be safe in ashort time.
Jacen petted the little four-winged bat, which peeked out from benegath his shirt. The bat made Leia
nervous, mildly venomous asit was. If it bit Jacen, hewould have aterribleitch. But if it had been going
to bite him, it probably would have done so long since. Leiahad learned to regard Jacen's explorations
with acertain Jedi-like calm that drew very little from Luke'slessonsin meditation. She wasworking on
the same reaction to Jainas habit of dismantling household machines.

Lelawastraveling incognito, as Ldila, though thistime without abandoning her red identity in the
personality of the bounty hunter. She doubted her position as Chief of State of the New Republic would
provide her much esteem on Crseth. Her hair swirled wild and long and free.

Rillao carried hersdf so proudly, she looked so regd in the emerdd tunic, that it was possibleto
overlook how rumpled the tunic, and how tired and drawn Rillao was. The tunic covered most of her
scars.

Chewbacca till limped; a bandage wrapped hisleg. But he had bathed, and combed hisbrindled fur.
The new silver and black streaks curved into smooth patterns. He was the most presentable of the
biologica members of the party.

Jainaand Jacen were clean and well dressed.

They no longer wolfed down every meal and snack.

But an aura of intensity and distress possessed them both.

Among them dl, only Artoo-Detoo |ooked and acted exactly as Leia expected him to.

Janapulled a Leidsdeeve.

"Mama" she whispered, excited. "That's one of the ships!" She pointed across the landing field toward a
shiny gold spacecraft beneath a custom-made radiation shield.

"Which ships, sweetheart?' "The shipsthat came to the worldcraft--right before Hethrir took Lusa
away!" Lelaand Rillao looked at each other.

Leiasaw hopein Rillao's eyes, and felt hopein her own heart.

"We haveto go rescue Lusa, Mamaffwas Could it be this easy? Leiawondered. But. if Anakinisin that
ship, why cant | tdll?



"Driver," shesaid, "we would liketo vist that ship.” She gestured toward the gold spacecraft.
"Youwill pay more," the arthropoid driver said.

Chewbacca growled. Leia patted hisarm gently.

"That's acceptable,”" she said to the driver.

No onein the ship replied to the driver'ssigna. The crawler pressed its entry tunnel up againgt the ship's
gold surface. From adistance, the gold ship appeared featurel ess.

Close up, Leiacould seeits many gilded ports, peering mysterioudly at her.
"Be careful, Mamaffwas Jacen said. "M ean people took L usaffwas Jaina whispered.

Leiaknocked on the outer shell of the spaceship. Her heart sounded just asloud, beating with
anticipation and fear.

Nothing happened. Leiawaited, then knocked, louder, on one of the ports. She cupped her hands
around her face and tried to peer insde, but the gilding was so strong that she might be imagining the
shadowsinside. She knocked athird time.

The seamless gold surface parted irregularly, softly.

"Patience, gentle, patience! What do you want?' "I'm--" 1t would be so easy, Leiathought, if | knew
Anakin and the other stolen children werein there. But if they were--1'd know it. Wouldn't 1?1t would
have been so much easier in the old days, when we knew.

"Wearelooking for achild," Rillao said.

"That'sright,” Lelasaid, following Rillao's direct approach, the same approach she had used to the
Indexer.

"Human?' thevoice said. "You are. human?' A hairy protuberance with astarburst of fleshy tendrils
pressed through the opening and wriggled, sensing her. "Or do you prefer transspecies?’ "We'relooking
for Lusaffwas Jainasad.

"She hasfour feet, not two! She's red-gold, with white spots, and she has horns. Hornsffwas The furry
gtarburst inclined downward and inspected Jaina.

Jacen pulled at Leids deeve.

"Mama," hewhispered, "Anakinisn't inthe gold ship.” "He--heisn't? But Jainasaid..." Jacen shook his
head gravely. Leiathought back over what Jainahad said, and Jacen was right. Jaina had never said her
friend Lusaand Anakin were together. The Proctor she had questioned had let her think Anakin might be
on Crsaih Station. But he had not said it was certain.

If I cannot find my little one, she thought, I'll go back to the worldcraft and-- "I mean," Jacen said, "'l
don't think he'sthere." He frowned. "Everything's so weird." Helooked up at her, trusting and hopeful.
"Can't you tell whereheis?' "IsLusahere?' Jainaasked the wriggling Sarburst.



"l cannot say, young gentle. Y ou must speak to my mistress, Lady Ucce." Lela stroked Jacen's hair. The
force of her disappointment shook her to her core.

"WhereisLady Ucce?' Leiaasked.

"Y ou may inquire after her a Crater Lodge.” The gold skin of the spaceship healed over smoothly. Leia
knocked again, then dapped her hand angrily againgt the ship's skin.

But no one answered her.

Chapter 12

Leidsraiders entered the lobby of Crater Lodge like aparty of vacation tourists. They stood adone
among the spools and streams and black flagstones. A repair droid buzzed and whined over along
ragged scrape that marred one of thetiles. The droid ignored them.

Jainaand Jacen stared around, curious. The four-winged bat clambered out of Jacen's shirt and flitted off
into the dimness.

"Hello!" Rillao cdled.

"You arerather late." A waterspout appeared above one of the still pools, rippling its surface.

"Youwill haveto hurry." "Areyou spesking to me?' Rillao asked.

"Y es—-are you not amember of the Lord'sretreat?' Rillao barely hesitated. "I am,” she said.

"May | register your name?" "If you know the Lord," Rillao said, "you should know better than to ask my
name." Leiadid not need Jedi ahilitiesto fed the tensgon emanating from Rillao. Her abilities had taken
leave of her, asfar as she could tdll, leaving behind them nothing but adull headache. She wondered if
Rillao was having the same disorienting experience.

"Y our pardon,” the waterspout said.

"Granted. The Lord hasarrived?’ "Arrived, and departed with hisfollowers. But if you hurry you may
catch them.” "1 shdl need aguide.” "Y ou will not." Rillao gave the waterspout aquizzica look. The

waterspout spun peacefully.

"Y ou need only ask. For Waru." "Very wel." "1 will seethat your servants are taken care of." "They
travel with me" Rillao said.

"Ah." The waterspout shivered, then steadied.

The Codru-bat swooped over the water, dove, splashed, and flapped upward again, atiny fish caught in
itsclaws. It hovered, snacking on the tasty morsdl.

"Thisis not the dining room!" The waterspout's tone sharpened with anger and disbelief. "Those creatures
are vauable--they are expensivel

They are part of the decor!" Chewbacca snorted.



"I'm sorry!" Jacen said. He held up his hand and the bat nestled into his pam. "He was hungry." "Put the
fish on our account,” Rillao said.

"Let'sgo." Outsde, Rillao asked thefirst person she encountered where to find Waru.

"Thispath. That airlink. You will see” The being blinked acircle of wide eyes. "But revered Waru is
resting. He has asked for peaceand time." "l seg,”" Rillao said. "Don't worry.

Well just look." She strode down the path. Leiaand Chewbacca and the children followed.

They had |eft the park dome before Leia noticed that Artoo-Detoo was not accompanying them through
thearlink.

Where did he go? she wondered.

She could not turn back to ook for him now.

* * * The ground rose beneath Han's feet. Hetoiled up the hill. He was getting no help at al from Luke.
But even exhausted and overburdened as he was, he was less out of breath than he would have been if
he had tried this hike when hefirst arrived on Crseth Station.

"Let mego, Han," Luke said.

"Please. Let me go. | have to see Waruffwas Han dragged him behind a boulder, off the path, and
dropped him on the ground. L uke huddled in the dust, his head down, digging hisfingersinto the dirt.

"What the hell do you mean,” Han said roughly, "asking that--t thing to heal you? After what | saw it do?
And you aren't even sick!" "I am! Something's happening to me, Han, something terrible. Can't you
see--7" "'l seeyou're behaving likeajerk," Han said. "Why'd you tell Waru who you are?’ "Han... I'm
losng my abilities

My connection to the Force. | can't maintain my disguise. People started recognizing me. When we
talked about Xaverri--1 couldn't know if you were tdling methetruth! | fed like I'm deaf and blind, like
my heart's been ripped out of my body." He ran his hands through hishair, pushing it into complete
disarray. "l don't know what to do!" "Don't give yoursdlf to Waru!l" Han said.

"Y ou don't even know what's wrong. Maybe somebody put lizardsin your bed--" "There aren't any
ysdamiri here" Luke said. his--or maybe your lightsaber has blown afuse--" "It doesn't have any
fuses-" his-or maybe it's something in the water! Or the air. Or the light!" Han wiped his deeve across
hisforehead. The materia of his shirt came away soaked with Sweet.

He sat down in the narrow shadow of a massive boulder.

Luke started to object again, then subsided.

He sat cross-legged, thoughtfully, resting his elbows on his knees. He ducked his head and combed his
fingersthrough his hair and pulled his hood up to shade hisface.

"Weve had plenty of vacation,” Han said. "L uke, thisisn't the old days.

We don't have to solve every problem and win every fight on our own. If you're sick, well go back to



Coruscant and get you well again." And figure out what to do about Waru from asafe distance, Han
thought. Thisisn't likethe old daysat dl. Inthe old days, | dways knew who the enemy was, and | only
had one response.

Now... everything's more complicated.

"I want to get out of here," Han said. "This place gives me the cregps.” "But the Jedi--" Luke said.
"Waru--" "Therearen't any lost Jedi here," Han said gently. "It was al Xaverri's reports, and her reports
areal about Waru. Not Jedi.

Waru." Luke hesitated. "Y eah." His voice sounded sad, and confused.

"Let'sgo collect Thregpio and Xaverri and blast off out of here." "Xaverri?' An edge of anger replaced
the confusion in Lukesvoice.

"Y eah--y don't expect meto leave her here, if | can get her to leave. Do you?' "What do you need her
for?' "What's got into you?" Incensed, Han grabbed L uke'srobe and pulled him to hisfeset.

Glaring furioudy, Luke pulled away and flung up his hand, palm outward. Han felt the touch of the Force
in the center of his chest. He jumped backward, thinking, | can't move fast enough--1'm dead!

The touch vanished and L uke crumpled to the ground. Han hurried to his side and knelt beside him.

"I'm sorry,” Luke said. "I'm sorry, | don't know--" "I loved Xaverri," Han said. "l loved her. | won't deny
it. | can't. If she hadn't left me--1 don't know. It doesn't matter, Luke. Can't you seethat? | promise you,
brother--what Xaverri and | were to each other years ago has nothing to do with what Leiaand | areto
each other now." Luke broke his own gaze, looking away, looking down. "I'm sorry," he said. "'l had no
causeto say what | said to you. To refuseto listen to you. It'sjust that yesterday--" "I saw achild die!”
Han shouted. "And it waslike | could see my own kidsin that thing's power!" ™Y ou needed somebody to
talk to," Luke said.

"| understand that. But | could have--" "Y ou can't understand how | felt." Han doubted he could make
Luke understand what he wastrying to tell him. "I'm sorry, Luke, but you couldn't. Xaverri could. Her
children--the Empire murdered them." Han jumped to hisfeet and strode away afew steps, fighting to
control himself. "Weve got to get out of here.” Luke remained Silent.

Han returned to him and helped him to hisfeet. Hisfriend did not resst him.

"Where's Thregpio?' Han asked.

L uke shrugged. He was shaking. Han looked a him with concern, thinking, Heredly issick.

I've got to get him away from here.

"It beats the hell out of me where he could have gone," Han said. "Heian't at thelodge." He glanced
toward the secret path, not looking forward to the trek through the mutant forest.

Xaverri ducked out of the conceaed entrance. She walked toward him.

"Xaverri!" Sheraised one hand to acknowledge his greeting.



Her expression remained neutral. He had almost forgotten the way their last conversation ended.
Helping Luke aong, Han went to meet her. When he stepped out of the shade, thelight hit him likea
wave of hot water. He stopped before her, hoping she would take his hand. She smply gazed a him, in
Slence.

"Wereleaving," he said. "Y ou're right about Waru. About the danger. We're taking the information back
with us. To decidewhat to do." "'l am glad to hear it," she said in aneutra tone.

I'll find the Ithorian family, Han thought. They're New Republic citizens-- I'll try to persuade them to
press chargesin aNew Republic court. Then | can have Waru arrested, and tried--even if the Ithorian
family won't agree, there must be some victim of this monster who's come out of its spell.

"Comewith us" Her lipstwitched in aquick smile.

"Xaverri, in the center of government? The center of law? | could never fit there, Solo.

| could never survive." Han grinned. "Y ou might be surprised.” "Perhgps. But | think | will not risk it." She
glanced a L uke, who stood gazing at the ground with hishood pulled far forward.

"Skywadker," Xaverri sad. "Why are you so melancholy?' Heraised his head, but the starlight shonein
his eyes. He flinched and ducked down again.

Xaverri frowned and leaned against arock spur edging thetrail. She gazed at Waru's retrest.

At the far end of the dome, agroup of people entered from the main connecting path. They strode
toward Waru's compound. First came amarching phalanx of youthsin blue uniforms. Their chests shone
with medds, their shoulderswith bright epaulets. They led the way for atal man in ashimmering white
robe. Older youthsin long white vests flanked the tall man. A more unruly crowd of richly dressed
people brought up therear.

Han leaned on the rock beside her to watch.

The blue-uniformed cadre stood guard on either side of the filigreed archway. The white-robed man
walked aoneinto Waru's compound.

Xaverri'swhole body tensed. Han glanced at her.

"What--?" "I know him," she whispered. "It isthe Procurator of Justice." Han snapped around, following
Xaverri'sgaze. The other followers were entering the compound.

Then Han saw, at the back of the crowd, a human youth, or one of the smaller species of sentient beings.
He held the hand of an even smaler person, a child by the way he walked. They vanished between the
two lines of guards.

Han froze.

"Luke," hesad.

Besde him, Xaverri turned toward him, sartled by the tone of hisvoice.



Han's heart crashed againgt hisribs.
"Xaverri..." "What'swrong, Solo?' "That's Anakin," he whispered.

He vaulted over the rock and onto the steep dope. Ignoring the path, ignoring the prickly mutant plants
that ripped at his clothes, he sumbled and did down the hillside. Pebblesrolled and clattered,
avaanching beside and around him, making so much noise, raising so much dugt, that he had no ideaif
Luke or Xaverri werefollowing him.

Anakin vanished into Waru's retrest.

For amoment, just amoment, Leia could imagine she was taking aquiet walk with Jainaand Jacen. They
held her hands, trusting. Then the emptiness of Anakin'sloss drained her again, leaving a cold and hollow
spot in her heart.

"Canyou catch any hint of Tigris?' Lelaasked. "If Anakinisthere..." She sought desperately for asense

of her child. Shefédt asif she were shouting as loud as she could, in acanyon so large she could not even
hear the echoes. "If they're here--then what?' |'ve spent years bringing back the rule of law, Leiathought.
Putting therule of justicein place of therule of terror. But thereisno law here. No justice.

"I'm not completely without resources,” Rillao said. She strode onward without looking at Lela

"But we aren't armed. And you said... you told me..." Leia hesitated, reluctant to bring up a subject that
caused Rillao pain.

"Wait, please." Jaina and Jacen could not keep up, so Leia picked up Jacen and Chewbacca carried
Jana

"| told you he overcame me, five years ago. Yes." "All hisguards are with him. And he must be armed!™
"Heis With hislightsaber... and mine." "Then--" "Lédlila, you must have noticed! It's asyour boy said.”
She glanced at Jacen, and brushed histangled curls from hisforehead. "Everything isweird here” Leia
nodded.

"The Forceis disturbed, disarranged. | open mysdf toit, and it will not touch me. | cannot hedl--s Hethrir
cannot destroy. Our worlds have turned to chaos." They exited the airlink and came out at the top of a
long dow dope, above agraceful building.

"I could not use my lightsaber if | had it,”" Rillao said. "But neither can Hethrir." Leiafrowned, confused.
"Why not?" "Because Hethrir's lightsaber can only be empowered by the Force," Rillao said.

"Mineishbuilt to the same design.”" They walked through an airlink and came upon a peaceful vista, awide
valey spreading below them.

Rillao stood on the hill above agraceful building surrounded by archways and gardens. One by one,
youthsin pae blue uniforms passed through one of the arches, crossed a courtyard, and vanished into the
building.

"We havefound him," Rillao said softly.

"Hisguards, anyway," Lelasad.



"They'd be easier to recognize with mud on their uniforms.” Leia put Jacen down and turned to
Chewbacca. He growled in refusal before she even spoke.

"It'simportant!” Lelasaid. "l expected Artoo to stay with the children, but he's disappeared! Please,
Chewie! Someone's got to keep watch out here. In case... in case wefail." Jacen clutched Leiasleg.

"Mama, don't go away again!" She kndt beside him. "I haveto, sweetheart. | haveto go get Anakin. I'll
be back soon." She steadied her voice. "l promise.” Chewbaccasat on his hedls, hugging Jainain one
arm, and gathered Jacen to him.

"Hurry, Lelila" Rillao said as Leiarose. Below them, the last of Hethrir's Proctors disgppeared insde
Waru'sbuilding.

Rillao and Leiahurried down the hillsde path.
Lelaheard ascattering of gravel, the scuff of boots on steep ground. She turned.

Partway around the dome, Han plunged down the dope, heedless of thetrail. Luke and another person
followed close behind.

"Han!" Leiaran to meet him. She pushed her hair back from her face; it flew behind her in the wind of her
speed. Han did to astop in asmall avalanche of gravel and dust. Astonished, he enfolded her in hisarms.

"Lela-what--?' He touched her hair, her painted eyebrow, her cheek.

"l found Jainaand Jacen," she said.

"They'redl right." She pointed up the hill, where Chewbacca stood with the twins, watching unhappily
but stoically. "But Anakin--we think Hethrir brought him herel” "Anakinishere" Luke said. He glanced
at Rillao, then looked at her more closdly.

Shemet hisgaze coally.

"He'sindde," Han said. "We saw him --What happened?’ Lelagrabbed his hand and ran toward Waru's
building.

The crowd swept Tigrisinto its excitement.

Hethrir's guests gathered around the stage, below the great gold dtar of Waru'sform. Their lord faced it;
the Proctors fanned out on either side of the entryway, standing along the back wall, watching and aert.

"Hello, Ally Hethrir." Tigris surreptitioudy watched the new Proctor, amused by hissurprise: The dtar
gpoke! It moved! Its gold scalesrippled and surged.

In Tigrissarms, Anakin watched, wide-eyed and silent.

"Hdlo, Ally Waru." "What have you brought me, my friend?" the golden being asked. Itsform changed
and expanded. Scarlet flesh swelled between the shining scales.

"What you required,” Lord Hethrir said.



"I will giveyou agift. And you will keep your promiseto me. Y ou will open meto the limits of the
Force" "What have you brought me?' the being asked again, its voice soft and wondering. "'l have
waited alongtime. | amtired. | anlonely.” Hethrir's guests pressed forward, whispering, "My lord, take
mine, take mine." The children at their sides drew back fearfully, but the guests held them tight. One of
the guests struggled to keep the red-gold centaur child from scrambling away and fleeing. The child's
hooves clattered and scrabbled on the smooth stone floor.

Lord Hethrir gazed over their heads. He gestured to Tigris.

Tigris edged through the crowd. At first they ressted him--hewas only Tigris, in hisgrubby robe,
nursemaid, figure of ridicule. He wished Anakin's ugly pet would lead the way, instead of tagging aong at
his hedls. Lord Hethrir's followers surely would move aside for those dripping fangs.

Then Lord Hethrir gestured again, and the followers noticed that he wanted Tigris.

They parted, making a path for Tigrisand Anakin.

They kndt on the sonefloor. Tigriswasthrilled.

If only Lord Hethrir would purify me, Tigristhought. | know | could serve him better. | could truly aid the
cause of the Empire Reborn.

He stopped before Lord Hethrir, hisvision blurry with tears of hope and desire.
"Givethechild Anakinto me" Hethrir said.
"l will present him." Anakin clutched at Tigriss neck, hiding hisface. Tigristook amoment to soothe him.

"Do not hesitate when | give you an order," Hethrir said softly, andforthefirst timein dl the years Tigris
had known hislord, and honored him, he heard fury in hisvoice.

Anakin hdd tight.

"Let go, Anakin." Hetried to disentangle the little boy's hands from his neck, from his striped hair. "This
will bewonderful, | promiseyou.

Y ou're such alucky little boy." Anakin trembled, trying to exert his unschooled abilities. But even hislight
hed faded. Lord Hethrir must have him completdly in his power.

Tigris managed to pry Anakin's handsloose.

Tigriswished the Lord's control extended to making Anakin do what he wastold.

Anakin looked into Tigrissface, and put one hand on Tigriss cheek. "Tigiscrying,” he said.

Embarrassed, Tigris ducked his head, trying to wipe hisface on the deeve of hisrobe. But with Anakinin
hisarms, it wastoo awkward. He put Anakin down and wiped away the humiliating tears. Then, holding

Anakin's hand, he took the little boy to Hethrir.

"No, Tigis," Anakin said. "No.



Please?' Hethrir took Anakin's hand and led him toward Waru. Anakin hung back, straining toward
Tigriswith hisfree hand.

Anakin's cregture tried to follow, but Tigris grabbed it by the collar and held it back. It strained forward,
whining softly.

All thefollowers of Hethrir watched, enviousthat Anakin wasto be purified, while the children they had
brought were overlooked.

Anakin plopped to the floor, ditting down hard, refusing to move.
"Get up, child," Hethrir said. " Approach your fate with honor." Lord Hethrir dragged him alittle way.

Anakin kicked, and screamed, and hisface turned scarlet. Hethrir scowled, picked him up, held hisfeet
from kicking, and approached Waru.

Lord Hethrir placed Anakin, sill screaming, on the gold scales of Waru's base.

"| have brought you what you wished," Lord Hethrir said. " The most powerful child." He paused.

"I have brought you the grandchild of Darth VVader." Tigriswatched, hisfedings a strange mixture of
jealousy, regret, dread, and horror. No wonder this gathering differed from al the others. No wonder
Lord Hethrir did not make Anakin go through the training required of helpers, and Proctors, and Empire
Y outh.

Anakin would ascend in one step to the highest levd.

Or hewould diein the purification ritual.

Behind Tigris, the terrified centaur child reared and screamed and tried to escape. Her hooves dipped
and scraped on the stone.

The fanged creature pulled forward till its collar dipped from Tigrissgrip. It ran after Anakin, howling
piteoudly.

And Tigristhought: None of Hethrir's guests brought any of their own children.

None of the children has any choice. It isn't fair! | would choose-- Waru rippled its scales. They
shimmered, liquefying.

Anakin sank into the molten gold, shrieking in terror.
"Tigid Tigisffwas Thelittle boy stretched hisarmstoward Tigris.

| would choose to give mysdlf to Waru, Tigristhought. | don't care about the danger! But Anakin didn't
choose.

Tigris darted forward, grabbed Anakin, snatched him from the atar of Waru's body, and turned to run.

"What are you doing?' Hethrir cried.



Waru rosg, its body € ongating enormoudy, scarlet ichor flowing from itsflesh.
The being roared, acry of protest, and anger, and desperation.
Theroaring shriek of the strange gold being overwhelmed Leids cry when she saw Anakin.

A youth pulled her little son away from the writhing gold creature. The youth stumbled backward, trying
to flee. Mr. lyon'swyrwulf crouched &t the foot of the altar, growling.

Leiaran toward the youth, toward Anakin.
Han wasright behind her.

Leiaran through the crowd, through the ragged path the people had |ft clear when they knelt. Some
were struggling to their feet. All the adults were human, but the children with them were of many other

Species.

Leiaand Han reached the youth who had rescued Anakin.

"Pgpal Mamaffwas Anakin cried. His face was streaked with tears, flushed with anger and terror.
Theyouth--Thismust be Tigris, Leiathought, oh, my, helookslike Rillaoff--was crying, too.

Anakin struggled from Tigriss grasp. He leaped and fell into Leias arms. She hugged him with desperate
graitude. She held him againg her, kissing his sticky face. Han touched Anakin's hair, gently, with
wonde.

"It'sdl right now, sweetheart," Leiasaid. "I'm here, Papas here--" The golden being stretched itself
toward them. Leia had never seen anything like it. She backed away, bumping into Han. He, too, backed
away, holding Leiaand Anakin.

Anakin scrambled over Leias shoulder and flung hisarms around his father's neck. Han held him gently,
radiant with relief and joy.

A white-robed man--Hethrir, Leiathought --grabbed Tigris by the collar and shook him.

"Y ou fool! Wretched, worthlessfool!" "Waru!" Luke ran past them al, passng Tigris, leaping onto the
dtar.

"Luke, no!" He'sempty-handed! Leiathought. He's attacking--defending--without even his lightsaber!
"Stop!" Hethrir cried.

Luke leaped onto the dai's, onto the border of gold scales.

"Waru!" Lukesad.

"What do you want, Skywalker?' Waru said, itsvoice rumbling. "l amin pain, | have no giftsto give my
followers™" Hethrir stared at Luke in confusion and anger.

Then his expression changed to astonishment and recognition.



"Skywaker!" Hethrir said. "Waru, take him. Luke Skywalker isatrained Jedi.

HeisVader'sson!" The great gold being loomed. L uke faced it, completely open, his arms spread wide.
His boots sank into the liquefying gold. The gold being's form widened. It formed a concave surface, with
great rough wings curving forward to surround Leias brother. Lukesreflection in the scaleswas
distorted, inverted, misshapen.

"Yes" Lukewhispered. "Take me." The being roared again, but its voice was softer, agreat sgh of
stisfaction.

"Luke" Leiacried.

Before she could react, the gold wings collapsed, faling onto Luke, inundating him. The gold scales
liquefied, surging forward like waves, pulling back like thetide.

L uke disappeared.

"No!" Leiacried, horrified. Thiswas al too much like seeing Han trapped in the carbon-freeze-- Anakin
was safein Han'sarms. Han stared at Waru, the joy in hisface turning to grief.

Lelabrushed her fingers quickly againgt his cheek.

Han looked down &t her.

Leaturned toward the railing, clenching mass of molten gold that imprisoned Luke.

Sheran &fter her brother.

Leiadived beneath the surface of the golden sphere.

Lelaswam in golden light, her hair fanning al around her. At agreat distance, she saw Luke, straining and

twisting between great rippling shields of solidified gold. She plunged toward him. He wrestled futilely.
She remembered histimein the regeneration tank, where he dept, and dreamed nightmares, and

struggled to escape.

Leas breath burned in her lungs. Shewas afraid to bresthe, afraid of drowning in the thick and
honey-colored light. But she had no choice.

She gasped, and the warm thick radiance poured oxygen into her lungs. She exhaded, and breathed
again. It was hard work, but she was not drowning.

The gold shields twisted and danced between Leiaand Luke. Shetried to push one aside, but it turned
edge-on to her and dashed at her like ablade. Her deeve ripped. Leiatumbled backward, then kicked
upward, outward--she could hardly perceive gravity in the strange environment --and avoided one of the
shields. Another whirled toward her. She met it with her boots. She kicked it. It shattered. Its fragments
shattered again, and disintegrated into fine glittering gold dust, and disappeared.

She did between two other shining plates, and reached Luke's side.

"We can't stay here, Chewieffwas Jainacried.



"Mama's down there, and Papatoo, and Uncle Luke," Jacen said.

"We haveto hep them." Something was wrong, she knew it. But she could not tell what. Her head hurt
S0 much.

Chewbacca's growl turned to acry. He was as upset about being |eft out here, as anxiousto go insde
and help, as Jainaand Jacen. He had aready moved halfway down the hill, as Jainaand Jacen pulled a
his hands, but there he stopped.

Mamaleft him here to protect us, Jainathought. To protect the children.

The dome reverberated with amournful howl.

"Chewie! That'sMr. Chamberlain'swyrwulf!" He glared down the dope, whuffling with indecison.
Another child screamed.

"It's Lusaffwas she cried. "Oh, Chewie, please--!" She pounded at hisleg, desperate, trying to make him
go down the hill, trying to make him let her down. He glanced down at her.

She stopped. She saw that she had hurt him, and she was horrified at hersdf for hitting him. "I'm sorry!
I'm so sorry!™ She patted hisfur, trying to straighten it around the bandage. "But it's Lusa, they're cutting
off her horns, please, we've got to hurry!™ She pulled out of his grasp and ran.

Chewbaccaroared. He grabbed Jaina and stopped her. He lifted her, and Jacen, onto his shoulders, and
he loped down the hill with amazing speed.

Chewbacca crossed benesth arches and entered the building. He had to push his way into the theater
past aline of Hethrir's Proctors, who barred the way of a crowd of people fighting to get out. The people
werein fancy robes and jewery. They all shoved and shouted, in a panic. Chewbacca pushed straight
through them. Jainawas afraid of the Proctors. But they could not even turn on their lightsabers!

Jaina could not use her ahilities, either. But Chewbaccawas not afraid of them at adl. He waked through
their line and hardly even dowed down.

Everyone was shouting and screaming and running around.

All the children Hethrir had sent away wereright here, crying in fear. Even though they had no placeto
run, they weredl trying to run away.

Except Lusa. She was running, but she was not running away. She ran right up to one of the Proctorsand
turned her back on him and kicked him so hard with her back feet, with her cloven hooves, that he fell
down. Helay on thefloor, groaning. Mr. Chamberlain's wyrwulf followed, watching curioudy.

Jainalaughed with ddlight. "Lusal" The noise was so loud in the theater that Jainadid not know if Lusa
could hear her. Jaina could hardly hear hersdlf.

Chewbacca never paused. He strode to the front of the theater, where Papa stood holding Anakin. They
were both safe, and both of them were crying.



"Anakin!" Jaina shouted with joy. "Papal™ She reached down from Chewbacca's shoulder to touch her
father, to make sure hewasred. "Don't cry! Y ou're not dead, | knew al along you weren't dead!
Where's Mama? Did you see Mama? Where's Uncle Luke?' Nearby, Tigrislooked confused and hurt
and unhappy. The Firrerreo stood between him and Hethrir.

Shelaunched hersdlf at Hethrir. She grabbed him by the throat and knocked him down.

Papa put Anakin into Chewbaccas arms.

"Take care of thekids," he said.

Jaina had never heard Papas voice sound like that before. He looked at Jaina, and at Jacen, just aquick
look that did not even last asecond.

"I loveyou," hesaid. "I'll dwaysloveyou." Heturned around and ran away and legped up at ahuge
quivering gold sphere.

He disappeared benesth its surface.
"Pgpal™ Anakin buried his face against Chewbacca's fur and bawled.

It was s0 beautiful--! Jainawondered if Papawould come out of the sphere dll covered with gold like
Threepio.

Lusaran up beside Chewbacca. "Jainal

Isn't thisfun? It'sfun to kick Proctors.” "'I'm so glad to see you! They didn't cut off your horns!™ "No--but
they were going to feed me to that monster, that monster can eat people.” "'F-feed--?" Jainawhispered.
She stared at the gold sphere where Papa had disappeared, and she was afraid she knew what had
happened to her mamaand Uncle Luke.

* * * Tigrisfel back againgt the dais. Waru's transformation roiled and shook above him. Shock
paralyzed him. He had not ever expected to see his mother again. Hethrir had told him she was dead.

She had been executed for betraying the Empire.

For refusing to support the Empire Reborn.

And Tigris had been glad.

Before him, she fought Hethrir bitterly.

He should help hislord. But he could not move.

Hethrir snatched hislightsaber from benesth hisrobe. Instead of turning itself on at hiscommand, it
reacted with an electronic screech and an assault of sparks and ozone. Hethrir cursed and dropped it. It
spun across the floor and crashed into the wall. It shattered, melting the stone benegth it.

Rillao clawed at Hethrir'sface. The second, smdler lightsaber fell from hisbelt.

Rillao legped away from Hethrir. They faced each other, panting, scraped, bleeding. Rillao feinted, and



when Hethrir leaped to the attack, she ducked away from him and grabbed the falen lightsaber.

Shedid not engageit. She dipped it beneath her robe. In her moment of inattention, Hethrir legped onto
her back. She staggered.

He choked her with hisarm, and when her knees trembled, Hethrir bared his sharp teeth. He would bite
her spine, snap it, pardyze or kill her-- "No!" Tigris shouted. He grabbed Hethrir's robe and pulled him
back. The Lord's teeth snapped together, biting air, gashing hisown lip. Rillao escaped his grasp and fell
forward, panting.

"Foolish boy! Foolish! She'satraitor!" Blood gushed down his chin.

"Please don't kill my mother, my lord." Hethrir snorted in disgust. "She'satraitor! She betrayed the
Empire--she betrayed you!" Rillao struggled to her feet. "Y ou are the traitor,” she said.

Tigrisglared at her, furious. "How dare you say that to Lord Hethrirffwas Shelooked at Tigris sadly, then
faced Hethrir again. ™Y ou could not tell him, could you, Hethrir?* "Do not spesk my name!” he said.

To Tigris, shesaid, "Heisatraitor to you." Tigris shook his head, confused.
"Hethrir isyour father."

Han swvam toward Lelaand L uke, flailing through the thick light. He siwam forever, until hismuscles
ached.

Waru wasfar larger ingde than outside. The creature's circulation whirlpooled around acentra point of
darkness. It looked like the black hole and its accretion disk.

Han wondered, Could the black hole open aporta to another universe? Isthat where Waru came from?
Nothing could escape the black hole's gravity... but the singularity distorted time and space around it--
None of that mattered. All that mattered was getting to Leia, to Luke. They swam back to back, fending
off creaturesthat looked now like knife blades, now like streamlined predators with hides of molten gold.
Han plowed through the ring of attackers, succeeding in his blind rush because Waru's predators were so
intent on the prey at the center of their circle.

"Han--!" Leidswarm fingers wrapped around his. He melded into acircle with hislove and hisfriend.
They swam, back to back, kicking, twisting, fighting.

The whirlpool swept them around and pulled them inward, toward the point of utter darkness.

"Swim!" Han yelled. He knew--How do you know? he asked himsdlf, and answered, | don't know, |
only know what | know--t if they touched the darkness, they were doomed forever.

He thought he could hear the ghosts of the people Waru had killed.

He kicked, aswimming kick. Hetried to prope himsdf and Leiaand Luke away from the center, out of
the maelstrom, to Waru's molten skin. Lelajoined his efforts.

But L uke floated between them, strangely quiescent, holding them back.



"Giveyoursdf to me, Skywalker," Waru said.

"I'll show you--I'll open you to the greatest power you can imagine." Luke dipped away, diving toward
Waru's trap.

** *"tslying!" Lelacried. Shefdt her brother faling. He drew her with him, tempted her with him.
He dipped away from her. She swam after him. The whirlpool drew them deeper.

"It'sthetruth,” Waru said. "I am truth.” The siren song of Waru's voice soothed Leidsfears. Her fingers
dipped from Han's grip, and when shetried to find him again, the golden light blinded her.

Thewhirlpool held her hand.
Chapter 13

Jainarode Chewbacca's shoulder, with Jacen beside her. Chewie hugged Anakin close againg his chest
with one arm. With hisfree hand, the Wookiee grabbed one of the Proctors by the scruff of his neck and
shook him. The Proctor grabbed hislightsaber but Jainawas not even afraid of it.

She knew it would explode as soon as hetried to turn it on. He did, and it flashed sparks and burned his
hand and fell to the floor in pieces. Jainawas glad.

Chewbacca shook him again.
"l yied!" the Proctor screamed.
"Please, stop!" Chewbacca shook him again and let him fal. The Proctor cowered on the floor.

All the children were running around, shouting and screaming, holding on to the Proctors legs, sometimes
biting them, tripping them and running away.

Lusaand Mr. Chamberlain's wyrwulf played with them together. Lusarushed up and turned to kick,
while the wyrwulf crouched behind the knees of the Proctor. The Proctor would step back and fall over
the wyrwulf. Lusaand the wyrwulf laughed and howled and ran away.

If the Proctor did not step back, Lusakicked him. Sometimes she kicked even when she did not really
haveto.

The Proctors had bullied some of the guestsinto acorner of the theater. Jainadid not know why they
weretrying to keep the guestsinside. Maybe Hethrir wanted to feed them to the gold mongter.

A lot of the guests had escaped, leaving the children behind.

The Proctors could have escaped if they had let dl the guests run away. They might even have won the
fight. There were alot more of them than of Jaina's friends. But without the use of their lightsabers, and
without Hethrir to tell them what to do, they werelost.

Chewbacca picked up another Proctor and shook him and dropped him on the floor. When he tried to
stand, Chewie picked him up and shook him again and held him higher and dropped him again. He
stayed where Chewie put him.



The person who had come down the hill with Pgpa and Uncle Luke let severd of the Proctors rush her,
then spun and ducked out of their way.

When the Proctors ran into each other, she grabbed their arms and twisted them and made the Proctors
fal down. Sheripped their deevesto the elbows and tied their arms together behind their backs. She
ripped their pants halfway up their legs, and tied their knees together.

Chewbacca and Papa's friend advanced on the last two Proctors. The Proctors brandished the handles
of their usdlesslightsabers. Jainawas glad the Proctors could not turn their lightsabers on in this strange
place. But she was sorry too, because it meant she could not do anything to help.

| wish | had four legs and hooves, she thought. Like Lusal Or big fangslike Mr.

Chamberlain'swyrwulf!

The last two Proctors dropped their lightsaber handles and fell to their knees.

As Papas friend bent to tie them, Jainadipped from Chewbacca’s back, climbing down hisfur, and ran
to Lusa. She embraced her.

L usa bent down and hugged Jaina, and rubbed her forehead, and her horns, against the top of Jaina's
head. Lusa's horns had broken through their velvet. Now instead of being soft red-furred knobs, Lusa's
horns were transparent, as bright as diamond, cool and ridged and smooth.

"Thank you, Jaina. Thank you, thank you," Lusawhispered.

Jainastarted to cry.

A few of the gueststried to sneak out of their corner. Chewbacca snarled at them. They cowered away
fromhim.

Unafraid of Chewbacca's roaring, the children dl clustered around him. Papa's friend joined them.
"Do you remember me?" she asked Chewbacca

"I've changed, but I'm Xaverri." He snorted in surprise, then put one huge gentle hand on her shoulder.
She patted hiswrist.

"Papa," Anakin wailed. "Papa, come back!" They dl turned toward the molten sphere.
Anakin stretched out his hands, yearning toward the shining surface.
There was no sign of Papaor Mamaor Uncle Luke.

"We haveto rescue them!” Jainasaid. She ran toward the golden sphere. Lusalegped inthe air and
followed.

Chewbaccaroared in distress. He ran after Jaina and scooped her up. She struggled, but he hugged her
and she cried againgt hisrough fur.



"Chewie, what are we going to do?' He faced the dais and roared.
Anakin shouted again. "Papal Mamaffwas"Uncle Lukeffwas Jainaand Jacen cried.
"Mamal Papaffwas"Solo!" Xaverri shouted.

Lusajoined them in calling out, and the wyrwulf howled again. The other children crept around them and
gathered around Chewbacca's feet, and they yelled too.

Tigrisstared at Hethrir, sunned. "My father--?' "A traitor, and aliar," Hethrir said.

"What do you expect, from someone who would abandon her oath to the Empire? To Lord Vader. To
meffwas "What of your vowsto me?' Rillao asked sadly.

"You gave up any right..." Tigrisredized that his mother wastelling the truth. Hethrir had been caughtina
lie

Tigrishad never before seen him at alossfor Aws.

"Were you so disgppointed in me," Rillao asked, "that you couldn't acknowledge our son?' "Our son,”
Hethrir said, with pure contempt, "deserved no acknowledgment. He can never fulfill my legacy. Heis
ordinary.” Tigrissface burned with humiliation.

Hethrir turned away from Rillao, from Tigris, and legped onto the dais.

"Waru! Thetime hascome! You have Skywalker!

Keep your promiseto me, Waru! Make me omnipotent!" Tigristried to follow him, but Rillao grabbed
him and held him and stopped him.

"Let mego!" "Heian't worth your loydty! Heisn't worth your lifel™

Han struggled to keep hisgrip on Leids hand, struggled to swim up out of the whirlpool.

"Swim!" Han shouted. "Please, Leia, | loveyou, swim!" But she was captured by Waru's promises, by
Lukesfascination. Her fingers dipped from hishand. Her beautiful hair waving around her, hiding her like
acape, she dove and descended into the golden light.

"Leid" He dove after her, toward the cold darkness.

Lelabasked in the siren song of Waru's promises. The melody distracted her from the voice calling
behind her. Shefollowed L uke toward-- "Mama, Papa, Uncle L ukeffwas She hesitated. The whirlpool
pulled her into aspird. She dowed, trying to remember what those Aws meant. She swam afew strokes

as the "wless assurances of Waru drew her deeper.

"Mamal Come back, Mamaffwas She remembered the sound of Jacen'svoice, her joy when he kissed
her cheek, her wonder and ddlight as he and Jaina grew and changed and learned.

"Mama" She remembered the glow of Anakin's spirit.

Lelastopped, floating, spinning dizzily.



The gold light opened beneath her, and pressed her down from above.

"Pgpal Mamal Uncle L ukeffwas Chewbacca's roar pushed the children's voi ces through the light.
Below her, Luke hesitated in his headlong plunge. He was very close to the point of darkness.

If he touched it, he could never escape. He would be destroyed.

"Luke," Lelawhispered. "Luke, we haveto go back." Han appeared beside her, shining in Waru's
radiance. He took her hand.

"Luke--!I""Leavehimtome," Waru said. "Leave him, and | will freeyou.” "No!" Leiacried. "Givehim
back to us, why do you want him?" "He can help me return to my home." Waru's voice softened. "Won't
you help me?

Y ou know what it isto missyour home. | can seethat. I've been away so very long.” Waru's voice was
s0 sad that Leialet hersdlf drift closer, deeper.

"How canwe hep you?' "Leia" Han tried to draw her back.
"Dont ligen!" "His power can help me open aporta--" Luke raised his head. His eyes were empty.

Lelagasped. She barely recognized him as her brother. She knew that if he helped Waru, he would be
destroyed. Shetried to reach him, tried to pull him up out of the whirlpool. He struggled against her.

The darkness opened, expanding, reaching hungrily after them, swirling a Luke's feet.

"Uncle Lukeffwas Jainacried.

Luke shivered. He closed his eyes. He shook his head.

When he opened his eyes, helooked confused, but he was L uke again.

"Where--? What--?' "Comewith us!" Lelasaid.

Lukekicked fiercely. Leiaand Han pulled him.

They escaped the night by a hairsbreadth.

Holding Lukein her arms, Leiagasped with relief.

They dl fled, plunging away from the pursuing night, fighting their way through Waru'sillumination.
Thewhirlpool burst into chaotic eddies and erratic spirds, knocking Leiaback and forth as she fled.

She reached toward the shimmering golden surface. Her fingertips brushed it, broke it, reached through
intotheair.

Leiafel out onto the dais, drawing Han and Luke aong with her. Shelay on the stage, panting for breath.
She staggered to her feet and did off the stage, wanting only to get away from Waru'stouch. Luke lay



collapsed behind her.

She helped Han drag him from the dtar.

Jainaand Jacen and Anakin ran to her and launched themsalves at her. She knelt to hug them, tears
streaming down her face. Chewbaccaloomed over her. Han swept Anakin into hisarms, and Luke
picked Jaina up. Leiastood, till hugging Jacen, and Chewbaccawrapped his arms around them all.
The children were safe.

Waru'svoicefilled the theater. ™Y ou did not keep your promise, Hethrir. Y ou did not give methe child.
Y ou did not give me the Jedi.

| owe you nothing. | am hungry, Hethrir, I am hungry and lonely and dying, and | want to return home.”
"No--I" Hethrir cried in terror.

The golden surface expanded, quick as asnake's strike. It broke over Hethrir, surrounded him, engulfed
him.

Hethrir disappeared, leaving nothing behind but a scream.
Something happened. All three children whimpered.

Lusajumped sraight up in the air. Rillao flinched, and Luke moaned, and Leiafdt asif agong were
ringing in her head. It was asif for an ingtant the Force had disappeared from the universe.

Thefeding vanished, leaving Leia bregthless and shaken.

Unaffected, unaware of the disturbances raging al around him and tearing at the fabric of space-time,
Tigrisbroke free of Rillao and jumped up onto the stage after Hethrir.

Rillao lunged and grabbed his ankle. She held on to him with tenacious desperation. Xaverri ranto help
her.

"Let mego!" Tigrisstruggled. Rillao was too shaken to hold him. He broke away just as Xaverri reached
for him.

Rillao cried out in despair.
Tigrisflung himsdf againg Waru's golden shell.

The gold yielded, then rebounded, flinging him away. Waru's shdll rang, agreat low-pitched bell. Tigris
fdl tothe stage.

Theringing dowly faded.
The only sound was Tigriss anguished sobs.
Waru's golden shell solidified.

It began to contract.



Rillao and Xaverri drew Tigrisfrom the stage.

"Tigris," Rillao said, "my sweet son--" "Leave me done!" he snarled. "Never say my name! Never!" He
ran afew steps, then stood, shaking, with his shoulders hunched.

"Mama?' Janasad.

"I'm dl right, sweetheart.” Leialooked into Han's eyes, and smiled. She hugged Jacen, she held him with
one arm and touched L uke's face with her free hand, then squeezed Chewbaccasarm, asheheld dl his
human friends, his Honor Family, in aprotecting embrace. "We'redl dl right. We're going home."

Jaina surveyed the theater from the vantage point of Uncle Luke's shoulder.
"All those Proctors escaped!" she said.

"And the other people, too!" Once the Proctors were tied up, the guests had fled. Xaverri had tied the
Proctorswith their uniforms. They had ripped the cloth, untied each other, struggled free. They had dll
run away. Bits of light blue uniform and the dead handles of lightsaberslittered the floor.

Jainawas wrong about al the Proctors.
One was |€eft, the one who had just been promoted.

No one had stopped to untie him, and he had not been able to free himsalf. He struggled, but could not
rip hisknotted uniform.

"We should go after them,” Papasaid.

"They're no threat, without Hethrir,” Xaverri said. "The ones you must worry about are those Hethrir
placed within the Republic." She smiled wryly. "But | suspect they will soon find themselves
unemployed.” "WEell deal with them," Papa said. He sounded mad. "The guests, too, the damned davers!
They dl ought to beinjal!" "I will tell you whereto find them,” Xaverri said. "Soon. When | am done
with them. When you complete an important task: return these children to their homes™" Her smile
vanished. Her voice was shaking. "These children gtill have homes." " Xaverri--" Pgpasad.

"Good-bye, Solo." Sheturned to Mama.

"Good-bye, Princess Leia. I'm glad to have met you." "Good-bye," Mamasaid. "Thank you, Xaverri."
"Good-bye, Xaverri," Papasaid.

She strode away without another “w, walking up the dope of the theater. She paused |ong enough to cut
loose the last tied-up Proctor, to fling away hislightsaber, and then she walked out of the thesater without
looking back.

The Proctor staggered to hisfeet. He looked so funny, with the arms and legs of his uniform cut off, that
Jainalaughed. He glared at her, but there was nothing he could do. He glanced after hislightsaber, but he
was too frightened to retrieve it. Stumbling, awkward, he fled.

On the stage, the gold sphere contracted to the size of aball. Hethrir must be squished up insideit.



Jainafdt sofe.

Lelafeared for no onefor thefirst timein too long. She worried about Rillao and Tigris, reunited, yet
separated by Hethrir'slies.

But she could not bear more fear.
"Let'sgo home." Han stared at the diminishing sphere that had been Waru.
"This place givesmethe cregps.” "It givesme aheadache," Rillao said.

"I do not likethissystem at dl. It is. disconnected.” Leiawent to her brother. She set Jacen on the
ground and reached up for Jaina, still on Luke's shoulders.

"Come down, sweetheart," shesaid. "Y our Uncle Lukeistired." Jainadove into Leids embrace and
hugged her tightly, then jumped down and wrapped her arms around Luke'swaist.

"Y ou lean on me, Uncle Lukeffwas she said.

Lukelooked gray with fatigue and pain; "Thank you, Jaina," he said. His gaze kept returning to Waru's
sphere.

"What did it want from us?' Lelaasked.
Waru whispered to my brother, she thought, and told him--tempted him.

"It was stranded,” Luke said. His gaze was haunted. "It could only gain energy by annihilating the Force
of our universe with the anti-Force of itsown." "And Waru reached the Force..." Lelasaid, horrified.

"Y es. Through people. By destroying people.” "Lusasaid it egts people,” Jainasaid.
"Thelthorian child," Han said.

Luke nodded. "But Waru didn't dwayskill itsvictims. Sometimes, if it was satiated, it would feed the
power back. It redlly could heal people, or strengthen them. That's what happened to Hethrir's Proctors
if they survived--if they were reborn. And that's what Hethrir wanted for himself. To have his connection
to the Force strengthened and refined. It is... avery tempting offer.” Luke shook hishead asif flinging off
amemory. "Hethrir had to satiate Waru before held risk himself. He needed someone stronger than he
was, someone Waru would prefer--yet someone Hethrir could control.” "Anakin,” Leiawhispered. Han
smoothed Anakin'sdark hair, holding him protectively.

"Anakin get down!" Anakin said.
Re uctantly, Han let him down. Anakin ran to Luke, and gazed up at him.

"Waru didn't care what Hethrir wanted,” Luke said. "Waru needed enough power to rip a path through
gpace-time back to its own universe. Like an electron and a positron.

Bring them together, and--" He clapped his hands together. " Annihilation. Unimaginable energy.” He
closed hiseyes. "Hethrir thought he'd be able to tap into that power. And... for amoment, sodid 1." "Isit
gone for good?' Han asked.



L uke nodded. "And Hethrir, too. Waru wanted to go home." Leiacould not make hersdlf fed the least
sympathy for Waru.

Luke drew Jaina and Jacen and Anakin into an embrace. He kissed them each on the forehead.

"Thank you, young Jedi Knights, for calling me back.” "Y ou're welcome, Uncle Luke," they said.

"Hey," Han protested. "Don't Leiaand | get any credit?" Luke hugged the children, and smiled.

Leiaand Chewbacca gathered the stolen children together. Rillao put her arm around Tigris.

He shrugged it off angrily. Hetried to pick up the gold sphere that had been Waru, but he could not lift it,
he could not moveit. Heran out of the theater, leaving Rillao behind. Leiatook Rillao's hand and
sgueezed it, hoping to give the Firrerreo some comfort.

"Oh, Ldila" Rillao said. "My sweet son..." "Givehimtime." "Yes. And peece, if wecanfindit.” "I'll help
you," Lelasad. "Luke can help--" "No!" Rillao gripped Leids hand intently. "Tigris has been too much
under the influence of Hethrir. He cannot counter it. He must be Ieft alone, to find himsdlf. If hereturnsto
me, it must be of hisown freewill." Leids eyesfilled with tears of sympathy for the distressin Rillao's
voice.

"I know a place where you can rest, and think, and talk, and play--arefuge, for aslong asyou need it. A
place of peace.” Rillao tensed. It was not the custom of her people to accept charity or even sympathy.
Leawasafrad Rillao would snarl, "Who asked you for your help?' and stalk giffly away.

"My family owesyours so much!" Lelasaid sincerdly. "Well dwaysbein your debt, Firrerreo.” I'll never
speak Rillao'snamein public again, Leiaredized. I'll never again use that power over her.

"Pleaselet merepay you alittle” Rillao hesitated. "I accept, Leila” shefindly said.

Rillao glanced at the dtar. The sphere contracted to haf its Size, to hdf itssze again, and again. Each
contraction happened more quickly.

The sphere was the Size of an orange, an egg, amarble. It blurred.

A grain of golden sand lay onthe dtar.

With ablaze of energy, the pop! of air filling avacuum, it disappeared.
Rillao shivered and turned away.

"Comewithme" Leasad.

"Very wdl, Ldila" Together, they waked into thelight of the crysta dar.

Tigris had run hdfway to the hill, and then he had stopped. He sat on the ground with his back to them,
his head down. Rillao watched him from adistance.

Leiapassed through the archway of Waru'sretreat. Heat and brilliance hit her. Her knees trembled with
exhaugtion. She sat abruptly on the ground. Jacen ran to her, worried, and cuddied in her lap. She held



him, smoothing hisunruly hair. Rillao sat on her hedls beside them, gazing toward her son.

The sky beyond the dome amazed Leia. The crystal star orbited the black hole, closer and closer,
crashing through the glowing whirlpool.

Gravitationa stresswasripping it apart. The black hole pulled aswirl of glowing star-stuff from the
dwarf's surface and spun it into the accretion disk, which blazed more and more brightly.

Leiahad to look away, before it dazzled her.
Mr. Chamberlain'swyrwulf flung itsdlf a her feet and gazed at her with wide gold eyes, panting.

Freefor thefirst time in--how long?--the stolen children ran and shouted and played. Lusalegpedina
cgpriole, jumping highinthe air and kicking her hind feet.

Han sat behind Leia

"Areyou okay?' She nodded, too tired to speak.

Jainanestled in her lap next to Jacen. Anakin ran over and cuddled with his brother and Sster. Leia
hugged them. Han put one arm around them all, and stroked Leids hair. Leialeaned gratefully into Han's
warmth and strength.

"Weld better get out of here" he said. "But first we have to find Threepio.” "And Artoo,” Lelasaid.
"Spesking of," Luke said.

Artoo-Detoo and See-Threepio descended the trail, Artoo rolling and bumping along at full speed,
Threepio walking asfast as he could.

"MidressLeial Magter Luke, Master Hanffwas " Mr. Threepffwas Anakin jumped up and ran toward
Threepio and grabbed him around the leg.

"Magter Anakinffwas Thregpio said. "I'm delighted to see you well!" Anakin stood on Threepio'sfoot to
ride back to Leia. He shrieked with delight.

Both droids dowed when they saw Tigris, but the youth did not react to them. Artoo rolled on by;
Threepio passed him with acurious glance.

Anakin jumped off Thregpio'sfoot and ran to Tigris. He grabbed Tigriss grubby shirt and pulled him
toward the others.

Tigrisshrugged, pulling his shirt out of Anakin's hands.

Mr. Chamberlain'swyrwulf loped after Anakin. The heavy chain attached to its collar clanked and
rattled.

Threepio reached Leiaand Han. "We must hurry, Master Hanffwas he exclaimed.

"Where have you been?' Han asked. " And what happened to you?' Threepio's new purple varnish had
crackled dl over likethe glaze of an antique pot.



"A strange man--he was with that boy--" Threepio gestured toward Tigris. "Master Anakin was with
him! When | requested an explanation, why, the man struck me! With alightsaber! | was of course
completely disabled.

| was lucky not to be dismembered! Master Luke, if thisisthe caliber of the people you are looking for, |
beg you not to try to find any more of them!™ "Don't worry, Threepio," Luke said.

"They imprisoned me! Artoo discovered me, and resuscitated my circuits-" Artoo-Detoo trilled
emphaticaly. his-but no timefor that!" Threepio exclamed.

"Artoo has made an ominous discovery!” "I'm not sure we can stand another ominous discovery,” Han
sadindulgently. "Can it wait till after supper?' "l fear not, Sr. The white dwarf star has cooled into a
perfect quantum crystal. Very rare--unique, to my knowledge! Asthe black hole increases the amplitude
of itsresonance--" "The crystal star isresonating?" "I beg your pardon, Master Luke?' "The crystd star
isresonating.” "Indeed it is, Sir--1 believe | said as much. The resonances destabilizeits orbit.

Thecrygsa gar isin danger of faling into the black hole at any moment." Threepio paused to be sure
everyone knew what this meant.

Everyonedid.

Threepio continued anyway. "When that happens --the violence of the explosion, the density of the X-ray
flux... No living being, biological or mechanical, will survive." "How long have we got?' Han demanded.

"The posshilitiesare never dl calculable, | regret to say," Threepio said.
Artoo whidtled ingstently.

"| believe | said that, too," Threepio retorted. "It is clear to everyone that we do not have much time.”
Leiashooed Jaina and Jacen out of her lap, and jumped to her feet.

"Children!" she cdled. "Comeaong! It'stimeto go home." None of the stolen children begged to be
alowed to run and play alittle longer. Even Lusa, who had run dl the way around Waru'sretreat a a
dead gallop and passed Leia on the way to making another circuit, did to ahat. She pranced and
danced in place.

"Home!" she said. "Home!" The stolen children set off up the hillside, shepherded by Chewbaccaand
Threepio and Artoo.

Chewbaccalooked like apile of children, for he carried them on his back and in hisarms. Two of the
little onesrode hisfeet, delightedly clutching hisfur and squeding with each stride. The rest of the children
jockeyed for a place as near to him asthey could get.

"Let'sgo, love" Hansadto Lela

They held hands and wa ked toward the hillsdetrail. Rillao and Luke and the twins followed.

Asthey approached Tigrisand Anakin, Tigris unfastened the collar and chain from Mr.

lyon'swyrwulf. He rose and threw the collar away, as hard as he could.



Mr. lyon'swyrwulf sat on its haunches and gaveits neck agood scratch with both feet of its centra legs.
Rillao stopped afew paces from Tigris.

"My son," she said gently. "Wemust leave.” Tigrisglared at her. "No." "This sysem will die soon." "
don't care!" Leiajoined them. "Then it doesn't matter,” she said, "whether you come with us or not. So
you might aswell." Tigrisglanced a her, quizzicdly.

"Tigriscome home" Anakin demanded.

Tigrislaid hishand on Anakin'sdark curly hair. "1 have no home, little one." "Cookies!" Anakin grabbed
Tigrisshand and pulled.

Tigrisraised his head and looked his mother in the eyes.
"You didn't stedl the Force from me, did you?' "No, my sweet," she whispered.
"l never had any abilitiesat dl, did I'?* Sadly, she shook her head.

"Wait aminute!" Han said. "Kid, you saved my son'slife. Maybe you can't use the Force. So what?
Neither can |, and it hasn't held me back.” "Who areyou?" Tigrissaid.

Han laughed, surprised. "Maybe my disguiseis better than | thought. I'm Han Solo." "'l was taught to hate

you." Tigris added thoughtfully, "As| was taught to hate my mother.” "That's too bad,” Han said with
genuineregret. "I'm grateful to you. Thank you for bringing Anakin back to us" "And | wastaught to

respect you--" Tigrissaid.

"That'sagtart--" his--z an enemy." Han grinned hislopsided grin. "A weird Sart, but astart dl the same.
Comeon, kid.

Let'sget out of here" "'l don't have any choice, do 17" Tigrissaid belligerently.
"Not awhole hdl of alot,” Han said.

With ashow of revulson, Tigristrudged after the other children. Rillao watched him go, her shoulders
dumped. Lelaput her arm around her new friend.

"Itisabeginning,” shesad.

"Yes, Ldila A beginning." Han made a choking sound. Startled, Leialooked up.

He was doing hisbest not to laugh at Tigris.

"Han!" Lelasaid. "Stopit!" "Okay," he said, his voice strangled. He controlled hislaughter by force of
will, and grinned crookedly at her. "1 don't know what he doesthink,” he said, "but | don't think he wants
todie"" Even Rillao brightened at that. "I believe you areright,” she said.

"Luke?' Leiasad. Her brother was staring at Waru'sretreat. Leiahad theirrational fear that he would
run back insde.



"Resonance” Luke said. "That'sit." "What?' Han asked.

"The resonance. Of the crystal star. It's disrupting the Force--t's what's been happening to me.” "To me,
too," Rillao said.

Luke spun toward her. "Y ou--a Jedi?' She drew the inactive lightsaber from insde her robe. She did not
try to engage it, but she fastened it to her belt in its proper place.

"| seethat you found your "smdl maching™ Leiasad.
Rillao nodded solemnly, then glanced at L uke.

"Perhaps, when we have |eft this place, we might spar abit. Though | am badly out of practice. Luke
managed asmile. "I'd likethat."

Han thought: We have three hoursto get out of here. Three hours, more or less. It'sthe "less' that
bothers me. Like Threepio said, the possibilities are never dl caculable.

"What about Crsaih?' hesaid to Leia
"What about it?" shereplied.

"When the star goes--the station will get blown to dugt." " Subatomic particles, morelikely," Leiasaid
with some satisfaction.

"Leid" Han protested.

"Sheisright,” Rillao said. "This place isbest destroyed.” "Peoplelive here" Han said. "A friend of mine
liveshere" "Warn her," Rillao said.

"If | canfind her," Han said.

"If Xaverri doesnot survive" Rillao said, "it will beashame.” Leardented. "Well warn everyone. Of
course. But surely they keep watch on their own star. Surely they know they have to evacuate! Thisis
supposed to be aresearch station, after dl.” "Whatever was done here," Han said, "you can hardly call it
research.” Leladipped her hand into his.

"How could | not know about thetrade?' she said.

"| thought everything was going so well, and al adong the Empire till terrorized people, in secret--!" "You
sent Winter to investigate--" "1 never talked to people who might have been affected. Back on Munto
Codru, | spent awhole day talking to officiads and ambassadors, and when | asked about the people till
waiting to talk to me, | let mysdlf be told they didn't have anything important to say." " Sweetheart,” Han
said. He put hisarm around her shoulders and drew her close. She leaned against him and embraced
him, and they walked close together. ™Y ou've been working yourself haf to death--y expect too much of
yourself." "l could say the same of you,” Lelasaid fondly.

"And | could say | should have known about thetrade." "But--" "1 learned alot about Hethrir and his
followersfrom Xaverri," Han said. "They're careful and they're wary and they have enormous resources.
Plunder from the Empire..." "All the more reason to find them."” "Yes. Now." "l dwaysliketo havean
important project,” Lelasaid dryly.



Han chuckled, hislaugh part self-deprecation.
They walked up the hill in sillence, and passed into the airlink.

Han leaned toward Leiaand whispered, "Did | tdl you how much | like your hair that way?* He twined
hisfingersin thelong, smooth strands.

Her free hand flew to her head.
"| forgot it was down!" she said.
She decided to leave it that way.

Han surveyed the landing field. It was a cacophony of departing starships, shipowners arguing with field
personnel, residents seeking a passenger berth.

"Looks like some people are paying attention,” Han said.

AsLelaand Chewbacca divided the children into two groups, one to board Alderaan and the other to
depart on the Millennium Falcon, Han hurried over to See-Threepio.

"Can you get in touch with Xaverri?* hesaid.

"She never would tell me where shelived, how to reach her--" "'l have dready done so, Master Han,"
Threepio said. "Infact..." He pointed to aderelict-looking ship risng off the field with aprecison and
gpeed that belied its ugliness,

"I believethat is her ship now, on acourse for hyperspace.” Han relaxed, and grinned. " She dways did
like deceptive appearances.” "Papal™ Anakin, riding on top of Han's shoulders, kicked his hedls against
hisfather's chest. "L ook at Mr. Chamberlain'swoof!" The great fanged wyrwulf lay on thefield, curled
up, its nose hidden by its bushy black tail, dl six limbs pulled in close beneath it. Han strode over to it and
sat on hishedsbesdeit.

"Hey, fdla, areyou dl right?' The wyrwulf opened one eye hafway, whined, and curled up tighter.
Leahurried over. "Oh, my," shesad.
"Do you know what'swrong with it?" "Nothing," she said.

"Strange kind of nothing." The beast was swesting heavily. Its sweat wasthick and blue. It flowed out
over thewyrwulf'sfur, matting it down.

She amiled. "I think that when we get back to Munto Codru, well bring alittle boy or alittle girl to
Chamberlain lyon, in place of hiswyrwulf." "What?' The blue sweset solidified on the wyrwulf's bodly,
forming arubbery coating.

"It'smetamorphosing,” Lelasaid. "When it wakes up again, it will be self-awvare--aCodru-J child." The
blue sweet flowed down over the wyrwulf's face. The wyrwulf snorted; the sweat covered its nose and
mouth. The rubbery blue coating formed ased.



"Help me carry it onto the ship." Luke joined them. "It lookslikel fed," he said.

"You do look alittle blue," Han said.

"I'll bedl right assoon as | get out of--" Luke fainted.

Jainawaited for liftoff in Alderaan.

She held Uncle Luke's hand. Jacen sat on Uncle Luke's other side. Between them they kept watch over
him. If they could just get away from this system! Mr. Threepio had tried to explain about the resonating
dar, the quantum crystal. Jainadid not understand why the white dwarf star did not look like abig jewd,
ahuge diamond in space. But she did understand that it was why she could not use her abilities. She
understood that it was making Uncle Luke sick.

That it would also make her and Mama and Jacen and Rillao, and Anakin especidly, sick, if they did not
leave soon.

"Almost ready, now," Mamasaid, her voice disembodied. She was up front in the cockpit with Rillao.
Papa and Chewbaccawere over on the Millennium Falcon, with Threepio and Artoo and Anakin and
most of the other children.

Tigriswas on Alderaan, but he might aswell be anywhere, or no place at al, because he would not
gpeak to anyone.

Lusaand thewyrwulf's chrysadlislay on Mamal's bed in the other cabin. Lusawas scared.
She had not been on very many space flights. Jainawished she could be with her.
"Weredl ready, Mama," Jainasaid.

"How's Luke?' "Hes... hesvery quiet, Mama." The engines whispered.

"Leia, isArtoo with you?' Papa's voice sounded fuzzy through the comlink.

"No, | thought he was on the Falcon,” Mamasaid.

"What? Okay, you get Luke out of here, I'll take one more look around for him."

Han could not lift off without Artoo-Detoo.

The radiation shidlds withdrew. Above Millennium Falcon and Alderaan, the sky wasfree.
But Han could not leave without the droid.

Hejumped up with acurse. "Did you see where Artoo went?' Chewbacca snorted a negative.
"l just don't know what to do," Threepio said.

"That Artoo-Detoo never doesas| ask-- never does as expected--" "Where did he go?' Han
demanded.



"I believe--though | could be wrong, he does sometimes give meinaccurate information--" "Where?' "He
went looking for the engine controls of Crseth Station.” "'l ought to let him get vaporized dong with the
rest of the blasted place--" Han jumped up and headed for the Falcon's exit ramp.

"If I'm not back in fifteen minutes--" Chewbacca's roar drowned out his*ws. Han grinned. Chewbacca
was not about to leave without him.

With amusical beep and warble, Artoo-Detoo lurched from the landing field to the Falcon's entry ramp,
and rolled toward him.

"About damn time!" Han said. "We were going to leave you behind." Unperturbed, Artoo whistled and
rolled on by. Han and Threepio followed thelittle droid into the Falcon.

"What did you say?" Threepio said, outraged. "What do you mean, you don't careif you missthe flight?
Do you want to get vaporized? Why, weve waited so long looking for you that we might be vaporized
no matter what!" Artoo-Detoo whined and wheeped.

"Why--why, | must say, that was very clever of you." Han threw himsdlf into the pilot's seat and strapped
in. "Let'sget out of here" The Millennium Facon cameto lifearound him.

"Artoo-Detoo has arranged,” Threepio said, "for Crseth Station to follow us out of this system so it will
not be vaporized. Many of Lord Hethrir's guests are till on board...” "And they'll be easy to round up,”
Han sad.

The Falcon rose above the battered landing field of Crseih Station, and soared into space after Alderaan.
Leiaheaded for the hyperspace point, but her attention was behind her ship, back on Crseih Station and
the Millennium Fal con and the tumult of elemental forces that would soon explode. The crystal star raced
around the black hole, faster and faster, closer and closer, with more of its surface stripped away into
great glowing streamers of burning plasma.

Leidshead ached fiercdly, asif her brain vibrated in time with the star system's resonance. Rillao, too,
looked paleandill.

"Hold on," Leiasaid, asmuch to hersdf asto Rillao. "Just alittle while longer, and well be away from this
place” "Yes" Rillao whispered.

In the distance, Xaverri's ship vanished into hyperspace. Leiawas curious about her. She wanted to talk
to her, to learn more about the timesin Han'slife that he usually avoided discussing.

Strangely enough, she did not fed jedlous of Xaverri.

| waysbelieved, if | met her, I'd think she wasn't good enough for Han, Lela thought.
But shewas. And I'm glad.

She watched intently for the Millennium Falcon.

Where are you? she cried in her mind.

"Mama?' "Yes, Jana?" "l think... I think you better hurry.



UncdleLuke..." The burning whirlpool spun furioudy, ripping the glowing crysta’s surface to ribbons. The
whirlpool blasted out X rays, gammarays, intense light. Leiaclosed her eyes, trying to force avay the

pan.
"Han!" she cried, but no transmission could penetrate the primordia cacophony.

Suddenly, against the brilliance of the dying stars, apoint of darkness appeared and expanded.
"It'sthe Falcon!" Lelasaid.

It stresked toward Alderaan. Leiaaccd erated, wild joy overcoming the resonating pain. The Millennium
Falcon raced Alderaan toward hyperspace.

Inthefar distance, the crystal star spiraled inward. Nearer, Crseih Station plunged into motion, its
engines shuddering it into flight.

Theface of the crystal star reached the event horizon of the black hole.
The crystd star shattered. Ripped gpart by unimaginable forces, it disintegrated into atoms, into stripped

nuclel and eectrons, into subatomic particles. Asthey fdl toward the black hole, energy burst from them.
The radiation fueled a pressure wave of gas and stripped atoms that exploded outward, to sweep away

anything inits path.

On Alderaan, Leiafet the disruption in the Force before the storm could reach her; she knew she must
escape before the light and the X rays and the pressure wave could reach her.

Hyperspace flared open before her. Her ship blasted toward safety, the Falcon at its side, Crseih Station
just behind.

The disruption of the crystal star lifted from Leids shoulders.
Shewasfree.
Shewas going home,

Leiapiloted Alderaan from hyperspace into the normal space of the star system of Munto Codru. Then
shewaited, anxioudy.

The Millennium Falcon appeared.

"Han!" Lelasad.

The transmissions became clear once more.
Han replied from Millennium Falcon.
"Wemadeit," hesad.

"Areyou al right? IsAnakin?' "He's okay. | wasworried there at the last --but he's okay now." AsHan
spoke, Crseih Station dropped into existence afew light-seconds away. It dipped into orbit around



Munto Codru's sun. Following Artoo-Detoo's ingtructions, its engines turned themselves off. The outlaw
gation, and all itsinhabitants, were stranded.

Hethrir's worldcraft spun serendly, surrounded by every ship in the Munto Codru system, asLeias
advisers and the Munto Codru officias rescued the lost children and began the work of returning them to
their homes.

Lelaunstrapped hersdlf from Alderaan's pilot's couch and hurried back to the twins. They were excited,
exhausted, as bright-eyed asif they had afever. She hugged them and kissed them.

"You're so brave," she said. "So smart, and so brave. I'm so proud of you.” Shetook Luke's hand. It
was cold and dack.

"Luke--" "Uncle Lukeffwas Jainasaid. "Wake up!" said Jacen.
Rillao joined them. "Let me help,” she sad.
She sat on her hedls beside Luke. He did not stir.

"Do not leave usnow," she said. "Y ou werein theinfluence of the crystal star, but you survived. Y ou
werein the influence of Waru, but you survived." She stroked hisforehead.

"Come back to us, Jedi." Luk€es eydidsfluttered.

"Areyou going to let alittle thing like arip through space-time dow you down?"' Rillao asked.
Luke opened hiseyes. He looked at her, and smiled.

On the other side of the cabin, in sllence, Tigris watched his mother.

L usa clattered down the companionway and skidded around the corner.

"Arewe homeyet?' she asked.

TheEnd
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