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		CHAPTER

		1

		Slowly, silently, its lights a faint glitter of life amid the darkness, the Imperial Star Destroyer Chimaera glided through space.

		Empty space. Oppressively dark space. Long, lonely light-years from the nearest of the tiny islands that were the star systems of the galaxy, drifting at the edge of the boundary between the Outer Rim worlds and the vast regions of territory known as Unknown Space. At the very edge of the Empire.

		Or rather, at the edge of the pitiful scraps of what had once been the Empire.

		Standing beside one of the Chimaera’s side viewports, Admiral Pellaeon, Supreme Commander of the Imperial Fleet, gazed out at the emptiness, the weight of all too many years pressing heavily across his shoulders. Too many years, too many battles, too many defeats.

		Perhaps the Chimaera’s bridge crew was feeling the weight, too. Certainly the sounds of activity going on behind him seemed more muted than usual today. But perhaps it was merely the effect of being out here, so far from anywhere at all.

		No, of course that had to be it. The men of the Chimaera were the finest the Fleet had to offer. They were Imperial officers and crewers, and Imperials didn’t give up. Ever.

		There was a tentative footstep at his side. “Admiral?” Captain Ardiff said quietly. “We’re ready to begin, sir.”

		For a moment Pellaeon’s mind flashed back ten years, to another very similar moment. Then, it had been Pellaeon and Grand Admiral Thrawn who’d been here on the Chimaera’s bridge, watching the final test of the prototype cloaking shield Thrawn had recovered from among the Emperor’s trophies inside Mount Tantiss. Pellaeon could remember the excitement he’d felt then, despite his misgivings about the insane Jedi clone Joruus C’baoth, as he watched Thrawn single-handedly breathing new life and vigor back into the Empire.

		But Mount Tantiss was gone, destroyed by agents of the New Republic and C’baoth’s own madness and treason. And Grand Admiral Thrawn was dead.

		And the Empire was dying.

		With an effort, Pellaeon shook the shadows of the past away. He was an Imperial officer, and Imperials didn’t give up. “Thank you,” he said to Ardiff. “At your convenience, Captain.”

		“Yes, sir.” Ardiff half turned, gestured to the fighter coordinator in the portside crew pit. “Signal the attack,” he ordered.

		The officer acknowledged and gestured in turn to one of his crewers. Pellaeon turned his attention back to the viewport—

		Just in time to see eight SoroSuub Preybird-class starfighters in tight formation roar in from behind them. Cutting tight to the Chimaera’s command superstructure, they passed over the forward ridgeline, raking it with low-power blaster fire, then split smoothly out in eight different directions. Corkscrewing out and forward, they kept up their fire until they were out of the Star Destroyer’s primary attack zone. Then, curving smoothly around, they swung around and regrouped.

		“Admiral?” Ardiff prompted.

		“Let’s give them one more pass, Captain,” Pellaeon said. “The more flight data the Predictor has to work with, the better it should function.” He caught the eye of one of the crew pit officers. “Damage report?”

		“Minor damage to the forward ridgeline, sir,” the officer reported. “One sensor array knocked out, leaving five turbolasers without ranging data.”

		“Acknowledged.” All theoretical damage, of course, calculated under the assumption that the Preybirds were using full-power capital-ship turbolasers. Pellaeon had always loved war games when he was younger; had relished the chance to play with technique and tactics without the risks of true combat. Somewhere in all those years, the excitement had faded away. “Helm, bring us around twenty degrees to starboard,” he ordered. “Starboard turbolasers will lay down dispersion fire as they make their next pass.”

		The Preybirds were back in tight formation now, once again approaching their target. The Chimaera’s turbolasers opened up as they came, their low-level fire splattering across the Preybirds’ overlapping deflector shields. For a few seconds the opponents traded fire; then, the Preybirds broke formation again, splitting apart like the fingertips of an opening hand. Twisting over and under the Chimaera, they shot past, scrambling for the safety of distance.

		“Damage report?” Pellaeon called.

		“Three starboard turbolaser batteries knocked out,” the officer called back. “We’ve also lost one tractor beam projector and two ion cannon.”

		“Enemy damage?”

		“One attacker appears to have lost its deflector shields, and two others are reading diminished turbolaser capability.”

		“Hardly counts as damage,” Ardiff murmured. “Of course, the situation here isn’t exactly fair. Ships that small and maneuverable would never have the kind of shields or firepower we’re crediting them with.”

		“If you want fairness, organize a shockball tournament,” Pellaeon said acidly. “Don’t look for it in warfare.”

		Ardiff’s cheek twitched. “I’m sorry, sir.”

		Pellaeon sighed. The finest the Imperial Fleet had to offer … “Stand by the cloaking shield, Captain,” he ordered, watching the faint drive glows as the Preybirds regrouped again in the distance. “Activate on my command.”

		“Yes, Admiral.”

		There was a sudden flare of drive glow, partially eclipsed by the Preybirds themselves, as the enemy kicked into high acceleration. “Here they come,” Pellaeon said, watching as the single glowing dot rapidly resolved itself into eight close-formation ships. “Lock Predictor into fire control. Stand by cloaking shield.”

		“Predictor and cloaking shield standing by,” Ardiff confirmed.

		Pellaeon nodded, his full attention on the Preybirds. Nearly to the point where they’d broken formation last time … “Cloaking shield: now.”

		And with a brief flicker of bridge lighting, the stars and incoming Preybirds vanished as the cloaking shield plunged the Chimaera into total darkness.

		“Cloaking shield activated and stabilized,” Ardiff said.

		“Helm, come around portside: thirty degrees by eight,” Pellaeon ordered. “Ahead acceleration point one. Turbolasers: fire.”

		“Acknowledged,” an officer called. “Turbolasers are firing.”

		Pellaeon took a step closer to the viewport and looked down along the Chimaera’s sides. The faint blasts of low-level fire were visible, lancing a short distance out from the Star Destroyer and then disappearing as they penetrated the spherical edge of the Star Destroyer’s cloaking shield. Blinded by the very device that was now shielding it from its opponents’ view, the Chimaera was firing wildly in an attempt to destroy those opponents.

		Or perhaps not quite so wildly. If the Predictor worked as well as its designers hoped, perhaps the Empire still had a chance in this war.

		It was a long time before the Chimaera’s turbolasers finally ceased fire. Far too long. “Is that it?” he asked Ardiff.

		“Yes, sir,” the other said. “Five hundred shots, as preprogrammed.”

		Pellaeon nodded. “Deactivate cloaking shield. Let’s see how well we did.”

		There was another flicker from the lights, and the stars were back. Mentally crossing his fingers, Pellaeon peered out the viewport.

		For a moment there was nothing. Then, from starboard, he spotted the approaching drive glows. Seven of them.

		“Signal from Adversary Commander, Admiral,” the comm officer called. “Target Three reports receiving a disabling hit and has gone dormant; all other targets have sustained only minimal damage. Requesting orders.”

		Pellaeon grimaced. One. Out of eight targets, the Chimaera had been able to hit exactly one. And that great feat had required five hundred shots to achieve.

		So that was that. The wonderful Computerized Combat Predictor, touted by its creators and sponsors as the best approach to practical use of the cloaking shield, had been put to the test. And to be fair, it had probably done better than simple random shooting.

		But it hadn’t done enough better. Not nearly enough.

		“Inform Adversary Commander that the exercise is over,” Pellaeon told the comm officer. “Target Three may reactivate its systems; all ships are to return to the Chimaera. I want their reports filed within the next two hours.”

		“Yes, sir.”

		“I’m sure they’ll be able to improve it, Admiral,” Ardiff said at Pellaeon’s side. “This was just the first field test. Surely they’ll be able to improve it.”

		“How?” Pellaeon retorted. “Train the Predictor to be omniscient? Or simply teach it how to read our enemies’ minds?”

		“You only gave it two passes to study the targets’ flight patterns,” Ardiff reminded him. “With more data, it could have better anticipated their movements.”

		Pellaeon snorted gently. “It’s a nice theory, Captain, and under certain controlled situations it might even work. But combat is hardly a controlled situation. There are far too many variables and unknowns, especially considering the hundreds of alien species and combat styles we have to contend with. I knew from the beginning that this Predictor idea was probably futile. But it had to be tried.”

		“Well, then, we just have to go back to mark zero,” Ardiff said. “Come up with something else. There have to be practical uses for this cloaking shield device.”

		“Of course there are,” Pellaeon agreed heavily. “Grand Admiral Thrawn devised three of them himself. But there’s no one left in the Empire with his military genius.”

		He sighed. “No, Captain. It’s over. It’s all over. And we’ve lost.”

		For a long moment the low murmur of background conversation was the only sound on the bridge. “You can’t mean that, Admiral,” Ardiff said at last. “And if I may say so, sir, this is not the sort of thing the Supreme Commander of Imperial forces should be talking about.”

		“Why not?” Pellaeon countered. “It’s obvious to everyone else.”

		“It most certainly is not, sir,” Ardiff said stiffly. “We still hold eight sectors—over a thousand inhabited systems. We have the Fleet, nearly two hundred Star Destroyers strong. We’re still very much a force to be reckoned with.”

		“Are we?” Pellaeon asked. “Are we really?”

		“Of course we are,” Ardiff insisted. “How else could we be holding our own against the New Republic?”

		Pellaeon shook his head. “We’re holding our own for the simple reason that the New Republic is too busy right now with internal squabbling to bother with us.”

		“Which works directly to our advantage,” Ardiff said. “It’s giving us the time we need to reorganize and rearm.”

		“Rearm?” Pellaeon threw him a quizzical frown. “Have you taken even a cursory look at what we’re working with here?” He gestured out the viewport at the Preybirds, disappearing now beneath the edge of the Chimaera’s hull as they headed for the Star Destroyer’s hangar. “Look at them, Captain. SoroSuub Preybirds. We’re reduced to SoroSuub Preybirds.”

		“There’s nothing wrong with the Preybirds, sir,” Ardiff said stubbornly. “They’re a quite capable midsize starfighter.”

		“The point is that they’re not being manufactured by the Empire,” Pellaeon said. “They’re being scrounged from who knows where—probably some fringe pirate or mercenary gang. And they’re being scrounged precisely because we’re down to a single major shipyard and it can’t keep up with demand for capital ships, let alone starfighters. So tell me how you plan for us to rearm ourselves.”

		Ardiff looked out the viewport. “It’s still not yet over, sir.”

		But it was. And down deep, Pellaeon was sure Ardiff knew it as well as he did. A thousand systems left, out of an Empire that had once spanned a million. Two hundred Star Destroyers remaining from a Fleet that had once included over twenty-five thousand of them.

		And perhaps most telling of all, hundreds of star systems that had once maintained a cautious neutrality were now petitioning the New Republic for membership. They, too, knew that the outcome was no longer uncertain.

		Grand Admiral Thrawn could perhaps have breathed the remaining sparks into an Imperial victory. But Grand Admiral Thrawn was gone.

		“Have the navigator plot a course for the Bastion system, Captain,” Pellaeon said to Ardiff. “Send transmissions to all the Moffs, instructing them to meet me at Moff Disra’s palace. We’ll leave as soon as the Preybirds are aboard.”

		“Yes, Admiral,” Ardiff said. “May I tell the Moffs what the meeting is about?”

		Pellaeon looked out the viewport at the distant stars. Stars that the Empire had once called theirs. They’d had so much … and somehow it had all slipped through their fingers. “Tell them,” he said quietly, “that it’s time to send an emissary to the New Republic.

		“To discuss the terms of our surrender.”

	
		CHAPTER

		2

		The Millennium Falcon’s console gave a final proximity beep, jolting Han Solo out of a light doze. Uncrossing his arms, he stretched tired muscles and gave the displays a quick look. Almost there. “Come on, Chewie, look alive,” he said, giving the Wookiee beside him a couple of quick slaps with the back of his fingertips.

		Chewbacca came awake with a jolt, rumbling a question. “We’re here, that’s what,” Han told him, widening his eyes a second to clear them. Getting a grip on the hyperdrive levers, he watched the timer count down. “Stand by the sublight engines. Here we go.”

		The counter went to zero, and he eased the levers forward. Outside the Falcon’s canopy, the mottled sky of hyperspace turned to starlines, which collapsed into stars, and they were there. “Right on target,” he commented, nodding toward the bluish-red planetary half circle ahead of them.

		Beside him, Chewbacca growled. “Yeah, well, it’s always crowded around Iphigin,” Han said, eyeing the hundreds of tiny drive glows moving around the planet like some crazy multrille dance. “Main transfer point for this sector and at least two others. Probably why Puffers set up the meeting for here—you don’t start shooting if some of your own stuff might get in the way.”

		Chewbacca growled in annoyance. “Well, excuse me,” Han apologized sarcastically. “President Gavrisom, then. Didn’t know you were such a big fan.”

		There was a beep from the comm. Slapping a massive hand at the switch, Chewbacca roared out an acknowledgment.

		“Hey, Chewie,” Luke Skywalker’s voice came over the speaker. “You’re right on schedule. The Falcon must be running smoothly for a change.”

		“Nothing broken but the comm switch,” Han grumbled, throwing a scowl at the Wookiee. “Chewie just tried to flatten it. Where are you, Luke?”

		“Just coming in nightside,” Luke said. “What’s wrong with Chewie?”

		“Nothing much,” Han said. “Small difference of political opinion, that’s all.”

		“Ah,” Luke said knowingly. “Been calling President Gavrisom ‘Puffers’ again, have you?”

		“Now, don’t you start,” Han growled, glaring at the comm speaker.

		Chewbacca rumbled a question. “Well, for one thing, he never seems to do anything except talk,” Han said.

		“That’s what Calibops are best at,” Luke pointed out. “Face it, Han: words are the tool of the task these days.”

		“I know, I know,” Han said, making a face. “Leia’s been pounding it into me forever.” His voice drifted into an almost unconscious parody of his wife’s. “We’re not the Rebel Alliance anymore, with a handful of people running the whole show. We’re negotiators and arbitrators and we’re here to help system and sector governments be all nice and friendly to each other.”

		“Is that really the way Leia put it?”

		“So I paraphrased a little.” Han frowned out the Falcon’s canopy, glanced back at his displays. “Is that you in the X-wing?”

		“That’s me,” Luke confirmed. “Why? You think I’ve forgotten how to fly one?”

		“No, I just thought you usually used one of the academy’s Lambda shuttles these days.”

		“That’s because I’m usually flying with other people,” Luke said. “Students and such. Artoo was with me on Yavin doing some data sifting, so when your call came we just hopped in the old snubfighter and headed out. What’s this all about?”

		“What’s it always about at this end of the Core?” Han countered sourly. “The Diamala and Ishori are at it again.”

		Luke sighed, a faint hiss on the speaker. “Let me guess. Commerce and resource-sharing dispute?”

		“Close,” Han said. “This time it’s shipping security. The Diamala don’t like having to rely on local patrol ships when they’re coming into Ishori ports. The Ishori, on the other hand, don’t want armed Diamala ships coming into their systems.”

		“Sounds typical,” Luke said. “Gavrisom have any ideas on how to solve this one?”

		“If he did, he didn’t mention them,” Han said. “He just called me on Wayland and said to flare it on over here. Help them be all nice and friendly to each other, I guess.”

		“Gavrisom asked you to arbitrate?”

		Han pursed his lips. “Well … not exactly. He kind of thinks Leia’s here with us.”

		“Ah.”

		“Look, Luke, I am official liaison to the Independent Shippers Association,” Han reminded him testily. “It’s not like I haven’t done this sort of thing before. And Leia hasn’t had any kind of real vacation in a long time—she and the kids need some time off together. And just for once, I’m not going to let her get dragged away on some stupid diplomatic thing, especially when she’s supposed to be on a leave of absence. She deserves better.”

		“I can’t argue with that,” Luke conceded. “It’s not like her last few times away from the Presidency have been exactly restful. Though personally, I can’t imagine Wayland being very high on anyone’s list of resort spots.”

		“You’d be surprised,” Han said. “It’s not like when we went tromping through the forest on the way to Mount Tantiss. Not with all the Noghri who’ve settled there.”

		“I’ll take your word for it,” Luke said. “So what can I do to help?”

		“I’ve got a plan worked out,” Han said. “You know how Diamala get when they think: all icy calm and unemotional, right? Well, that’s kind of like your deep Jedi stuff, so you can go talk to their delegation. The Ishori are just the opposite—they can’t discuss anything without getting all worked up and screaming their heads off at each other.”

		“But they don’t mean anything by it,” Luke put in. “It’s all hormonal—a ‘fight or think’ response, I think it’s called.”

		“Yeah, I know, I know,” Han said, feeling a flicker of annoyance at the lecture. Jedi Master or not, Luke still didn’t have half of Han’s experience in flying around the galaxy and dealing with other species. “Point is, they can shout all they want without bothering a Wookiee any. So Chewie will talk to their group. Then the three of us get together, we come up with a fix, and we’re done.”

		“It’s an inventive approach—I’ll give it that much,” Luke said, his tone thoughtful. “Personally, I’d still rather have Leia here. She’s got a genuine gift for conciliation.”

		“All the more reason for us to take this one for her,” Han said darkly. “The way things are going out there, Gavrisom and the High Council could have her running around stomping out these scrub fires for the rest of her life.”

		“The New Republic does seem to be having more than its share of growing pains,” Luke agreed soberly. “Maybe it’s a normal adjustment to the collapse of Imperial domination.”

		“That, or what’s left of the Empire is stirring the soup,” Han said with a grimace. “Come on, let’s get down there. The sooner we get started, the sooner we can go home.”

		   They put down in a double-sized docking bay that had been cleared for them in the capital city’s north spaceport complex. Han and Chewbacca were standing at the foot of the Falcon’s landing ramp, talking to a triad of white-maned Diamala, as Luke maneuvered his X-wing to an only slightly out-of-practice landing.

		And even before he cut the repulsorlifts, he could sense that there was trouble.

		“You stay with the ship, Artoo,” he ordered the droid as he popped the canopy and took off his flight helmet. “Keep an eye on things, okay?”

		Artoo gave an affirming warble. Dropping his helmet and gloves onto the seat, Luke vaulted lightly over the X-wing’s side to the ground and walked over to the group waiting by the Falcon. The three Diamala, he noted uneasily, were watching him closely … and their expressions did not strike him as particularly friendly.

		“Greetings,” he said, nodding politely, as he reached Han’s side. “I’m Luke Skywalker.”

		The Diamal standing closest to Han stirred. “We greet you in return, Jedi Master Skywalker,” he said, his voice flat and emotionless, his leathery face unreadable. “But we do not welcome you to this conference.”

		Luke blinked. He glanced at Han, caught the tightness in the other’s face and thoughts, then looked back at the Diamal. “I don’t understand.”

		“Then I will make it clearer,” the alien said, his left ear twitching once. “We do not wish you to be part of these negotiations. We do not intend to discuss any of this matter with you. We would prefer, in fact, that you leave this system entirely.”

		“Now, wait a minute,” Han put in. “This is my friend, all right? I asked him here, and he’s come a long way to help.”

		“We do not wish his help.”

		“Well, I wish it,” Han shot back. “And I’m not going to tell him to leave.”

		There was a moment of awkward silence. Luke kept his eyes on the Diamala, wondering if he should unilaterally solve the disagreement by simply leaving. If they really didn’t want him here …

		The head Diamal twitched an ear again. “Very well,” he said. “The Jedi Master may stay. But only as your adviser, to be absent from actual negotiations. The Diamala will not discuss these matters in his presence.”

		Han grimaced, but he nodded. “If that’s the way you want it, fine. Why don’t you show us to our quarters, and we’ll get started.”

		The Diamal gestured, and one of his companions handed Chewbacca a datapad. “You have been given a suite in the spaceport control complex,” he said. “The map will show you the way. The Ishori are already assembled in the meeting chamber. We will begin when you are ready.”

		In unison, the three aliens turned and headed across the landing bay toward one of the stairways leading out. “Well, that was interesting,” Luke said quietly as he watched them go. “Any idea what that was all about?”

		“Yeah,” Han said. “Well, sort of.”

		“Sort of? What does that mean?”

		Han threw Luke a sideways look, his expression and thoughts both oddly troubled. “Look, let’s forget it for right now, okay? They don’t—well, they don’t like you. Just leave it at that.”

		Luke gazed at the backs of the departing Diamala, watching their shimmering manes fluttering slightly in the breeze. He didn’t have to leave it at that, of course; he could stretch out right now with the Force and draw out the necessary knowledge. Surely whatever the problem was had to be some kind of misunderstanding, and he could hardly help clear it up unless he knew what it was. Yes, that was what he should do.

		And yet …

		He looked at Han. Han was looking back at him, the troubled expression still on his face. Perhaps wondering if Luke would do exactly that.

		No. As Han had asked, he would let it go. For now. “All right,” he said. “What’s the new strategy?”

		“Chewie and me’ll handle the talks,” Han said, turning to face the Wookiee. Even with his expression hidden, there was no mistaking the flicker of quiet relief in his emotional state. “If you don’t mind waiting until we’re finished, maybe you can help us figure out how to settle the deal.”

		“Sure.” Luke looked in the direction the Diamala had gone. “He said I could be your adviser. So I guess I’ll advise.”

		He looked back to find Han studying his face. “You don’t like this, do you?” the older man said.

		Luke shrugged. “Well, it’s not exactly the high point of my day,” he conceded. “It’s always a little embarrassing to offer to help someone and get turned down. But I suppose a little embarrassment never hurt anyone.”

		“Yeah,” Han said. “Sometimes it even helps.”

		It was, Luke thought, a rather odd thing to say. But before he could ask about it, Han had stepped to Chewbacca’s side and taken the datapad the Diamal had given him. “You figured out where we’re supposed to go?” he asked.

		The Wookiee rumbled an affirmative, pointing a shaggy finger at the datapad display. “Yeah, okay,” Han said, handing the datapad back. “Lead the way.” He threw Luke a lopsided grin. “There’s nothing like a Wookiee to get people to move out of the way.”

		“You realize there’s one other possibility,” Luke said quietly as they set off across the docking bay. “They may be trying to split us up for some kind of attack.”

		Han shook his head. “I don’t think that’s it.”

		“I’d still like to keep an eye on your meetings,” Luke persisted. “I should be able to follow your presence from wherever they put us. That way, I can get there right away if you need me.”

		“Just my presence, though, right?”

		Luke frowned at him. “Of course. I wouldn’t try to read your mind without permission. You know that.”

		“Yeah,” Han said. “Sure.”

		   As it turned out, it wasn’t necessary for Luke to use the Force in order to keep track of the proceedings. Their Iphigini hosts had somehow learned about the restrictions the Diamala had put on his attendance, and by the time Han and Chewbacca began the negotiations they had a monitor line set up between Luke’s suite and the conference room, allowing him to directly watch the meeting.

		It took him two hours to realize that the talks were getting nowhere. It was another hour before Han came to the same conclusion. Or at least was willing to admit it out loud.

		“They’re crazy,” Han growled, tossing a handful of datacards onto a low center table as he and Chewbacca joined Luke in the suite. “The whole bunch of them. Completely crazy.”

		“I wouldn’t say crazy,” Luke told him. “Stiff-faced stubborn, maybe, but not crazy.”

		“Thanks,” Han growled. “That’s real helpful.”

		Chewbacca rumbled a warning. “I am not losing my temper,” Han informed him stiffly. “I am under perfect control.”

		Luke looked at his friend, carefully hiding a smile. It was like the old Han again, the brashly confident smuggler he and Obi-Wan had first met back in the Mos Eisley cantina. Charging cheerfully into unknown situations, and more often than not finding himself up to his neck in trouble. It was nice to know that even as a respectable family man and responsible official of the New Republic, Han hadn’t lost all of the recklessness that had once driven his friends almost as crazy as it had the Imperials. Up to his neck in trouble was where Han functioned best. Perhaps, through sheer habit, it was where he was most comfortable.

		“All right,” Han said, dropping into a chair across the table from Luke. “Let’s think this through. There’s got to be a way out.”

		“How about trying a third-party approach?” Luke suggested. “Maybe the New Republic could run security for Diamalan freighters when they’re in Ishori systems.”

		Chewbacca rumbled the obvious problem. “Yes, I know we don’t have a lot of ships to spare,” Luke said. “But the High Council ought to be able to scrounge up something.”

		“Not enough to do any good,” Han said, shaking his head. “The Diamala do an awful lot of shipping, and I don’t think you realize how thin our hardware is spread out there.”

		“It would still be cheaper in the long run than whatever it would cost to pull the Diamala and Ishori apart if they start shooting at each other again,” Luke argued.

		“Probably,” Han conceded, toying with one of the datacards. “Problem is, I don’t think the Diamala would accept the offer even if we had the ships to spare. I don’t think they’re ready to trust anyone else with their security.”

		“Not even the New Republic?” Luke asked.

		Han shook his head, his eyes darting surreptitiously to Luke’s face for a moment, then just as quickly shifting away. “No.”

		Luke frowned. In that moment he’d caught another flicker of the same troubled mood he’d felt back by the Falcon. “I see.”

		“Yeah,” Han said, all brisk business again. “Anybody got any other ideas?”

		Luke glanced at Chewbacca, searching for a diplomatic way to say this. But there really wasn’t one. “You know, Han, it’s not too late to bring Leia in on this. We could call Wayland and ask the Noghri to bring her here.”

		“No,” Han said firmly.

		Chewbacca growled agreement with Luke. “I said no,” Han repeated, glaring at the Wookiee. “We can handle this ourselves.”

		There was a trill from the console built into the table. Luke looked at Han, but he was still engaged in a glaring contest with Chewbacca. Reaching out with the Force, he keyed the switch. “Skywalker,” he said.

		On the hologram pad in the middle of the table the quarter-sized image of a young Iphigini appeared, his braided lip-beard not quite covering up the throat insignia of the Iphigin Spaceport Directorate. “I apologize for disturbing your deliberations, Jedi Skywalker,” he said, his voice far more melodious than the craggy face and physique would have suggested. “But we’ve received notification from New Republic Commerce that a Sarkan freighter is on its way here under a Customs Red alert.”

		Luke looked at Han. Customs Red: a warning that there was illegal and highly dangerous cargo aboard. “Did Commerce identify the captain and crew?”

		“No,” the Iphigini said. “A follow-up transmission was promised, but it has not yet arrived. The suspect freighter is already approaching Iphigin, and we have dispatched the bulk of our inner-system customs frigates and patrol craft to intercept. It was thought that as New Republic representatives, you and Captain Solo might wish to observe the procedure.”

		There was a sudden change in Han’s emotions. Luke looked over, to see his friend gazing thoughtfully off into space. “We appreciate the invitation,” he said, looking back at the hologram. “At the moment, though—”

		“Where’s this Sarkan coming in from?” Han interrupted.

		“Sector Three-Besh.” The Iphigini’s image was replaced by a schematic of Iphigin and the space around it. A red dot blinked a few degrees off a line connecting Iphigin to its sun; nearly twenty blinking green dots were converging on it from the planet and nearby space. “As you can see, we have attempted to send a force adequate to overcome any resistance.”

		“Yeah,” Han said slowly. “And you’re sure it’s a Sarkan?”

		“Its transponder ID has been checked,” the Iphigini told him. “The ship itself is a Corellian Action-Keynne XII, rarely seen in this part of the Core except under Sarkan authority.”

		Luke whistled soundlessly. He’d been given a tour of an Action-Keynne XII once, and had come away thoroughly impressed by both the touches of inner luxury and the multiple tiers of outer weaponry. Designed to transport the most valuable of cargoes, it very nearly qualified as a capital warship.

		Which was probably why the Iphiginis were sending so many ships to intercept it. If its captain decided not to cooperate, the Iphiginis were in for a fight.

		“Sounds like a Sarkan, all right,” Han agreed, his voice a little bit too casual. “You go ahead and do your intercept. Maybe we’ll come up later and have a look.”

		“Thank you, Captain Solo,” the Iphigini said. “I will alert the officials that you will be joining them. Farewell.”

		The hologram vanished. “Don’t count on it,” Han muttered, gathering up the datacards from where he’d tossed them on the table and thumbing rapidly through them. “Chewie, get over to that console—see if you can pull up a full listing of the traffic pattern out there.”

		“What’s going on?” Luke asked, frowning at Han and trying to read his mood. Suddenly all the earlier frustration was gone, leaving a sort of sly excitement in its place. “You know who the smuggler is?”

		“He’s not a smuggler,” Han said. He found the card he was looking for and slid it into his datapad. “You got it, Chewie? Great. Punch it into the hologram pod over here.”

		Chewbacca growled acknowledgment, and a more complete Iphigin schematic appeared over the table. Han peered at it, then looked down at the datapad in his hand. “Great. Okay, come here and give me a hand with this.”

		“What is it?” Luke asked.

		“This is the ground station list and the orbit data for their Golan I Defense Platform,” Han told him, waving the datapad as Chewbacca lumbered to his side again. “Let’s see …”

		For a minute the two huddled close together, peering alternately at the hologram and Han’s datapad and conversing in low tones. Luke studied the schematic, watching the color-coded freighters and other ships moving in and out and wondering what this was all about.

		“Okay,” Han said at last. “That’s where they’ll come in. So all we need to do is sit somewhere in the middle of that cone and wait. Great. Get down to the Falcon and get ’er ready. I’ll be right there.”

		Chewbacca rumbled an acknowledgment and headed out the door at a fast Wookiee trot. “Do I get to know what’s going on?” Luke asked.

		“Sure,” Han said, gathering up the datacards and packing them away again. “We’ve got pirates on the way.”

		“Pirates?” Luke blinked. “Here?”

		“Sure. Why not?”

		“I didn’t think pirate gangs operated this far into the Core, that’s all,” Luke said. “So the Sarkan is just a feint?”

		“Yeah,” Han said, getting to his feet. “Only he doesn’t know it. It’s an old trick: you call an alert on some ship coming in sunside, then hit a nightside target while Customs is busy half a planet away. The only tricky part is making sure the ground and orbit defenses can’t get to you. Plus figuring out how to fake the alert in the first place. Come on, let’s go.”

		“Shouldn’t we alert the Iphigini first?” Luke asked, reaching for the comm.

		“What for?” Han said. “You and Chewie and me ought to be able to handle it.”

		“What, a whole pirate gang?”

		“Sure, why not? The only gangs working this sector are small ones—two or three ships, tops.” Han’s lip twitched. “Actually, you probably won’t even need us.”

		“I appreciate your confidence,” Luke said icily. “But I’d just as soon not take them all on myself, thank you.”

		Han held up his hands. “Hey. No offense.”

		“None taken.” Luke gestured to the hologram and the patrol ships weaving their net around the incoming Sarkan freighter. “And I still think we ought to call in the Iphigini.”

		“We can’t,” Han said. “The pirates probably have a spotter already here. Any sign of an alert, and they’ll just call off the raid. We’d end up looking stupid, and Diamalan opinion of the New Republic would sink a little deeper. The High Council will have my hide if that happens.”

		Luke sighed. “Things were a lot easier when Alliance military activity wasn’t always getting tangled up in politics.”

		“Tell me about it,” Han growled. “Look, we’ve got to get going. You in or out?”

		Luke shrugged. “I’m in,” he said, pulling out his comlink. “Artoo?”

		•    •    •

		R2-D2 didn’t like it. Not a bit. The words scrolling across the X-wing’s computer display made that very clear indeed.

		“Oh, come on, Artoo,” Luke chided. “We went all the way through a war together, against the most powerful military machine the galaxy has ever seen. You’re not going to tell me you’re afraid of a couple of patched-up pirate ships, are you?”

		The droid grunted indignantly. “That’s better,” Luke said approvingly. “Just keep an eye out. We’ll be fine.”

		Artoo warbled again, clearly not convinced, and went silent. Luke peered out the X-wing’s canopy, trying to shake away his own collection of nagging doubts. The odd discomfort that kept surfacing in Han’s emotions—the unexplained Diamalan refusal to allow him at the negotiations—all of it just added to the strange restlessness that had been simmering and growing in him over the past few weeks.

		He’d talked to Leia twice about it, hoping her insight and experience could help him bring the vague glimmerings into sharper focus. But the best she’d been able to do was suggest that it was some kind of subconscious prodding from the Force itself. Something Luke was supposed to do, she hypothesized, or perhaps something he wasn’t supposed to do.

		At her urging, he’d been spending more time lately in meditation, hoping that immersing himself in the Force would help. So far, though, there had been no results.

		“Luke?” Han’s voice said into his helmet. “Where are you?”

		Luke shook his thoughts back to the task at hand. “I’m above you and a little to portside,” he said. “I don’t see anything out here that looks like a pirate ship. You?”

		“Not yet,” Han said. “Don’t worry; when they get here, you’ll know it.”

		“Right.” Turning his head slowly, Luke looked around at the drive glows and running lights of the various freighters.

		And then suddenly they were there.

		Only it wasn’t just two or three ships. Dropping in from lightspeed were no fewer than eight ships, all unmarked, all bristling with turbolaser batteries.

		Behind Luke came a startled shrill. “Easy, Artoo,” Luke soothed the droid. “Give me a readout on them.”

		Artoo beeped uncertainly, and a list appeared on Luke’s sensor scope. Two mangled-looking Corellian gunships, an old but impressively big Kaloth battlecruiser with an equally old KDY a-4 ion cannon welded awkwardly to its bow, and five Corsair-class assault starfighters. The whole group of them were in encirclement formation, closing on a pair of medium transports a few kilometers below and ahead.

		Transports bearing New Republic insignia.

		“Han?” Luke called.

		“Yeah, I see them,” Han said tightly. “Okay. What do you want to do?”

		Luke looked out at the incoming pirates, a sudden tightening sensation in his stomach. There were many options, of course. He could reach out with the Force and damage the ships’ control surfaces, crippling them. He might even be able to wrench off whole hull plates or deform the weapons emplacements, tearing them apart with the Force alone. Or he could simply reach inside to the crews’ minds, turning them into helpless observers or even forcing them to surrender. For a Jedi Master with the Force as his ally, there were no limits. No limits at all.

		And then, abruptly, he stiffened, his breath seeming to freeze in his throat. There in front of him, starkly visible against the blackness of space, he could see the faint images of Emperor Palpatine and Exar Kun, two of the greatest focal points of the dark side he’d ever had to face. They were standing there before him, gazing back at him.

		And laughing.

		“Luke?”

		Han’s voice made him start; and as he did so, the images vanished. But the icy horror stayed behind. Something he wasn’t supposed to do …

		“Luke? Hey, look alive, pal.”

		“I’m here,” Luke managed. His mouth, he discovered, was suddenly very dry. “I—you’d better take charge, Han.”

		“You all right? Can you fly?”

		Luke swallowed. “Yes. I’m fine.”

		“Sure,” Han said, obviously not convinced. “Look, you’d better hang back. Chewie and me’ll handle this.”

		“No,” Luke said. “No, I’m with you. Just tell me what you want me to do.”

		“Well, if you’re sure you’re up to it, you can run me some cover,” Han said. “First thing is to take out that ion cannon.”

		Luke took a deep breath, settling his mind and stretching out to the Force. Two ships against eight. It was like the old days, when the Rebel Alliance was struggling against the awesome power of the Empire. He hadn’t been nearly as strong in the Force then. Hardly strong enough, in fact, to enhance his natural combat and flying abilities.

		And yet, somehow, the memories of those days felt strangely clean. Cleaner than his mind had felt for a long time.

		Something he wasn’t supposed to do …

		All right, he told the memories. Let’s call this a test. “Go ahead,” he told Han. “I’m right behind you.”

		It was unclear in that first minute whether the pirates, concentrating on their intended prey, had even noticed the old YT-1300 freighter and the X-wing flying alongside it. It was abundantly clear, though, that a sudden attack from outside their encirclement ring was the last thing they were expecting. The Falcon shot between two of the Corsairs without drawing any fire at all until it was well past them. They got a single ineffective turbolaser salvo off before Luke slid in behind them, dropping a proton torpedo each into their drive sections. A brilliant double flash, and they were effectively out of the fight.

		The X-wing shot between them, curving up out of the crippled ships’ line of fire. The battlecruiser was starting to turn its turrets toward them—

		There was a sudden warning squeal from behind him. “I see them, Artoo,” Luke said, throwing the X-wing into a stomach-twisting spiral out and away from the battlecruiser just as two of the three remaining Corsairs shot past. A burst of light caught the edge of his eye as he turned, and he twisted back around to see the bow of the battlecruiser flash into shrapnel. “Han? You okay?”

		“Sure,” Han’s voice came back. “I got the ion cannon, but it got a shot off at one of the transports first. Don’t know if they’re disabled or not. You?”

		“No problems yet,” Luke said. His danger sense flickered, and he dropped the X-wing into another twist as a withering pattern of laser fire cut through the spot he’d just vacated. Swinging up and around, he settled in behind one of the attacking Corsairs. It was a long time since he’d done this kind of thing on any sort of regular basis, but he didn’t seem nearly as rusty as he’d feared he would be. “These things are better armored than TIE fighters, but they’re not nearly as maneuverable.”

		The words were barely out of his mouth when he nearly had to eat them. Abruptly the Corsair in front of him cut sharply to starboard, twisting out of Luke’s line of fire and trying to swing in behind him. Clenching his teeth, Luke matched the maneuver, and for a few seconds they chased each other around in a tight circle, each trying for a clear shot. Luke won by a single heartbeat, and the Corsair flashed into flame and debris.

		From his comm came an anxious Wookiee snarl. “I’m okay, Chewie,” Luke said, stretching out to the Force for calm. That one had been a little too close. “You two still all right?”

		“So far,” Han put in. “Watch it—they’re probably getting mad now.”

		Luke smiled lopsidedly and took a quick look around. The last two Corsairs were heading full-throttle toward him, but he had a few seconds yet before he had to do anything about them. In the near distance he could see the battlecruiser, firing furiously at the much smaller Falcon skimming like a stingfly across its hull, systematically taking out turbolaser emplacements as it went. To one side, the two gunships were exchanging fire with the New Republic transports, which were clearly better armed than they had first appeared. The rest of the freighter traffic around them was understandably vacating the area just as fast as they could.

		He frowned, focusing again on the battlecruiser. With his decision to back away from using the full power of the Force against the pirates much of the confusion and tension in his mind seemed to have cleared away.

		And now, in that silence, he could sense something strange about the big ship out there. A strangeness he hadn’t felt for a long time …

		Artoo shrilled a warning. “Right,” Luke said, shaking the feeling away. The two Corsairs were coming in fast, the wingman to portside and slightly behind the leader. “Here’s the plan,” he told the droid. “On my signal, run full power to the top starboard engine and to both portside braking vents. After four seconds cut the vents and throw half power to all engines. Got it?”

		The droid whistled acknowledgment. Resting his thumbs on the proton torpedo triggers, Luke watched the Corsairs streaking toward him, stretching out through the Force to touch the minds of the two crews. Not to control or twist, but merely watching the texture of their thoughts. Holding course, he waited … “Now,” he called to Artoo.

		The droid’s warble was swallowed up by the sudden roar of the drive; and a second later the X-wing was spinning wildly around its center of mass. Eyes half-closed, Luke let the Force guide the timing of his shot—

		And then he was jammed back into his seat as the X-wing took off on a new trajectory, straightening reluctantly out of its spin. Blinking against his sudden dizziness, Luke looked around for the Corsairs.

		The gambit had worked. Concentrating on his Gandder’s spin, trying to anticipate the direction he would take when he popped out of it, they’d probably never even noticed the incoming proton torpedoes until it was too late.

		“Luke?” Han’s voice came over the comm. “Looks like they’re pulling out.”

		Sternly addressing his rebellious inner ear, Luke brought the X-wing around again. The battlecruiser was driving for deep space, the two gunships right behind it. One of the gunships, he noted, was showing considerable damage. “Artoo, give me a damage assessment,” Luke said, switching his comm control to one of the official New Republic frequencies. “Transports, this is New Republic X-wing AA-589,” he said. “What’s your situation?”

		“Looking a lot better than it was a few minutes ago,” the reply came back promptly. “Thanks for the assist, X-wing. You or your friend need any help?”

		Artoo’s damage assessment came up on the computer screen. “No, I’m fine,” Luke said. “Han?”

		“No problems here,” Han said. “We’ll give you an escort down if you want.”

		“Sounds good to me,” the transport captain said. “Thanks again.”

		The transports turned back toward Iphigin. Swinging the X-wing toward their vector, Luke switched back to the private frequency. “Just like old times,” he said wryly to Han.

		“Yeah,” Han said, his voice sounding distracted. “You catch any insignia or markings on any of those ships?”

		“There wasn’t anything on the Corsairs,” Luke said. “I didn’t get close enough to the others to see. Why? You think they might not have been pirates?”

		“Oh, they were pirates, all right,” Han said. “Problem is, most pirates like to splash blazing claws or fireballs all over their ships. Try to scare the target into giving up without a fight. Usually the only reason they’d cover down is if they were working for someone else.”

		Luke looked out his canopy at the lights of the rest of the freighters around them, slowly and gingerly settling back into a normal traffic pattern again. A hundred exotic cargoes, from a hundred different worlds … and yet the pirates had chosen to hit a pair of New Republic transports. “Privateers, then,” he said. “Hired by the Empire.”

		“I’d say that’s a good bet,” Han agreed grimly. “I wonder which gang they were.”

		“Or where the Empire’s getting the funds to hire them,” Luke said slowly. Stretching out with the Force, he brought back the memory of the odd sensation he’d picked up from the battlecruiser. “I remember Leia telling me what privateers cost, back when the Alliance was hiring them to hit Imperial shipping. They don’t come cheap.”

		“Not good ones, anyway.” Han snorted. “Not that this batch was anything special.”

		“I’m not so sure,” Luke said, focusing his full attention on the memories. It was indeed something he’d felt before …

		And then it clicked into place. “I may be wrong, Han,” he said, “but I think there was a group of clones aboard that battlecruiser.”

		For a long moment the comm was silent. “You sure?”

		“The sense was the same one I got when we were chasing Grand Admiral Thrawn’s clone warriors around the Katana.”

		Han hissed thoughtfully into the comm. “Terrific. I wonder where the Empire’s been hiding clones for the past ten years. I thought they’d pretty much thrown all of them at us already.”

		“I thought so, too,” Luke said. “Maybe they’ve got a new cloning facility going.”

		“Oh, that’s a cheerful thought,” Han grumbled. “Look, let’s take care of one crisis at a time. We’ll finish up here and then turn Intelligence loose on it.”

		“I was under the impression that Intelligence wasn’t having much luck pinning down these gangs.”

		“They’re not,” Han admitted. “Neither are my contacts with the Independent Shippers.”

		“Sounds like we need someone better connected with the fringe.” Luke hesitated. “Someone like Talon Karrde, for example.”

		There was a brief silence from the other end. “You didn’t say that like you meant it,” Han suggested. “Trouble?”

		“No, not really,” Luke said, wishing now he’d kept quiet. “It’s just—no, nothing.”

		“Let me guess. Mara?”

		Luke grimaced. “It’s nothing, Han. Okay? Just let it go.”

		“Sure,” Han assured him. “No problem. Soon as we finish up here, you can go on back to Yavin and forget about it. Chewie and me can get word to Karrde. Okay?”

		“Okay,” Luke said. “Thanks.”

		“No problem. Let’s go talk to the Diamala some more. See if any of this might have changed their attitude toward New Republic protection.”

		“We can try.” Luke hesitated. “Han, what is it about me the Diamala don’t like? I really need to know.”

		There was a short pause. “Well, to put it in a sprey-shell … they don’t trust you.”

		“Why not?”

		“Because you’re too powerful,” Han said. “At least, according to them. They claim that Jedi who use as much power as you do always end up slipping over to the dark side.”

		An unpleasant sensation settled into the pit of Luke’s stomach. “You think they’re right?” he asked.

		“Hey, Luke, I don’t know about any of that stuff,” the other protested. “I’ve seen you do some pretty wild things, and I’ll admit it sometimes worries me a little. But if you say you’ve got it under control, hey, that’s good enough for me. You sure weren’t getting all flashy out here just now.”

		“No, I wasn’t,” Luke agreed, a little defensively. Because Han was right; he had indeed gotten a little flashy at other times in the past. Many times, in fact.

		But only when it was necessary, and only to accomplish some great and noble goal. His power in the Force had saved his life numerous times, and Han’s life, and the lives of countless others. In none of those instances had he had any other choice.

		And yet …

		Luke stared out the canopy at the distant stars. And yet there was Obi-Wan Kenobi, his first teacher in the Force. A powerful Jedi, who’d nevertheless allowed himself to be cut down on the first Death Star rather than sweep Vader and the stormtroopers away with a wave of his hand.

		And there was Yoda, who had surely had as deep an understanding of the Force as anyone in recent history. If Luke’s own current level of knowledge was any indication, Yoda could surely have defeated the Emperor all by himself. Yet he’d chosen instead to leave that task to Luke and the Rebel Alliance.

		And there was Callista. A woman he’d loved … who had run away from him because his power had somehow intimidated and frightened her.

		“Look, Luke, it might not mean anything,” Han’s voice came into his thoughts. “You know how alien minds work sometimes.”

		“Yes,” Luke murmured. But it was clearly not something to be dismissed out of hand. It was a question he needed to study, and to meditate on, and to discuss with his family and closest friends.

		He shuddered, that horrifying vision of a laughing Emperor flickering across his memory. And he’d better do it fast.

		But as Han had said, one crisis at a time. Pulling up the X-wing’s nose, he eased into escort formation beside the transports and headed in.

	
		CHAPTER

		3

		For a long moment Leia Organa Solo just stood there, the restless breezes of the Wayland forest rustling through her hair, staring at the gold-colored protocol droid twitching nervously in front of her. There were, she reflected distantly, very few things in the galaxy anymore that could shock her speechless. Han Solo, her husband and father of her three children, was apparently still one of them. “He did what?”

		It was a rhetorical question, of course. Possibly a way of confirming to herself that her voice still functioned. C-3PO either didn’t realize that or else didn’t want to risk guessing wrong. “He and Chewbacca have gone to Iphigin, Your Highness,” the droid repeated, his voice miserable. “Several hours ago, shortly after you left on your tour. I tried to stop them, but he wouldn’t listen. Please don’t deactivate me.”

		Leia took a careful breath, stretching out to the Force to calm herself—apparently, she looked angrier than she actually was—and tried to think. Han would be on Iphigin by now, probably already engaged in a dialogue with the Diamalan and Ishori delegations. She could have her honor guard fly her there in one of their ships, calling ahead and telling Han to declare a recess until she arrived. The children she could leave here; the rest of the Noghri could look after them until she and Han returned. Alternatively, she could get in touch with President Gavrisom and have him send someone else out there to take over.

		But either approach would make Han’s effort an obvious and embarrassing false start, hardly the sort of thing that would bolster the already low opinion the Diamala had of New Republic capabilities. In fact, depending on how seriously the Diamala chose to take it, it could easily make things worse than if she just left Han alone.

		Besides, he was a hero of the Rebellion, and both the Diamala and Ishori appreciated that sort of thing. And after years of watching her handle this sort of negotiation, he must surely have picked up a trick or two.

		“Oh—one other thing,” Threepio spoke up hesitantly. “Captain Solo also made one other call before he and Chewbacca left. I believe it was to Master Luke.”

		Leia smiled wryly, her first real smile since Threepio had broken the news. She should have guessed that Han hadn’t just rushed in on this thing alone. He’d conned Luke into going with him.

		Threepio was still standing there looking nervous. “It’s all right, Threepio,” she soothed him. “Once Han gets an idea in his head, there’s no stopping him. He and Luke should be able to handle things.”

		The droid seemed to wilt with relief. “Thank you, Your Highness,” he murmured.

		Leia turned away from him and looked back across the clearing. Her youngest son, Anakin, was crouched down beside one of the slender airspeeders the group had just arrived in, and even at this distance she could hear the mix of seriousness and excitement in the eight-year-old’s voice as he discussed the finer points of design with the Noghri pilot. Standing a little way to one side beside the Mobquet speeder bikes that had flown escort for them, the twins Jacen and Jaina were watching with the air of stressed patience that came naturally of being a whole year and a half older and wiser than their younger brother. Grouped around the children and vehicles were the short gray figures of their Noghri escort, the bulk of their attention directed outward. Even here at the edge of a Noghri settlement, they were continually on the alert for danger. Beyond them, rising above the forest, Leia could see the top of Mount Tantiss.

		“Welcome back, Lady Vader,” a gravelly Noghri mew came from beside her.

		“Oh, my!” Threepio said, jerking back.

		Only long experience—and her strength of calmness in the Force—kept Leia from doing the same. Even when they weren’t particularly trying to be quiet, Noghri were next to impossible to hear. One of the many reasons why Grand Admiral Thrawn, and Darth Vader before him, had so coveted their services as private Death Commandos for the Empire.

		Had coveted that service so much, in fact, that they’d deliberately destroyed the Noghri homeworld of Honoghr, keeping the Noghri at a perpetual edge of disaster. A disaster that had been carefully structured to keep them in eternal servitude.

		Leia had helped them discover the truth about the Empire’s deceit. But though it had brought the Noghri firmly onto the side of the New Republic, it had in many ways been a hollow victory for all concerned. Despite the effort that had been put into the New Republic’s restoration project over the past ten years, hopes were steadily fading that Honoghr could ever be truly brought back to life. And though the Noghri seemed reasonably content with their new settlements here on Wayland, Leia could hear the quiet sadness in their voices whenever they spoke of home.

		Alderaan, her own homeworld, had been shattered to dust before her eyes by the first Death Star. Honoghr, brown and dead, had been destroyed more subtly but no less thoroughly. Unknown numbers of others, all across the galaxy, had been ravaged by the war against the Empire.

		Some of those wounds would take a long time to heal. Others never would.

		“I greet you, Cakhmaim clan Eikh’mir,” she said to the Noghri standing beside her. “I trust all is well?”

		“All is well and quiet,” Cakhmaim said gravely, giving her the Noghri bow of respect. “With perhaps one small exception.”

		“I know,” Leia said. “Han and Chewie took off while we were on the tour.”

		Cakhmaim frowned. “Was he not to leave?” he demanded, his voice suddenly darker. “He told us he was summoned.”

		“No, it’s all right,” Leia said quickly. Relations between Han and the Noghri had never been quite as relaxed as she might have liked, and she had no desire to add this incident onto anyone’s grudge list. “He should have talked to me first, but it’s all right. He probably just didn’t want me worrying about New Republic politics for a while.”

		Cakhmaim peered up at her. “If I may say so, Lady Vader, I must concur with Han clan Solo in this thought. Reports from your honor guard make it clear that you spend too little time in needed relaxation.”

		“I can’t argue with that,” Leia admitted. “It comes of having both a family and a job to do, and a limited number of hours per day to share between them. Maybe now that Ponc Gavrisom’s taken over the Presidency for a while, things will be easier.”

		“Perhaps,” Cakhmaim said, not sounding any more convinced of that than Leia herself felt. “Still, while the Noghri people live, you shall always have a place of refuge among us. You and your children and their children. Always.”

		“I appreciate that, Cakhmaim,” Leia said, and meant it. There were very few places in the galaxy where she could feel as safe, both for herself and her children, as she did inside a Noghri settlement. “But you mentioned a problem. Tell me.”

		“I now hesitate to involve you, Lady Vader,” Cakhmaim said uncertainly. “You came here for relaxation, not to settle disputes. Further, I would dislike to take you away from your firstsons and firstdaughter.”

		“The children are doing fine right where they are,” Leia assured him, looking back at the group. Anakin was halfway underneath the airspeeder now, with a pair of Noghri legs sticking out alongside his. The twins still had that strained-patient look as they talked quietly together, but Leia could see Jaina’s hand fondly stroking the saddle of one of the speeder bikes. “Anakin has inherited his father’s love of puzzles,” she told Cakhmaim. “And the twins aren’t nearly as bored as they might pretend. Tell me about this dispute.”

		“As you wish,” Cakhmaim said. “Please come with me.”

		Leia nodded. “Threepio, you might as well stay here.”

		“Certainly, Your Highness,” the droid said, a definite note of relief in his voice. Threepio hated disputes.

		The two of them walked a short distance through the trees to a second clearing, this one the main part of the Noghri’s Mount Tantiss settlement. Clustered together were perhaps thirty houses, built to the same basic design of the homes Leia had seen on Honoghr, though modified by the differences in local building materials. In the middle was the longer, somewhat taller dukha clan center.

		Other Noghri settlements on Wayland had transported their ancient clan dukhas from Honoghr, making them the honored focal points of their villages on this world just as they had been back home. But the Mount Tantiss settlement had a specific mission to perform; and part of that mission was to never forget what the Empire and Emperor had taken from the Noghri people. Their clan center, freshly built from local lumber and stone, was a permanent and graphic reminder of that loss.

		The dukha door was flanked by a pair of straight-backed Noghri children, performing their door-warder duties with the seriousness of generations of custom and ritual. One of them pulled open the door, and Cakhmaim and Leia stepped inside.

		The clan center consisted of a single large room, roofed with heavy wooden beams, with walls on which the history and genealogy of the settlement had begun to be carved. Two-thirds of the way back was the thronelike High Seat, the only chair in the room.

		And seated on the floor at the foot of the High Seat, dressed in dirt-stained clothing, was a Devaronian. “Ah,” he said, favoring Cakhmaim with a thin smile as he got to his feet. “My kindly host. I hope you brought food; I am beginning to get hungry.” He shifted his attention to Leia. “And you, I take it, are the wandering decision-maker I was promised?”

		“This is New Republic High Councilor Leia Organa Solo,” Cakhmaim identified her, his voice edged with knives. “You will speak to her with respect.”

		“Of course,” the Devaronian said dryly, touching the rightmost of his two forehead horns with the fingertips of his right hand. “I would never speak otherwise to an official of the New Republic.”

		“Of course not,” Leia said, matching his tone as she stretched out toward him with the Force. Male Devaronians were avid travelers and a common sight in the spaceports of the galaxy, but there had been few if any of them in the Rebel Alliance and she had never had much personal contact with the species. “And your name?” she asked, trying to get a reading on his thoughts and emotions.

		“I am Lak Jit, Councilor. A simple seeker of knowledge and truth.”

		Leia smiled. “Of course,” she said, focusing a bit harder on his thoughts. There was no change she could detect that would indicate a lie, but given her unfamiliarity with the species that didn’t mean much. More than likely it was no more than a bending or embellishment of the truth, anyway. “Tell me about this dispute, Cakhmaim.”

		“This alien was discovered near Mount Tantiss by one of the cleansing teams,” Cakhmaim said, his gaze hard on the Devaronian. “He had been digging through the soil in the fault line area and had found six datacards. When the team attempted to take them from him, he claimed possession under the Debble Agreement.”

		“Really,” Leia said, eyeing the Devaronian with new interest. The Debble Agreement was a slice-of-the-moment compromise deal she’d worked out between the Noghri cleansing teams, who had sworn to eradicate every memory of the Emperor’s presence on Wayland, and Garv Debble, a New Republic archaeologist who had insisted that items plundered from other worlds should be returned to their proper owners. The agreement had been informal and reasonably private, hardly something a casual treasure hunter would know about. “Tell me, Lak Jit, how did you come to know about the Debble Agreement?”

		“Quite honestly, Councilor, I assure you,” the Devaronian said. “I am associated with a human who I believe has had some dealings with the New Republic. Talon Karrde.”

		“I see,” Leia said, keeping her voice and face expressionless. To say that Talon Karrde had had dealings with the New Republic was to vastly understate the case. Smuggler chief and information broker, with an organization that stretched across the known galaxy, Karrde had reluctantly thrown in with the New Republic during the massive Imperial counteroffensive led by Grand Admiral Thrawn. More than that, he’d put together an unlikely coalition of fellow smugglers that had played a significant role in stopping Thrawn’s advance and ultimately defeating him. The coalition had drifted apart over the years, but Leia had made an effort to keep somewhat in touch with Karrde himself.

		A presence brushed at the back of her mind, and she turned as Jacen came into the room. “Mom, when are we going to the mountain?” he asked, throwing an incurious look at the Devaronian. “You said we’d be going to see the mountain after the other tour.”

		“We’ll go soon, honey,” Leia said. “Just a little business to clear up first.”

		Jacen frowned. “I thought we weren’t going to have any business here.”

		“It’ll just take a minute,” Leia assured him.

		“But I’m bored,” he insisted. He looked at Lak Jit again, and Leia could sense the effort as the child reached out with his limited abilities in the Force. “Are you my mom’s business?” he asked.

		“Yes,” Lak Jit said with another thin smile. “And she is right: it will only take a minute. Councilor Organa Solo, it should be clear that historical datacards are precisely the sort of thing the Debble Agreement was created to protect. Therefore—”

		“We have only your statement that the datacards are historical,” Cakhmaim put in. “We must study them ourselves.”

		“Agreed,” Leia said before the Devaronian could object. Unfortunately, that kind of examination could take hours, and the children were waiting. “Here’s the offer, Lak Jit. I’ll take the datacards, paying you five hundred now as earnest money. After I’ve examined them, the New Republic will pay you whatever they’re worth.”

		“And who will decide that value?” Lak Jit demanded.

		“I will,” Leia said. “Or, if you prefer, I can take the datacards back to Coruscant and ask Councilor Sien Siev or another historical expert to evaluate them.”

		“And if I refuse?”

		Leia nodded toward Cakhmaim. “Would you prefer I let the Noghri set the price?”

		Lak Jit grimaced, an expression that came across as just another Devaronian smile, only thinner. “I seem to have no alternative.” He stepped forward, thrusting out a stack of datacards. “Here, then. Evaluate. Since you have not brought me food, would you and your hosts object if I went and foraged while you work?”

		“You said just a minute, Mom,” Jacen spoke up.

		“Quiet, Jacen,” Leia said, gingerly taking the stack of datacards and doing a quick count of the edges. Six of them, all right, as filthy and dirt-stained as Lak Jit’s clothing. They’d probably been blown out of Mount Tantiss with the general cloud of debris when Chewbacca and Lando Calrissian set off the base’s power reactor, and had been lying buried in the Wayland soil ever since.

		Lak Jit cleared his throat. “May I—?”

		“Yes, go,” Leia cut him off. She hadn’t realized Devaronians foraged for food, and she certainly wasn’t interested in the details. “Jacen, be quiet. It’ll just be another minute. I promise.”

		“Please be quick,” Lak Jit said, and disappeared out the door.

		“Mom—”

		“If you’re bored, why don’t you ask Cakhmaim to show you the history they’re carving in the walls here,” Leia suggested, gingerly brushing at the dirt covering the top datacard. “Or go join the Noghri children in their fighting class. I think Mobvekhar was going to be teaching them leverage holds today.”

		Jacen sniffed. “Jedi don’t need that stuff. We have the Force.”

		“You’re not a Jedi yet,” Leia reminded him, giving him a stern look. She wasn’t exactly happy about this interruption in their vacation either, but all his whining was accomplishing was to drag it out further. “If you were, you’d know that just because you have the Force doesn’t mean you can ignore the condition of your physical body. The Noghri combat classes are good exercise.”

		“So’s hiking up the mountain,” Jacen countered. “So when are we going?”

		“When I’m done,” Leia said firmly, finishing her cleanup job and peering at the datacard’s label. Listings of the Fourth Pestoriv Conference, it said. Nothing important there, one way or the other: the Pestoriv Conferences had been completely open, and just as completely documented.

		Unless the Emperor had had his own private version of what had gone on there. Something to check out later, though the datacard would have to be thoroughly cleaned before she would be willing to risk it in her datapad. Shifting the datacard to the bottom of the stack, she peered at the label of the second. Equally innocuous: something about Ri’Dar mating dances. The third datacard—

		She stared at the label, a sudden chill running straight through her. Four words, with the dirt already brushed off.

		The Hand of Thrawn.

		“Mom?” Jacen asked, his voice not much above a whisper. Young and inexperienced in the Force, he nevertheless was keenly attuned to his mother, almost as closely attuned as he was to his sister Jaina. “What’s wrong?”

		Leia reached out to the Force, calming herself. “I’m all right,” she told her son. “Something on this card just startled me, that’s all.”

		Jacen craned his neck to look. “ ‘The Hand of Thrawn.’ What does that mean?”

		Leia shook her head. “I don’t know.”

		“Oh.” Jacen frowned up at her. “Then how come you were so scared?”

		It was a good question, Leia had to admit. Could the simple if unexpected appearance of Thrawn’s name really have thrown her so hard? Even coupled with her memories of his near victory, it didn’t seem likely. “I don’t know that, either, Jacen,” she said. “Maybe I was just remembering the past.”

		“Or seeing into the future,” Cakhmaim said softly. “The Mal’ary’ush has great powers, secondson of Vader.”

		“I know,” Jacen said gravely. “She’s my mom.”

		“And don’t you forget it,” Leia admonished him mock-severely as she ruffled his hair. “Now be quiet a minute and let’s see what this is all about.” Pulling her datapad from her pouch, suddenly not caring at all about possible dust contamination, she slid the datacard in.

		“What does it say?” Cakhmaim asked quietly.

		Leia shook her head. “Nothing,” she told him. “At least, nothing legible.” She tried a different section of the card, then another. “Looks like the whole datacard has been scrambled. I guess ten years of exposure will do that. Maybe the experts on Coruscant can—”

		She broke off. Jacen’s face and thoughts—“Mom!” he blurted. “Jaina and Anakin!”

		“It’s Lak Jit,” Leia snapped, stretching out through the Force and catching the sudden flash of fright from her children. She caught a secondhand image of the Devaronian charging through the clearing and a sudden cloud of billowing white smoke—“Cakhmaim!”

		But Cakhmaim was already through the door, screaming the alert in the warbling Noghri combat code. Jamming the datapad and datacards back into her hip pack, Leia grabbed Jacen’s hand and followed Cakhmaim outside, clearing the doorway just as an answer trilled through the trees. “They are unharmed,” Cakhmaim said, his tone icy with grim relief. “The Devaronian has stolen a speeder bike.”

		All around them, armed Noghri were pouring out of the houses in response to Cakhmaim’s alert. “Which way was he going?” Leia asked, heading across the settlement. On both sides of them, Noghri were falling into escort positions; ahead, through the trees, she could see glimpses of the smoke as it dispersed. Stretching out through the Force, she sent reassurance to her children.

		Cakhmaim warbled again, was answered as they reached the edge of the settlement. “Unknown,” he reported. “They could not see his departure.”

		Most of the smoke had cleared by the time they reached the clearing a minute later. Of the nine Noghri Leia had left there, six remained, pressing in a tight defensive circle around the children. “Jaina, Anakin,” she breathed, dropping to one knee beside them and giving them each a quick but tight hug. There was no need to ask if they were all right; her Jedi senses had already confirmed that. “Khabarakh, what happened?”

		“He surprised us, Lady Vader,” the Noghri said, his face set in the quiet agony of a warrior who has failed his duty. “He walked casually into the clearing and dropped his digging tool onto the ground between us. Part of the handle was a disguised smoke grenade, which exploded with the impact. We could hear him as he activated one of the speeder bikes, but I would not allow any to try to seek him out in the smoke. Should I have acted differently?”

		“No,” Cakhmaim said firmly. “The machine is of no consequence. Only the safety of the Lady Vader’s first-children is important. Your honor is not compromised, Khabarakh clan Kihm’bar.”

		Jaina tugged at Leia’s sleeve. “Why did he run, Mother? Was he afraid of the Noghri?”

		“In a way, honey, yes,” Leia said grimly. Suddenly, with the clear vision of hindsight, the whole deception was obvious. Pulling the Devaronian’s datacards from her hip pack, she fanned them in her hands.

		All of them, as she’d already noted, had dirty edges. On one, though, it was only the edges that were dirty.

		“Lady Vader?”

		Leia turned. From the brush at the edge of the clearing, two Noghri were helping up a dazed-looking Threepio. “Oh, my,” the droid breathed. “I must have taken a bad step.”

		“Threepio!” Anakin squealed, ducking between his mother and Cakhmaim and racing across to help. “You all right?”

		Threepio briefly examined his arms. “I appear to be undamaged, Master Anakin, thank you,” he assured the child.

		“We’ve got to find him,” Leia said, turning back to Cakhmaim and Khabarakh and holding up the clean datacard. “He’s still got one of the datacards he found at the mountain.”

		“I will send out more searchers,” Cakhmaim said, pulling out a comlink. “Perhaps I can also arrange an unexpected surprise for our thief.”

		“Your Highness?” Threepio called. “I don’t know if this is of any use to you—or indeed whether or not you already know it—but before I tripped and fell—”

		“Speak quickly,” Cakhmaim snapped.

		Threepio shrank back slightly. “I observed the stolen speeder bike leave in that direction.” He pointed.

		“Hey, yeah,” Anakin said. “Threepio was outside the smoke!”

		“He’s making for the northern side of Mount Tantiss,” Cakhmaim said decisively. “Undoubtedly where his ship is located. Khabarakh, your group will take the airspeeders and remaining speeder bikes and pursue. I will take the Lady Vader and her firstchildren back to the settlement.”

		“Just the children, Cakhmaim,” Leia corrected, heading for one of the airspeeders. “I’m going with Khabarakh.”

		Thirty seconds later the group was airborne. “Do we have any idea where his ship might be?” Leia asked as the vehicles tore across the landscape.

		“The Myneyrshi will know,” Khabarakh said. “They watch all movements near the forbidden mountain. Perhaps that is the surprise Cakhmaim spoke of.”

		Leia pulled out a set of macrobinoculars from the air-speeder’s storage compartment, and for a few minutes she scanned across the forest below and ahead. Nothing. “He’s probably staying right down at ground level,” she said.

		“That will slow him,” Khabarakh said. “Still, if we cannot locate his ship, he will likely be able to lift off before we reach him.”

		And unless the Noghri airspeeders were lucky enough to be right on top of him at the time, the Devaronian would be out of their firing range in a matter of seconds. Pressing her face tighter against the macrobinoculars, Leia stretched out as hard as she could through the Force, trying to locate Lak Jit’s presence.

		There was nothing she could detect from the forest ahead of them. But even as she tried to focus her thoughts more tightly, she caught a flicker of something else nearby. Something unexpected, yet definitely familiar, and coming steadily closer. Lowering the macrobinoculars, she half closed her eyes and tried to focus on the sensation—

		“Hold on!” Khabarakh snapped, and the airspeeder curved sharply around to the left. Leia grabbed for a handhold, nearly losing her grip on the macrobinoculars. Ahead and below them, an old Gymsnor-2 freighter had appeared above the trees. Half closing her eyes again, she stretched out toward the freighter, finally catching the Devaronian’s presence. “That’s him,” she confirmed. “Can we stop him?”

		“We will try,” Khabarakh said.

		Leia grimaced. Do; or do not. There is no try. Luke had quoted that Jedi dictum to her over and over during her training.

		And it was quickly becoming clear that here, too, there was no try. Even with the airspeeders running full throttle, the Gymsnor was steadily pulling away from its pursuers. Ahead of it, there was nothing: no ships, no hills, no obstacles of any sort, nothing that would slow it down. Already it was above the speeder bikes’ maximum height limit; a few minutes more and it would be leaving the airspeeders behind, as well.

		There was a sudden gravelly mewing of Noghri words from the comm speaker. Khabarakh answered; and abruptly the airspeeders slowed. Leia turned to him, opening her mouth to ask why they were giving up the chase—

		And with a terrific roar, a spaceship shot past them on their right, heading straight for the Gymsnor.

		“Khabarakh!” Leia snapped, wincing as the airspeeder bucked in the other ship’s slipstream.

		“It is all right, Lady Vader,” Khabarakh assured her. “It is an ally.”

		“An ally?” Leia repeated, frowning at the newcomer. A Corellian Action VI bulk freighter, by the looks of it. Nearly four times the size of Lak Jit’s ship to begin with; and if the rate it was closing on the Devaronian was any indication, it had undergone a substantial engine upgrade.

		Lak Jit had apparently come to a similar conclusion. Banking hard to the right, he dipped back down toward the trees and then cut sharply up and around, settling into a new vector and clawing hard for space.

		It was a maneuver that Leia had seen used time and again in the war against the Empire, and it was one that nearly always worked against a larger and more ungainly pursuer. But in this case, it didn’t. Almost before Lak Jit had even begun his turn, the Action VI was moving to counter; and by the time the Gymsnor had straightened out, the larger ship was right back on top of him, forcing him to abandon his climb or risk a midair collision. Slowly but inexorably, the Devaronian was being forced down.

		“Well done,” Khabarakh said.

		“Yes,” Leia murmured … and finally she understood the odd sensation she’d felt a few minutes ago. “So this is the surprise Cakhmaim promised.”

		“Yes,” Khabarakh said. “The Wild Karrde, with your allies Talon Karrde and Mara Jade aboard.” He eyed her, almost furtively. “I trust you are not displeased?”

		Leia smiled tightly. Talon Karrde: genteel smuggler chief, onetime ally of the New Republic, considered untrustworthy by the majority of the High Council. Mara Jade: former agent of the Emperor, Karrde’s second-in-command, and aside from Leia herself, Luke’s first attempt at teaching the ways of the Force. Also considered untrustworthy. “No, Khabarakh, I’m not displeased at all,” Leia assured him. “Like the Noghri, I too remember the past.”

		•    •    •

		The Gymsnor squatted in the clearing, canted slightly to one side on a crumpled landing skid, its hatchway open and surrounded by a group of Noghri. “I wouldn’t have believed you could force a ship down like that,” Leia commented, running a critical eye over the freighter. “Not without wrecking half of it in the process.”

		Beside her, Talon Karrde shrugged modestly. “Cakhmaim said ‘relatively undamaged,’ ” he told her. “We do try to please.”

		“And you generally succeed,” Leia agreed. A pair of Noghri appeared at the hatchway, conversed briefly with the others standing guard outside, then disappeared back inside. “I’m glad you happened to be on Wayland. What are you doing here, anyway?”

		“Business,” Karrde told her. “I’ve been experimenting with hiring Noghri to help protect my contact people in some of the more dangerous or unsavory parts of the galaxy.”

		Leia frowned. “I hadn’t heard anything about this.”

		“We’ve been keeping it quiet,” Karrde said. “I’m not exactly welcome on Coruscant these days; and given your close ties with the Noghri, we didn’t want your reputation and influence damaged by association.”

		“I appreciate your concern,” Leia said. “But I can take care of my own reputation, thank you. And as far as New Republic hospitality goes, there are still quite a few of us who haven’t forgotten your part in stopping Grand Admiral Thrawn.”

		“I don’t think any of the High Councilors or Senators have actually forgotten,” Karrde countered, an uncharacteristic touch of bitterness seeping into his voice and mood. “The point is that many of them resented my organization’s assistance even at the time we were providing it.”

		Leia looked up at him, noting the hard set of his face and the equally hard edge to his emotions. She’d been aware that official ties between Karrde’s smuggler friends and the New Republic had been growing more and more distant over the past few years, but she hadn’t realized he felt this strongly about it. “I’m sorry,” was all she could think of to say. “What can I do to help?”

		He waved the offer away, and as he did so the bitterness faded into a kind of wry resignation. “Don’t try,” he said. “Smugglers are part of the fringe, just like mercenaries and con men and pirates. Try to defend us, and all you’ll accomplish will be to get muddied alongside us.”

		“As I’ve already said, my reputation is my own concern.”

		“Besides which,” Karrde continued quietly, “drawing any attention to me at this point would also put the Noghri at risk. Or don’t you think some in the High Council would consider hiring themselves out to a smuggler to be an unacceptable activity?”

		Leia grimaced. But he was right; and with the Noghri still under their self-imposed cloud of penance for their years of service to the Empire, the clan dynasts would be extremely sensitive to any such charges. “I’m sorry,” she said again.

		“Don’t be,” Karrde advised her. “If the New Republic doesn’t need me, I certainly don’t need it, either. Ah—here we go.”

		Leia looked back at the freighter. A new group had exited the hatchway: three Noghri, a sullen-looking Lak Jit, and Mara Jade, her red-gold hair glistening in the sunlight. In her hand was a dirt-stained datacard. “Incidentally, what ever happened with Mara’s independent trading company?” Leia asked. “I heard it had failed, but never heard why.”

		“It didn’t fail; it was simply closed down,” Karrde said. “Actually, it was never meant to be anything permanent—I wanted her to have some experience running a small company directly, so we set her up with one. All part of the process of grooming her to take over my organization someday.”

		The group crossed the clearing to where Karrde and Leia were waiting. To Leia’s complete lack of surprise, the Devaronian got in the first word. “I vehemently protest this treatment,” he bit out, his eyes and horns glistening with anger. “I have committed no crime that would permit you, Councilor Organa Solo, to open fire on me and to cause damage to my ship. Rest assured that I will be lodging formal complaints with the New Republic High Council and Senate, the Ojoster Sector Assembly, the Corellian Merchants’ Guild—”

		“And your employer, Talon Karrde?” Karrde suggested mildly.

		“Certainly: and Talon Karrde,” Lak Jit agreed. “I demand the immediate return of my property—”

		He broke off, his eyes focusing on Karrde for the first time. Leia stretched out with the Force, and caught the sudden startled burst of recognition. “You are—?”

		“Yes,” Karrde confirmed, his voice suddenly cold. He held out a hand, and Mara put the datacard into it. “Tell me, where were you taking this?”

		“I was going to bring it to you, of course,” Lak Jit said.

		Leia looked at Mara, standing a little behind the Devaronian, her hand resting casually on the lightsaber attached to her belt. The other woman returned Leia’s look, a knowing and slightly cynical half smile on her face. Clearly, both of them had caught the quaver in Lak Jit’s thoughts. Mara shifted her eyes back to Karrde, tilted her head fractionally to the left. “That’s lie number one, Lak Jit,” Karrde told the Devaronian, lifting a finger. “One more, and I’ll inform the Corellian Merchants’ Guild you’re illegally using their name.” The temperature of his voice dropped still lower. “Third lie puts you in trouble with me. Now. Where were you going?”

		The Devaronian seemed to shrink. “To sell the datacard,” he muttered. “To those who would pay the most.” He looked furtively at Leia. “Much better than she would have.”

		“And who are these generous people?” Karrde asked.

		Lak Jit twitched his horns left, then right: the Devaronian equivalent of a shrug. “You’ll know as soon as you read it. Be careful when you do—I nearly destroyed my datapad trying. It’s extremely dirty.”

		“Yes, I noticed.” Karrde looked at Mara. “You’ve checked his entire ship?”

		“The Noghri are still poking around, but this is definitely the card,” Mara said.

		“All right.” Karrde looked back at the Devaronian. “As soon as they’re finished, you can leave. Depending on what we find in the datacard, you may or may not still be associated with my organization. Your usual contact will let you know.”

		Lak Jit bowed elaborately. “As always, a most generous master,” he said, not quite enough sarcasm in his tone to take offense at. He looked at Leia. “There was, I believe, mention of five hundred in earnest money?”

		Leia and Karrde exchanged incredulous glances. “I think you forfeited any claims to that when you threw the smoke grenade at my children,” she told the Devaronian. “We’ll still pay you whatever we decide these datacards are worth, but now you’ll have to wait.”

		“They may pay you,” Karrde amended. “I may consider taking any such payment as my fee for helping keep you here.”

		Lak Jit smiled thinly. “As I said, a most generous master.”

		“Just be thankful you didn’t try this on a Hutt,” Karrde countered. “Get going.”

		The Devaronian bowed again and headed back toward his ship, the three Noghri trailing along with him. “Yours, I believe,” Karrde said, handing Leia the datacard. “We have facilities for cleaning it aboard the Wild Karrde, if you’d care to avail yourself of them.”

		“Which would allow you a chance to read it over my shoulder?” Leia suggested dryly.

		Karrde smiled. “We could consider it my fee. Unless you don’t think we’ve earned it?”

		Leia shook her head in mock-resignation. “Sometimes I forget what dealing with you is like, Karrde. Lead on.”

		•    •    •

		The last readable page scrolled a second time across the display, giving way to the randomly scattered bits and blanks of the ruined sections of the datacard. Carefully, Leia set the datapad down on a corner of Karrde’s desk, feeling her heart pounding in her throat. Suddenly the private office, which had seemed so snug and warm only minutes ago, felt very cold.

		A movement caught her eye as she stared into the distance: Karrde, now seated in the high-backed chair on the other side of the desk, reaching over to the datapad. “Well,” he said soberly as he swiveled the device around to face him. “At least we now know why our Bothan friend Fey’lya was so anxious that Mount Tantiss be thoroughly destroyed.”

		Leia nodded silently, that scene from ten years earlier flashing back to mind. Councilor Borsk Fey’lya, standing outside the Wild Karrde in the Imperial City on Coruscant, all but pleading with Karrde to fly Leia to Wayland to help Han and the others destroy the Emperor’s Mount Tantiss storehouse. Warning darkly that there were things in that storehouse that, if found, could bring disaster to the Bothan people and the galaxy.

		Lak Jit had found it. And Fey’lya had been right.

		“I don’t suppose there’s any chance the record is a forgery,” Karrde said, gazing thoughtfully at the datapad. “Something the Emperor might have created with an eye to someday blackmailing the Bothans.”

		“I doubt it,” Leia said. “The royal library on Alderaan had a great deal of information on the attack that burned off Caamas. Details that were never made public knowledge.”

		“It’s hard to believe anything about Caamas could have been kept secret,” Karrde said. “The outrage at the time was certainly widespread enough. Worse even than when your own Alderaan was destroyed.”

		Leia nodded mechanically, her mind’s eye drawn unwillingly back to the horrifying holo images she’d seen as a child in the history records. The destruction of Caamas had happened before her time, but the pictures were as vivid as if she’d witnessed the aftermath of the event in person.

		The attack had been sudden and thorough, with a viciousness that had made it stand out even against the widespread devastation of the Clone Wars that had preceded it. Perhaps that was what the attackers had banked on, that a populace weary of war would be too emotionally drained to even notice, much less care about the fate of a single world.

		But if that was indeed their strategy, it turned out to be a serious miscalculation. The Caamasi had been a good and noble people, with an artistic bent and a gentle wisdom that had won them a deep respect even among their adversaries. Their unwavering belief in peace through moral strength had been a strong influence on the political philosophies of many worlds, including Alderaan, while their firm support of the principles of the Old Republic had made them a rallying point for all such supporters during the political chaos of that era.

		It was still not known who the attackers had been who had come out of nowhere to systematically and ruthlessly burn off the planet. None of the Caamasi’s political opponents had claimed credit—indeed, all of them had joined in the universal condemnation, at least verbally—and the Caamasi’s surviving records of the battle were too badly damaged to be of any use in identification.

		But with Lak Jit’s datacard, at least one piece of the puzzle had now been solved.

		“They were an almost universally beloved people.” Leia sighed, bringing her attention back to the present. “Still are, those few who are left.” She blinked back tears. “You wouldn’t have known, but there was a large Caamasi refugee group on Alderaan when I was growing up, living in the South Islands in secret under my father’s protection. They were hoping that someday when they were strong enough they could return to Caamas and try to rebuild.”

		“Interesting,” Karrde murmured, absently stroking his beard. “As it happens, I did know about that group—I used to smuggle in foodstuffs and medicines they needed that were on Alderaan’s forbidden-import list. I always wondered why your customs people never seemed to notice me.”

		“My father didn’t want anything official showing up in any import records,” Leia said. “He’d always suspected Palpatine’s involvement in Caamas’s destruction, either directly or through intermediaries, especially when it became clear as to the direction Palpatine was trying to twist the Republic. The Caamasi would never have stood for it, and they would have been much quicker to recognize and respond to the threat than we on Alderaan were.”

		“Hence, they had to be eliminated,” Karrde said heavily. “As you say, obvious in hindsight.” He gestured toward the datapad. “But I would never have guessed there were Bothans involved.”

		“It’s going to surprise everybody,” Leia said, wincing. “And it couldn’t have come at a worse time. With tensions and brush wars cropping up all over the New Republic, I’m not at all sure we’re in any shape to deal rationally with something like this.”

		There was a flicker of presence from outside the office, and she turned as the door slid open. “The alert’s out,” Mara said, coming into the office and sitting down next to Leia. “All our ships and ground stations, and I got word to Mazzic’s and Clyngunn’s people, too. If Lak Jit gets near any of them, we’ll have him.” She nodded at the datapad. “Was there anything else on the datacard?”

		“Nothing readable,” Leia told her. “Maybe the techs on Coruscant can pull something more out of it. I doubt it, though.”

		“We were just trading bits and pieces of information on Caamas and the aftermath,” Karrde said. “You wouldn’t happen to have anything to add, would you?”

		Mara threw him a cool look. “You mean like the names and clans of the Bothans who sabotaged Caamas’s planetary shield generators?”

		“That would be a good start,” he agreed.

		Mara snorted gently. “I’ll bet it would. Unfortunately, I don’t know anything more than what’s on that datacard. Less, actually, since I didn’t know there were any Bothans involved. Don’t forget, Caamas was long gone by the time the Emperor found me and trained me to be his Hand.”

		“He never mentioned the attack?” Leia asked. “Bragged or gloated about it? Anything?”

		Mara shook her head. “Not to me. The only time he even mentioned the Caamasi was once when he was convinced they were stirring up Bail Organa against him and was thinking about sending me to do something about it. But then he changed his mind.”

		Leia felt her heart tighten inside her. “He must have decided he had something better to use as an object lesson. The Death Star.”

		For a long minute no one spoke. Then Karrde stirred. “What are you going to do with the datacard?” he asked.

		With an effort, Leia pushed back the memories of her shattered home and lost family and friends.
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