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Star Wars - Shadows of the Empire

"Face 1, if crime did not pay, there would be very few
criminals." laughton lewis burdock.

Prologue

He looks like a walking corpse, Xizor thought. Like a
mummified body dead a thousand years. Amazing he is
still alive, much less the most powerful man in the galaxy.

He isn't even that old; it is more as if something is slowly
eating him.

Xizor stood four meters away from the Emperor,
watching as the man who had long ago been Senator
Palpatine moved to stand in the holocam field. He
imagined he could smell the decay in the Emperor's worn
body. Likely that was just some trick of the re-cycled atr,
run through dozens of filters to ensure that there was no
chance of any poison gas being intro-duced into it.
Filtered the life out of it, perhaps, giving it that dead
snell



The viewer on the other end of the holo-link would see a
close-up of the Emperor's head and shoulders, of an
age-ravaged face shrouded in the cowl of his dark zeyd-
cloth robe. The man on the other end of the trans-
mission, light-years away, would not see Xizor, though
Xizor would be able to see him. It was a measure of the
Emperor's trust that Xizor was allowed to be here while
the conversation took place. The man on the other end of
the transmission-if he could still be called that-The air
swirled mside the Imperial chamber in front of the
Emperor, coalesced, and blossomed into the im-age of a
figure down on one knee. A caped humanoid biped
dressed in jet black, face hidden under a full hel-met and
breathing mask: Darth Vader.

Vader spoke: "What is thy bidding, my master?" If Xizor
could have hurled a power bolt through time and space
to strike Vader dead, he would have done it without
blinking. Wishful thinking: Vader was too powerful to
attack directly.

"There is a great disturbance in the Force," the Em-peror
said.



'"T have felt it," Vader said.

"We have a new enemy. Luke Skywalker." Skywalker?
That had been Vader's name, a long time ago. Who was
this person with the same name, someone so powerful as
to be worth a conversation between the Emperor and his
most loathsome creation?

More importantly, why had Xizor's agents not uncov-
ered this before now? Xizor's ire was instant-but cold.

No sign of his surprise or anger would show on his
imperturbable features. The Falleen did not allow their
emotions to burst forth as did many of the inferior spe-
cies; no, the Falleen ancestry was not fur but scales, not
mammalian but reptilian. Not wild but coolly calculat-ing.
Such was much better. Much safer.

"Yes, my master," Vader continued.
"He could destroy us," the Emperor said.

Xizor's attention was riveted upon the Emperor and the



holographic mmage of vader kneelng on the deck of a
ship far away. Here was interesting news indeed.

Something the Emperor perceived as a danger to him-
self? Something the Emperor feared?

"He's just a boy," Vader said, "Obi-Wan can no longer
help him" Obi-Wan. That name Xizor knew. He was
among the last of the Jedi Knights, a general. But he'd
been dead for decades, hadn't he? Apparently Xizor's
nformation was wrong if Obi-Wan had been helping
someone who was still a boy. His agents were going to
be sorry.

Even as Xizor took in the distant image of Vader and the
nearmess of the Emperor, even as he was aware of the
luxury of the Emperor's private and protected chamber at
the core of the giant pyramidal palace, he was also able
to make a mental note to himself Some-body's head
would roll for the failure to make him aware of all this.
Knowledge was power; lack of knowledge was
weakness. This was something he could not permi.

The Emperor continued. '"The Force is strong with him.



The son of Skywalker must not become a Jedi." Son of
Skywalker?

Vader's son! Amazing!

"If he could be turned he would become a powerfl ally,"
Vader said. There was something in Vader's voice when
he said this, something Xizor could not quite put his finger
on.

Longing? Worry?
Hope?

"Yes... yes. He would be a great asset," the Em-peror
said. "Can it be done?" There was the briefest of pauses.
"He will join us or die, Master." Xizor felt the smile,
though he did not allow it to show any more than he had
allowed his anger play. Ah.

Vader wanted Skywalker alive, that was what had been
i his tone. Yes, he had said that the boy would join them
or die, but this latter part was obviously meant only to
placate the Emperor. Vader had no mtention of killing



Skywalker, his own son; that was obvious to one as
skilled in reading voices as was Xizor. He had not gotten
to be the Dark Prince, Underlord of Black Sun, the
largest criminal organization in the galaxy, merely on his
formidable good looks. Xizor didn't truly understand the
Force that sustained the Emperor and made him and
Vader so powerful, save to know that it certainty worked
somehow. But he did know that it was something the
extinct Jedi had supposedly mas-tered. And now,
apparently, this new player had tapped into it. Vader
wanted Skywalker alive, had practically promised the
Emperor that he would deliver him alive-and converted.

This was most interesting,
Most interesting indeed.

The Emperor finished his commumication and turned
back to face him. "Now, where were we, Prince Xizor?"
The Dark Prince smiled. He would attend to the business
at hand, but he would not forget the name of Luke

Skywalker.

1 Chewbacca roared his rage. A stormtrooper grabbed



at him and he knocked the man flying, armor clattering as
he fell into the pit. Two more guards came i, and the
Wookiee battered them both aside as if they were noth-
ing, a child tossing dolls around.

In another second one of Vader's troops would shoot
Chewie. He was big and strong, but he couldn't win;
they'd cut him down-Han started yelling at the Wookiee,
calming him

Leia stared, unable to move, unable to believe this was
happening.

Han kept talking; "Chewie, there'll be another time!

The princess, you have to take care of her. D'you hear
me? Huh?" They were in a dank chamber in the bowels
of Cloud City on Bespin, where Han's so-called friend
Lando Calrissian had betrayed them to Darth Vader.

The scene was bathed in a buttery golden light that made
it seem even more surreal. Chewbacca blinked at Han,
the half-assembled droid Threepio jutting from a sack on
the Wookiee's back. The traitor Calrissian stood off to



one s1de like some feral creature There were more
guards, techs, bounty hunters. Vader and the stink of
liquid carbonite permeated the air around them all, a
smell of morgues and graves combined.

More guards moved i, to put cufs on Chewie. The
‘Wookiee nodded, calmer. Yes, he understood Han. He
didn't like it, but he understood. He allowed the guards
to cuffhim-Han and Leia looked at each other. This can't
be happening, she thought. Not now.

The emotion took them; neither could resist it. They
came together like magnets, held each other. They em-
braced, kissed, full of fire and hope-full of ashes and
despair-Two stormtroopers jerked Han away, backed
him onto the lifiplate over the muakeshift freezing
chamber.

The words erupted from Leia unbidden, uncontrol-lable,
lava blasted from a volcanic explosion: 'T love you!" And
Han, brave, strong Han, nodded at her. "I know." The
Ugnaught techs, not much more than half Han's height,
moved in, unbound his hands, stepped away.



Han looked at the techs, then at Leia again. The lift-plate
sank, lowered him into the pit. He locked his gaze with
Leia's, held i, held it... until the cloud of freezing vapor
boiled up and blocked their viewChewie yelled; Leia
didn't understand his speech, but she understood his
rage, his grief] his feeling of helplessness.

Han!

Stinking, acrid gas spewed up and rolled over them, an
icy fog, a roiling soul-chilling smoke through which Leia
saw Vader watching it all under his inscrutable mask. She
heard Threepio sputter,

"What-What's go-ing on? Turn 'round! Chewbacca, |
can't see!" Han!

Oh, Han!

Leia sat up abruptly, her pulse racing, The sheets were
sweaty and wadded around her, her night garment damp.
She sighed, swung her legs over the side of the bed, and
sat staring at the wall. The chronometer inset showed her

1. .



I Was tree hours past mianmgnt. 1ne ar m e room
smelled stale. Outside, she knew, the Tatooine night
would be chilly, and she considered opening a vent to
allow some of'that coolness inside.

At the moment, it seemed too much effort to bother.
A bad dream, she thought. That's all it was.

But-no. She couldn't pretend it had been only a
nightmare. It had been more than that. It was a memory.

It had happened. The man she loved was embed-ded in
a block of carbonite, had been hauled away like a crate
of cargo by a bounty hunter. Lost to her, some-where in
the vastness of the galaxy. She felt the emotions well, felt
them threaten to spill out in tears, but she fought it. She
was Leia Organa, Princess of the Royal Family of
Alderaan, elected to the Imperial Senate, a worker in the
Alliance to Restore the Republic. Alderaan was gone,

destroyed by Vader and the Death Star; the Imperial

Senate was disbanded; the Alliance was outmanned and
outgunned ten thousand to one, but she was who she
was. She would not cry.



She would not cry.

She would get even, Three hours past midnight, and half
the planet slept.

Luke Skywalker stood barefoot on the steelcrete
platform sixty meters above the sand, looking at the taut
wire. He wore plain black pants and shirt and a black
leather belt. He no longer had a lightsaber, though he'd
started constructing another one, using the plans he'd
found in an old leather-bound book at Ben Kenobi's. It
was a traditional exercise for a Jedi, so he'd been told. It
had given him something to do while his new hand had
finished final bonding to his arm It had kept him from
thinking too much. The lights under the canopy were dim
he could barely see the stranded-steel line. The carnival
was done for the night, the acrobats and dewbacks and
jest-ers long asleep. The crowds had gone home, and he
was alone; alone here with the tightrope. It was quiet, the
only sound the creak of the syn tent fabric as it cooled in
the arms of the Tatoomne summer night. The hot desert
day gave up its heat quickly, and it was cold enough
outside the tent to need a jacket. The smell of the
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with that of his own sweat.

A guard whose mind had accepted Luke's mental
command to allow him inside the giant tent stood watch
at the entrance, blind now to his presence. A Jedi skill,
that kind of control, but another one he had only begun
to learn.

Luke took a deep breath, let it out slowly. There was no
net below, and a fall from this height would surely be
fatal. He didn't have to do this. Nobody was going to
make him take the walk. Nobody but himself.

He calmed his breathing, his heartbeat, and, as much as
possible, his mind, using the method he had learned. First
Ben, then Master Yoda had taught him the ancient arts.
Yoda's exercises had been the more rigorous and
exhausting, but unfortunately, Luke had not finished his
schooling. There really hadn't been any choice at the
time. Han and Leia had been in deadly danger, and he'd
had to go to them. Because he had gone, they were alive,
but...



‘Ihat hadn't turned out well
No. Not at all
And there had been the meeting with Vader...

He felt his face tighten, his jaw muscles dance, and he
fought the anger that surged up in him like a hormonal
tide as black as the clothes he wore. His wrist ached
suddenly where Vader's lightsaber had sliced through it.
The new hand was as good as the old, bet-ter, maybe,
but sometimes when he thought about Va-der, it
throbbed. Phantom limb pain, the medics had said. Not
real

"I'm your father." No! That couldn't be real, either! His
father had been Anakin Skywalker, a Jedi If only he
could talk to Ben. Or to Yoda. They would confirm it.
They would tell him the truth. Vader had tried to
manipulate him, had tried to throw him off balance, that
was all

But-what if it was true... ?



No. Leave 1. It wouldn't help to dwell on that now.

He wasn't going to be able to do anybody any good
unless he mastered his Jedi skills. He had to trust in the
Force and move on. No matter what lies Vader had
spewed. There was a war on, much to do, and while he
was a good pilot, he was supposed to have more to offer
to the Alliance. It wasn't easy, and it didn't seem to be
getting any easier. He wished he felt sure of hinself, but
the fact was, he didn't. He felt as if a weight were riding
on him, more than he'd ever thought possible. A few
years ago, he'd been a farm boy, working with Uncle
Owen, going nowhere. Now there was Han, the Empire,
the Alliance, Vader-No. Not now. That's in the past and
in the future, this wire is the now. Concentrate or you're
going to fall off it.

He reached for the energy, felt the flux begin to flow. It
was bright and warm and life-giving, and he called it to
himself, sought to wrap it around his form like a suit of
armor. The Force: Once again, it was there for him

Yes.



But there was something else there, too. In a place that
was removed but somehow right next to him, he felt that
pull he had been told about. A hard, powerful coldness,
the opposite of what his teachers had pre-sented to him.
The antithesis of light. That which Va-der embraced.

The dark side.

No! He pushed it away. Refused to look at it. Took
another deep breath. Felt the Force permeate him, felt it
attune itself to him. Or maybe it was the other way
around. It didn't matter. When they were one, he started
to walk.

The high wire suddenly seemed as wide as a public
sidewalk. It was natural, the Force, but this part always
felt like magic, as if he could do miracles using it. He'd
seen Yoda raise the X-wing fiom the swamp using his
mind. It was possible to do things that might look like
miracles. As he lifted his foot to take another step, he
remem-bered other things about his time on Dagobah.
Under the soft, damp ground, in the cave...

Darth Vader came toward him



Vader! Here! How could that be?

Luke pulled his lightsaber, lit it, brought it up. The
gleaming blue white of his blade met Vader's reddish
beam as they crossed in on-guard salute. The power hum
and energy crackle grew louder. Suddenly Vader swung,

a powerful cut at Luke's left side-Luke jerked his blade
up and over, dropped the point, blocked the slash; it hit
so hard it vibrated him, nearly tore his lightsaber from his
grip-He smelled the mold around him, heard the power
hum of the lightsabers, saw Vader with a crystal clarity.

All his senses came to life, as sharp as they'd ever been,
sharp as a warehouse full of vibro-shivs. Vader cut again,
now at Luke's head, and Luke's panicked overhead
block barely stopped it, barely-he was so strong!

Again Vader chopped at him, a blow that would have cut
Luke in halfhad he not jammed his own weapon out, just
n time!

Vader was too strong for him, Luke knew. Only his
anger could save him from being killed. He remembered
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rage drove him Luke whipped his blade around
backhanded, all of his arm and shoulder and wrists
behind it, and-The cut took Vader's head off Time
seemed to drag like some heavy anchor. He stared.
Vader's body dropped, oh-so-slowly... and the severed
head fell to the ground and rolled.

Rolled. Then stopped. There was no blood-There came
a bright flash, a sudden blast of light and purple smoke,
and the mask covering Vader's face shattered, shattered
and vanished, revealing, re-vealingThe face of Luke
Skywalker. No!

The mnsurgent memory had flashed by much faster than
the events had actually taken. He had moved but a single
step in reality. Amazing what one's mind could do. Even
s0, he nearly fell from the wire as he lost contact with the
Force.

Stop this! he told himself

He took a deep breath, balanced uneasily, reached for
the Force again.



There, he had it. He steadied, started walking, one with
the Force again, flowing. Halfway across the wire, he
started to run. He told hinself it was part of the test. He
told himself that the Force was with him and he could live
up to his name without fear, that anything was possible to
one trained as a Jedi Knight. It was what he had been
taught. He wanted to believe it. He didn't want to believe
that he ran because he could feel the dark side walking
the wire behind him, catfooted and evil, following him.
Following lke the memory of his face on Vader's
severed head, following and.

...and gaining. ..

Xizor leaned back in his form-chair. The chair, which had
a bad circuit he kept meaning to have repaired, took this
move as an inquiry. Its voxchip said, "What is your wish,
Prince Sheeezor?" It shured his name, dragging out the
first syllable. He shook his head.

"Nothing save that you be silent," he said.
The chair's vox shut up. The machineries within the



cloned leather seat hummed and adjusted the support to
Xizor's new position. He sighed. He was rich be-yond
the income of many entire planets, and he had a
malfunctioning form-chair that couldn't even pro-nounce
his name correctly. He made a note to have it replaced,
now, today, immediately, as soon as he was finished with
his business here this moming. He looked at the one-
sixth-scale holoproj frozen in front of him, then up at the
woman standing across the desk. She was as beautifil, if
not as ethnic, as the two Epicanthix women fighters in the
holograph between them. But her beauty was of a
different order. She had long and silky blond hair, pale
and clear blue eyes, an exquisite figure. Normal human
males would find her attractive. There were no flaws in
Guri's face or form, but there was a coolness about her,
and that was easily explained if you knew the reason:
Guri was an HRD, a human replica droid, and unique.
She could visually pass for a woman anywhere i the
galaxy, could eat, drink, and perform all of the more
personal functions of a woman without anybody the
wiser. And she was the only one of her kind
programmed to be an assassin. She could kill without
raising her ersatz heartbeat, never a qualm of conscience.



She'd cost him nine mullion credts.
Xizor steepled his fingers and raised an eyebrow at Guri.
"The Pike sisters," Guri said, glancing at the holo.

"Genetic twins, not clones. The one on the right is Zan,
the other is Zu. Zan has green eyes, Zu has one green
and one blue eye, the only noticeable difference. They
are masters of teras kasi, the Bunduki art called 'steel
hands." Twenty-six standard years old, no political af-
filiations, no criminal records in any of the major sys-
terrs, and, as far as we are able to determine, completely
amoral. They are for hire to the highest bid-der, and they
have never worked for Black Sun. They have also never
been defeated in open combat. This"-she nodded at the
unmoving holoproj image again-'"is what they do for fin
when they aren't working," Guri's voice was, in contrast
to her appearance, warm, mviting, a rich alto. She
activated the hologram

Xizor smiled, revealing his own perfect teeth. The holo
had shown the two women mopping the floor with eight
Imperial stormtroopers in some rat's nest of a spaceport



bar. The soldiers had been big, strong, well trained, and
armed. The women weren't even breathing hard when
they finished. "They'll do," he said.

"Make it happen." Guri nodded once, turned, and left.
She looked as good from behind as she did fiom the
front.

Nine million and worth every decicred. He wished he
had a dozen more like her. Unfortunately, her creator
was no longer among the living. A pity. So. Two more
handpicked assassins now under his command.
Assassins with no ties to Black Sun, not be-fore and,
with Gurl's expert manipulation, not ever.

Xizor glanced up at the ceiling. He'd had the pattern of
the galaxy installed into the glowtiles. When the lights
were dimrand they usually were-he had an edge-on view
of the home galaxy floating holographically there, with
more than a million individual glow-ing dust-small stars
hand-drawn in it. It had taken the artist three months and
had cost a warlord's ransom, but the Dark Prince could
not spend what he already had even if he tried hard, and
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nothing; he had billions. A way of keeping score, that
was all. Not im-portant.

He looked at the holograph again. Beautiful and deadly,
these two, a combination he enjoyed. He hinself was of
the Falleen, a species whose distant ances-tors had been
reptilian, and who had evolved into what was generally
considered the most beautifil of all hu-manoid species.
He was over a hundred years old, but he looked thirty.
He was tall, had a topknot ponytail jutting up from his
otherwise bald head and a hard body crafted by stim
units. He also exuded natural pheromones that made
most of the human-stock spe-cies feel instantly attracted
to him, and his skin color, normally a dusky green,
changed with the rise of those pheromones, shading from
the cool into the warm spectrum. His handsomeness and
appeal were tools, nothing more. He was the Dark
Prince, Underlord of Black Sun, one of the three most
powerful men in the galaxy. He could also kick a sunfruit
off the top of a tall humanoid's head without a warm-up
stretch, and he could lift twice his own weight over his
head using only his own muscles. He could claim a
sound-if ad-mittedly devious-mind in a sound body.



- -

His galactic influence was surpassed only by the Em-
peror and the Dark Lord of the Sith, Darth Vader. He
smiled at the image before him again. Third-but about to
become second, if his plans went as intended. It had
been months since he'd overheard the Emperor and
Vader talking of a threat they'd perceived, months, and
now the prelimmaries were done.

Xizor was ready to move in earnest.
"Time?" he said.
His room computer answered and gave it to him

Ah. Only an hour remained before his meeting, It was but
a short walk through the protected corridors to Vader's,
not much beyond where the Emperor's mas-sive gray-
green stone and mirror-crystal palace thrust itself up into
the high atmosphere. A few kilometers, no more; a brisk
stroll would put him there in a few min-utes. No hurry.
He did not want to arrive early.

A chime announced a visitor.



"Enter," Xizor said. His bodyguards were not here, but
there was no need for them in his sanctum-no one could
penetrate its defenses. And only a few of his un-derlings
had the right to visit him here, all of them loyal. As loyal
as fear could make them

One of his sublieutenants, Mayth Duvel, came in and
bowed low. "My prince Xizor." "Yes?" 'l have a petition
from the Nezriti Organization.

They wish an alliance with Black Sun." Xizor gave Duvel
a measured smile. "I'm sure they do." Duvel produced a
small package. "They offer a to-ken of their esteem."
Xizor took the package, thumbed it open. Inside was a
gem. It was an oval-cut, bloodred Tumanian pres-sure-
ruby, a very rare stone, apparently flawless, and easily
worth several million credits. The Dark Prince held it up,
turned it in his fingers, nodded. Then he tossed it onto his
desktop. It bounced once, slid to a stop next to his
drinking cup. If it had fallen onto the floor, he would not
have bent to retrieve it, and if the cleaning droid came in
later and sucked it up, well, so what? "Tell them we'll
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was gone, Xizor stood, stretched his neck and back. The
evolved reptilian ridge over his spine elevated slightly, felt
sharp against his fingertips as he rubbed it. There were
other applicants waiting to see him, and ordinarily he
would sit and attend to their petitions, but not today.
Now it was time to go and see Vader. By going there
instead of insisting that Vader come here, he was giving
away an advantage, appear-ing to be hinself a
supplicant. No matter. That was part of it; there must not
seem to be any contention between them. No one must
suspect that he felt any-thing but the greatest respect for
the Dark Lord of the Sith, not if his plans were going to
succeed. And suc-ceed they would, he did not doubt it.

Because they always did.
2 Leia sat in a bad cantina in the bad part of Mos Eisley.

You really had to work at it to eamn both of those low
distinctions. Calling this place a dive would have elevated
it four notches. The table was expanded metal, aluminum
plate tumed nto a cheap and easy-to-clean mesh-
probably they used a high-pressure solvent hose to wash



everything into that drain in the middle of a sunken spot
over there in the floor. Ifthey opened the door to the arid
outside, it would dry in a hurry. The cup of whatever vile
brew it was she had in front of her was certainly losing
more liquid to evaporation than to her drinking from it.
The air refreshing system must have had a bad circuit-the
place was hot, the desert air outside seeping in along with
the gutter scum who came to hang out here. It smelled
like a bantha stable in the hot summer, and the only good
thing about the place was that the light was dim enough
so she didn't have to look too closely at the patrons-from
a dozen different species and none of them particularly
savory-looking examples at that.

Lando must have done it on purpose, picking this pit in
which to meet, just to get a rise out of her. Well. When
he finally arrived, she wouldn't give him the sat-isfaction.
For a time, she'd hated him, until she under-stood his
apparent betrayal of Han had only been a ruse to help
save them from Vader. Lando had given up a lot for that,
and they all owed him for it.

Still, this wasn't a bar she would have gone into without a
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would have gone alone, despite her protests that she
didn't need a bodyguard. But need one or not, she had
one-Chewbacca sat next to her, glowering at the
assorted patrons. The only reason Chewie had left her
with Luke after the last encounter with Vader was to go
with Lando to Tatooine to set up Han's rescue.

Once Leia had arrived, Chewie had stayed as close to
her as part of her wardrobe. It was tritating. Lando had
explained it: "Chewie owes Han a life debt. That's a big
deal among Wookiees. Han told him to take care of you.
Until Han tells him otherwise, that's what he's going to
do." Leia had tried to be firm. She told Chewie, 'l
appre-ciate it, but you don't have to." It was no use,
Lando told her. As long as he was alive, Chewbacca
was going to be with her, and that was that. She didn't
even speak Wookiee, save for a couple of swear words
she thought she recognized, but Lando had smiled and
told her she might as well get used to it.

She almost had, after a fashion. Chewie could un-
derstand a number of languages, and while he couldn't
speak them, he could usually make known what he



wanted somébody to know.

Leia liked Chewie okay, but here was another rea-son to
find and free Han-so he could call the Wookiee off.

Then again, even though she would never admit it, there
were times when having a two-meter-tall Wookiee
around was useful. Such as in this wonderful place.

During the last hour, she'd had to look a little closer at
several of the patrons than she liked. Despite the fact that
she wore old and threadbare freight handler’s cov-eralls
spotted and stained with lube, had her hair wound into a
tight and unattractive bun, and did not meet anyone's
gaze, there had been a steady parade of various humans
and aliens to her table, trying to pick her up-also despite
the fact that a fully grown and armed Wookiee sat at the
same table.

Males. Didn't seem to matter what species they were
when they wanted female company. And it didn't seemto
matter what species the female was, either.

Chewie made it clear thev weren't welcome. and be-



tween his size and bowcagter, nobody much wanted to
argue the point. But new ones kept coming,

Chewie growled at a bulbous-headed Bith who banged
mto the table. The alien, whose species was normally
well behaved and peaceful, had obviously had way too
much to drink, if he would even think it possi-ble that he
and Leia could find anything in common.

The Bith looked at Chewie's bared teeth, hiccuped, then
tottered off

Leia said, "Look, I appreciate your help, but I can handle
these guys." Chewie turned his head to one side and
regarded her, a gesture she was coming to realize meant
skepti-cism and amusement mixed about equally.

She took it as a challenge. "Hey, next time some-body
comes over, just watch me. You can do it without
threats, you know." It didn't take long. The next pest in
the rotation was a Devaronian, a horned humanoid who-
surprise-wanted to buy Leia a drink.

"Thank vonr  hit I'm waitino for conmehadv" The



Devaronlan said, "Well, why don't I keep you conrpany
until they get here? Perhaps they were de-layed? It might
be a long wait." "Thank you, but I have company." She
nodded at Chewie.

The alien ignored the gesture and, since the Wookiee
didn't speak or point his weapon, kept right on talking.

'"'m really quite pleasant to have around, you know.
Many fers have thought so. Many." He leered at her, his
pointed teeth looking particularly white against his red
lips. Shot his tongue out and sucked it back m; it was as
long as her forearm.

Spare me, Leia thought. So much for the easy way.

"No. Go away." "You don't know what you are missing,
little one." His leer grew wider, making him look more
demonic.

She glanced at Chewie, who was about to start laughing,
she could tell. She glared at the Devaronian.

" trv to eet over it. T eave." "Tust one drink. And T can



show you my Weran]an holocards; they are very, ah...
stimulating." He started to sit across from her.

Leia pulled the small blaster she had tucked mto her
coverall pocket, brought it out over the table where the
Devaronian could see it. She pointed it at the ceiling and
thumbed the power setting button from

"stun" to "kill." He saw that, too.

Very quickly he said, "Ah, well, perhaps another time. I,
ah, just recalled that, ah, I left the converter charging on
my ship. You'll excuse me." He hurried away. Amazing
what waving a blaster under an obnoxious would-be
suitor's nose would do to improve his manners.

Chewie did laugh now. Said something, and she had a
pretty good idea of what it meant.

"Nobody likes an obnoxious Wookiee," she said.

But she smiled. That point went to Chewie, and she was
woman enough to admit it. She put the safety on and
tucked the blaster awav.
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Fiddled with the stir stick in her drink. Lando was go-ing
to pay for calling the meeting in this hole. Some-how.

Somebody opened the door and a flash of hot light
spilled into the dank bar. Outlined in the doorway was a
human who, for just a second, reminded her of Han.

Han.

She felt the grief start to well in her again, and she shook
her head, as if that could stop the emotions from flowing,
The last time she had seen Han Solo, he had been frozen
in a block of carbonite. The last thing he had said to her
was an answer: "[ know." Leia sighed. She hadn't really
known until that mo-ment that she loved him. When she
saw Vader order him lowered into the freezing chamber,

when she knew there was a chance he might not come
out alive, she'd had to say it. It had come out of her
unbidden, it had seemed as if the words had been
spoken by another woman. It had been so... unreal. But
she couldn't deny it. Not then, not now. She did love
him, pirate and rogue that he was. There was no help for



1.

That feeling scared her more than anything she could
think of More than when she'd been in Vader's hands on
the Death Star, more than when it seemed half the
Imperial Army and Navy had been after them+"Buy you
a drink, beautiful?" somebody said from behind her.

Leia turned. It was Lando. She was angry at him, but
glad to see him, too. "How'd you get in here?"

"Back door," Lando said. He smied. He was a
handsome man-tall, dark-skinned, a thin nustache above
those shiny white teeth-and he knew it, too.

Behind him were the droids R2-D2 and C-3PO.

Artoo's dome swiveled as the droid took i the bar, and
Threepio, the most skittish droid Leia had ever been
around, managed to look nervous even though he could
not change his facial expression. Artoo whistled.

"Yes, I see that," Threepio said. A short pause.

"Master T ando. wouldn't it he better if we waited onit-
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side? I don't thmk they like dr01ds in this p]ace We're the
only ones here." Lando smiled. "Relax. Nobody is going
to bother you. I know the owner. Besides, I don't want
you alone outside. You might find this hard to believe,
but this town is full of thieves." He opened his eyes wide
in mock amazement and waved his hands to take in the
bar and the port around it. "You wouldn't want to wind
up shoveling sand on some moisture farm, now would
you?"

"Oh, dear me, no." Leia smiled, unable to help herself.
What a band of characters she'd wound up with. Two
funny droids, Lando Calrissian the gambler, Chewbacca
the Wookiee, Luke the-What was Luke? Halfway to
becoming a Jedi, at least. And awfully important, given
how badly Darth Vader seemed to want him. She'd
heard other rumors, too, that Vader wasn't particular
how he got Luke, alive or dead. She loved Han, but she
felt something for Luke, too.

Another conmplication she did not need. Why wasn't life
simpler?

1T



And Han.
"T think we've got Slave I spotted," Lando said qui-etly.

That was Boba Fett's ship. The bounty hunter who had
taken Han from Cloud City. "What? Where?" "A moon
called Gall, circling Zhar, a gas giant out in one of the far
Rim Systens. The information is third-hand, but the
nformant chain is supposed to be reli-able." "We've
heard that before," she said. Lando shrugged. "We can
sit and wait or we can go see. The bounty hunter should
have delivered Han to Jabba months ago. He's got to be
someplace. I've got a contact in that system, an old
gambling buddy who does a little, uh, freelance cargo
delivery. Name is Dash Rendar. He's checking it out for
us." Leia smiled again. "Freelance cargo delivery" was a
euphemism for "smuggling." "You trust him?" "Well, as
long as my money holds out, yeah." "Fine. How soon will
we know?" "A few days." Leia looked around.

"Anything would be better than waiting here." Lando
flashed his bright smile again. "Mos Eisley is known as
the galaxy's armpit," he said. "I guess there are worse
parts of the anatomy where we could be stuck." Chewie



said something,

Lando shook his head. 'T don't know why he'd be there.
There's a shipyard on the moon; maybe he needed
repairs. Something serious had to hold him up because
Jabba won't pay him until he gets here." Chewie said
something else.

"Yeah, I'm afraid so." Lando looked at Leia. "Gall is an
Imperial Enclave. Got a couple of destroyers based
there, plus all the attendant TIE fighters. If Fett's ship is
there, it won't be easy to get to him."

"When has anything been easy since I met you?" she
said. "Let me ask you something. Of all the crummy
places in this port, why did you choose this one?" "Well,
I do know the owner. He owes me for a bet we once
made. | get to eat and drink here for free whenever 'min
town." "Oh, boy. What a thrill that must be. You ever try
to eat anything in this place?" 'l haven't been that hungry
yet, no." She shook her head. Her life had certainly been
in-teresting since she'd fallen in with these guys. But it
was like Lando had just said about Boba Fett: Every-
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Until they found Han, this was as good as any.

Leia said, "Maybe we better go tell Luke." Xizor left his
four bodyguards in the antechamber and went into Darth
Vader's personal meeting room

The guards were trained in half a dozen forms of hand-
to-hand combat, each armed with a blaster and each an
expert shot; still, if Vader wanted to harm him, it wouldn't
matter if he took four or forty men with him.

The mysterious Force would let Vader block a fired
blaster bolt with his lightsaber or his hands, and he could
kill with a gesture, could freeze your lungs or stop your
heart, just like that. It was a lesson many had learned the
hard way: One did not stand toe-to-toe with Darth
Vader and challenge him directly. Fortunately, Xizor
enjoyed the Emperor's patronage.

As long as that was the case, Vader would not dare
harm him
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wood, several nonreactive chairs made from the same
kind of wood, a holoplate and viewer. A faint tang of
something spicy hung in the air. There were no pictures
on the walls, no conspicuous signs of the wealth Vader
commanded. He was nearly as rich as Xizor and, like the
Dark Prince, cared little for wealth itself

Xizor pulled one of the chairs away from the table and
sat, allowing himself to appear completely relaxed, legs
stretched out in front of him, leaning back. Some-where
in Vader's castle monitoring technicians would be
watching every move he made, recording it all.

Xizor knew that Vader's spies followed him everywhere
he went, on-or offplanet; here in the dark heart of the
serpent's nest itself, there could be no doubt that his
slightest gesture would be watched and analyzed. If Va-
der wished it, he could likely know how much air Xizor
breathed, the volume, weight, and composition of that
air, the percent of carbon dioxide in the residue.

Xizor allowed hirself a tight grin. Give the techs
something to think about: Uh-oh, he's smiling-what do



you suppose that means?

Of course, he had Vader under constant surveillance,
too, every time he set foot outside his castle. On Corus-
cant-yes, it had been renamed the Imperial Center, but
Xizor did not care for the new name-virtually ev-eryone
of any importance had his or her own spynet keeping
track of all the other people of importance. It was
necessary. And Black Sun's spynet was second to none,
not even the Empire's own. Well. Perhaps the Bothans
were slightly better...

The wall at the opposite end of the room slid aside
silently, and Vader stood there, quite dramatic in his cape
and black uniform, his breathing audible inside the
armored helmet and mask. Xizor stood, offered a military
bow. "Lord Vader." '"Prince Xizor," Vader offered n

return. No bow-he bent the knee only to the Emperor-
but Xizor did not acknowledge the small breach of
etiquette. This was all being recorded. The recording
might find its way before the Emperor-in fact, Xizor
would be greatly surprised if it did not come under the
Emperor's scrutiny; the old man was not one to let much
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grace, the epitome of politeness, the acme of good
manners.

"You asked to see me, Lord Vader. How may I be of
service to you?" Vader stepped into the room, and the
door slid shut behind hm He made no move to sit, no

surprise.
Xizor also remained standing,

Vader said, "My master bids me to arrange for a fleet of
your cargo ships to deliver supplies to our bases on the
Rim." "But of course," Xizor said. "My entire operation is
at your disposal, I am always happy to aid the Empire in
any way that I can" Xizor's legtimate shipping
operations were quite ex-tensive, among the largest in the
galaxy. Much of the money from Black Sun's illicit
activities had been fin-neled into Xizor Transport
Systens, and XTS alone was enough to make him a
wealthy and powerful man. Vader was also aware that
the holocans were upon him. He made a comment for
the record. "In the past, it seens as if your company has
been slow to respond to Imperial requests." "It



embarrasses me to say that you are correct, Lord Vader.

Certain individuals who worked for me were lax.
However, those individuals are no longer employed by
my company." Poit, counterpomnt. Vader jabbed,

carefully, using a fine point, and Xizor parried. Each
conversation he had with the Dark Lord of the Sith was
thus, an obvious surface dialogue with much hidden in the
depths below it. It was a kind of fugue, in which each
player tried to score, like two brothers trying to outdo
each other in the eyes of a critical father. Xizor did not
consider Vader anything like a nest-brother, however.

The man was an impediment to be removed and-though
he did not know it-a mortal enemy.

Ten years ago, Vader had a pet project, research on a
biological weapon. He established a hazard lab on
Xizor's home planet of Falleen. There had been an acci-
dent at the supposedly secure facility. A mutant tissue-
destroying bacterium somehow escaped quarantine. In
order to save the planet's population from a horrible,
rotting, always fatal nfection for which there was no
cure, the city around the lab had been "sterilized."
Sterilized, as m: baked, torched, seared, burned to
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Two hundred thousand Falleen had been killed by the
sterilization lasers crisscrossing the doomed metropolis
from orbit. The Empire counted itself lucky to have lost
only that number when the necrotizing bacte-ria could
have killed billions, maybe even escaped offworld to
mfect other planets. It had been a close call, but the cost
had been relatively minor-in the opinion of the Empire. In
Darth Vader's opinion.

Among the dead had been Xizor's mother, father,
brother, two sisters, and three uncles. He'd been
offworld at the time, cementing his control of Black Sun
mto place; otherwise he would have been one of the
victins hinself,

He had never spoken of the tragedy. He had, through the
offices of Black Sun, caused his family's deaths to be
erased from Imperial records. The opera-tives who had
done that deed had been themselves elimnated. Nobody
knew that Xizor the Dark Prince had personal reasons to
detest Darth Vader. It would be natural to see the two as
rivals for the Emperor's favor, and there was no way to



hide that, but of the other, no one save Xizor had 7any
ki

He had been patient, Xizor had. It was never a ques-tion
of 'if," only a matter of "when" he would repay Vader in
kind.

Now at last, revenge was in the making. Soon he would
have it. He would spear two fleek-eels with the same
trident: Vader the impediment to his power and Vader
the killer of his family would both be... removed.

Xizor felt a smile but held it from observation by Vader
and his hidden holocams' gazes. Killing the Dark Lord
might be possible but much too good for him-and
dangerous in the extreme. Dishonor and disgrace were
ever so much more painful at this level of exis-tence. He
would break Vader, would cause him to be tossed upon
the trash heap by his beloved master.

Yes. That would be justice-""We shall need three hundred
ships," Vader said, cutting into Xizor's thoughts. "Half of
them tankers, half dry cargo transports. Standard

Tmnerial  deliverv  contracte There i« a  larce
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construction project of which you are aware. Can you
supply the vessels?" "Yes, my lord. You need but tell me
where and when you desire them and I will make it so.
And Inperial terms are acceptable.” Vader stood silently
for a moment, the only sound the mechanical wheeze of
his breathing. He didn't expect that, Xizor thought. He
thought I might argue or try to haggle over the price.
Good.

"Very well. I'll have the fleet supply admiral contact you
with details." "[t is my honor to serve," Xizor said. Again
he gave Vader a military bow, a bit lower and slower
than be-fore. Anybody watching would see only how
courteous and eager to please Xizor was.

Without another word Vader turned. The wall slid back
again, and he swept from the room And anybody
watching would see how close to the edge of rudeness
Lord Vader walked. Again Xizor allowed hinself a tiny
smile.

Everything was going according to plan.
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hurry the process. Inside, the ingredients for a light-saber
gem cooked at an incredible heat and pressure, hot
enough to melt denscris, intense enough to collapse
durasteel into a liquid ball. And yet from a meter away,
except for the red operating diode, you couldn't tell the
thing was even on. Well, except maybe for a little bit of a
smell something like a blaster bolt, a kind of ozone odor.

The furnace had been working for hours and the lit-tle
yellow diode had not yet begun to blink, the signal that
the process was in the final stage.

He looked around at the inside of what had been Ben
Kenobi's home. It was a small place on the edge of the
Western Dune Sea, made, as so many of the local
structures were, of synstone-crushed local rock mixed
mto a shury with dissolvants and cast or sprayed onto
frames to harden. The resulting buildings were sturdy and
proof against the sandstoris. Ben's house looked almost
as if it could have been a natural rock forma-tion,
smoothed and rounded by centuries of too-hot-by-day
and too-cold-by-night desert weather.



Ben. Struck down by Vader on the Death Star. The
memory was equal parts grief and rage. His teacher
hadn't left much behind, not for a man who had once
been Obi-Wan Kenobi, a Jedi Knight and a general in
the Clone Wars. Perhaps the most val-uable thing was
the old and ntricately carved boa-wood trunk and its
contents, including an ancient leather-bound book. A
book that contained all manner of wondrous things for a
would-be Jedi, such as plans for building a lightsaber.
The thumbprint clasp on the volume had accepted Luke's
right thumb to unlock i, and once it was open, he saw
the flashpacket rigged inside the cover. Had anybody
tried to force the clasp, the book would have burst into
flame.

Somehow, Ben had known Luke would find this book.
Somehow, he had prepared it so that only he could open
it safely.

Amazing.
According to that book, the best lightsabers used natural
jewels, but there weren't a lot of the kind he needed lying
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managed to collect most of the electronic and mechanical
parts in Mos Eisley-power cells, controls, a high-energy
reflector cup-but he had to make his own focusing jewel.
Ideally, the best light-sabers also had three of those,
different densities and facets, for a fully adjustable blade,
but for his first at-tempt at building the Jedi weapon,
Luke wanted to keep it as simple as possible. Even so, it
was trickier than the book made it out. He was pretty
sure he had the superconductor tuned right, the amplitude
for the length set where it was supposed to be, and the
control circuitry boards correctly installed. He couldn't
be pos-itive until the jewel was finished, and the book
didn't mention exactly how long that took. Supposedly
the furnace would shut down automatically when it was
dore.

If everything went right, he'd be able to cut the jewel,
polish and install it, tune the photoharmonics, and then
he'd only have to hit the switch to have a working
lightsaber. He had followed the instructions to the letter;
he was pretty good with tools and it ought to be okay,
but there was a small worry that when he switched it on it
might not work. That would be emrbarrassing. Or



worse, it might work in a way it wasn't supposed to. That
would be worse than embarrassing; Luke Skywalker,
up-and-commng Jedi Knight, a man who had gone one-
on-one with Darth Vader and lived to tell of it, vaporized
when his faulty lightsaber blew up. So far he'd been very
careful constructing the thing, triple-checking each step,
and to get this far had taken almost a month. The book
said a Jedi Master in a hurry could construct a new
lightsaber in a couple of days.

Luke sighed. Maybe after he'd built six or eight of them
he might be able to speed it up, but he obviously had a
long, long way to go to get there-Suddenly he felt

something,

It was like hearing and smelling and tasting and see-ing
somehow combined, and yet it was none of those things.
Something... impending, somehow.

Could it be something coming from the Force? Ben had
been able to sense events happening light-years away,
and Yoda had spoken of such things, but Luke wasn't
sure. His own experiences in his X-wing and in his
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He wished Ben were here to tell hm

Whatever it was grew stronger. For a moment, he had a
flash of recognition: Leia? He had been able to call to her
when he was about to fall from beneath Cloud City after
his encounter with Vader. She had somehow received his
cry for help.

Was it Leia?

He buckled on his blaster, adjusted the belt on his hip so
he could draw the weapon quickly if needed, and went
outside. Normally the Tusken Raiders-the Sand People-
stayed clear of Ben's house. They were superstitious,
Ben had told him, and with his control of the Force, he
had shown them a few tricks, enough so they marked his
place as haunted. But Ben was gone, and whatever he
had done might not work forever.

Luke didn't have Ben's control; the Raiders might not be
so impressed with him picking up a few rocks with the
Force. Then again, there was nothing wrong with his aim,



and however melegant 1t was, a blaster bolt splashing ott
a rock next to them would make just about anybody stop
and think. Once he got the lightsaber built and working,
he hoped he could put the blaster away. A true Jedi did
not need any other weapon to protect hinself, Ben had
told him.

He sighed. He had a way to go to get to that level, too.

A hot wind blew grit off the desert, abrading and drying
his skin. In the distance, he saw a thn dust cloud.
Somebody approached across the barrens from Mos
Eisley, probably in a landspeeder. Since nobody else
was supposed to know he was here, it was proba-bly
Leia or Chewie or Lando-if the Empire had lo-cated him,
they would have dropped on him from the air, raining
ships and stormtroopers. In that case, he'd be lucky to
get to his camouflaged X-wing before they blasted the
place to a smoking rumn-as they had blasted Uncle Owen
and Aunt Beru at the farm...

Luke felt his jaw muscles go tight at the memory.
The Empire had a lot to answer for.



The protected corridors in the core of the Imperial
Center were available only to those with proper identi-
fication, and admissions were, supposedly, strictly limited
and enforced. Such corridors were large, well lighted,
lined with fanciful botanicals, such as singing fig trees and
jade roses, and often patrolled by hawk-bats, which
preyed on the rock slugs that sometimes infested the
granite walls. These corridors were de-signed to be
pathways i which the rich and famous could stroll
without being bothered by the rabble.

But as Xizor walked along one such enclosed path, his
four bodyguards ahead of or behind him, an interloper
appeared in front of them and started shooting at the
Dark Prince with a blaster. One of the pair of
bodyguards i front took a bolt in the chest that pierced
his concealed hardweave armor and dropped him. Xizor
noticed the chest wound smoked as the guard groaned
and rolled onto his back.

The second guard, whether through skill or luck, re-

turned fire and scored a direct hit on the assassin's
hlacter Inaclking it fraom hic hand The threat wac aver
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The attacker screamed and charged at the remaining
guards and Xizor barehanded. Intrigued, Xizor watched
the man come. The assas-sin was big, bigger than any of
the guards and much larger than Xizor himself] built like a
heavy-gravity weight lifter, and he was obviously crazed
if he would charge three armed men without a weapon.

How mteresting,
"Don't shoot him," Xizor said.

The running man was only twenty or so meters away and
closing fast.

The Dark Prince allowed hinself one of his tight-smiles.

"Leave him alone," he said. "He's mine." The trio of
bodyguards tucked their own blasters away and moved
aside. They knew better than to ques-tion Xizor's orders.
Those who did could wind up like the still-smoking guard
lying on the polished marble floor.

The assassin continued his run, screaming incoher-ently.



- -

Xizor waited. When the man was nearly upon him, the
Dark Prince pivoted on the balls of his feet and slapped a
hard palm against the back of the man's head as he
charged past. The extra momentum of the strike was
enough to off-balance the yeling man so that he
overstepped and fell. He managed to turn the fall into an
awkward shoulder roll. He came up, spun, faced Xizor.
He was a bit more wary now. He moved in, more
slowly, hands held in tight fists.

"What seens to be the problem, citizen?" Xizor asked.

"You murdering scum! You bog slime!" The man lunged

in closer, swung a roundhouse punch at Xizor's head.
Had it connected it would have shattered bone. Xizor
ducked and sidestepped, kicked the attacker in the belly
with the toe of his right boot and knocked the man's wind
out. The attacker tottered back a few steps to catch his
breath.

"Have we met? I have an excellent memory for faces,
and I don't recall yours." Xizor noticed a bit of lint on the

chanldar Afhic hmir Ha raacrhad 1m and hrmichad it nfF



OLIVUWILLVL UL 1UO WMLV, LIV IVUVIMG U QLG ULUDIMG 1L UL

"You killed my father. Have you forgotten Colby Hoft?"
The man charged again, fists swinging wildly. Xizor
stepped aside and almost nonchalantly slammed a
hammerfist into the man's head, knocking him down.

"You are mistaken, Hoff. Your father committed suicide,
as I recall. Stuck a blaster in his mouth and blew the
back of his head off; didn't he? Very messy." Hoff came
up from the floor, and his rage drove him at Xizor again.

Xizor V-stepped to his right and drove his left boot heel
at Hoff's left knee, hard. He heard the joint go with a wet
snap as he connected.

Hoft fell, his left leg no longer able to support him
"You ruined him!" He struggled up to his good knee.

"We were business competitors," Xizor said matter-of-
factly. "He gambled that he was smarter than 1. A foolish
mistake. If you cannot afford to lose, you should not play
the game." "I'm going to kill you!" "[ think not," Xizor
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fast for one his size, and grabbed Hoff's head with both
hands. "You see, to contend with Xizor is to lose. As far
as any reasonable person is concerned, attacking me will
also be judged a suicide." With that, Xizor gave a sharp,
hard twist. The crack of vertebrae was quite loud in the
corridor.

"Clean up this mess," he said to his guards. "And inform
the proper authorities of this poor young man's fate." He
looked down at the body. He felt no remorse. It was like
stepping on a roach. It meant nothing to him at all

In his most private chamber, the Emperor sat staring at a
life-size holographic recording: Prince Xizor break-ing
the neck of someone who'd attacked him in a pro-tected
corridor.

The Emperor smiled and turmed in his floating repul-sor
chair to look at Darth Vader.

"Well," the Emperor said, "it seens that Prince Xizor has
kept up his martial arts practice, does it not?" Unseen
under his armored mask, Vader frowned.



"He is a dangerous man, my master. Not to be trusted."
The Emperor favored him with one of his unattrac-tive,
toothy smiles. "Do not trouble yourself with Xizor, Lord
Vader. He is my concern." "As you wish." Vader bowed.

"One wonders how that hotheaded young man managed
to get into a protected corridor," the Emperor said. But
there was no wonder in the Emperor's voice, none at all

Vader's face froze. He knew. It was not possible, for the
guard who had admitted the would-be assassin into the
corridor was no longer among the living, and none but
that single man had known who ordered him to allow the
young man access-but somehow, the Em-peror knew.

The Emperor's mastery of the dark side was great
indeed.

"T will look into it, my master," Vader said.

The Emperor waved an age-spotted hand in dis-missal.
"Don't bother. There was no harm done. Prince Xizor
was hardly at risk, after all, was he? He seens quite
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see anything happen to him as long as he is useful to us."
Vader bowed again. As usual, the Emperor made his
point in a subtle manner, but in such a way that it could
not be ignored. There would be no further at-tempts to
test Xizor's ability to defend himself against deadly
attack. Not yet, anyway.

Meanwhile, Vader would keep a close watch on the
Dark Prince. The Falleen was all too devious, and
whatever his twisted mind was up to would serve the
Empire only if it served Xizor hinself. Xizor was, after
all, a crimnal. His morals were per-verse, his ethics
situational, his loyalties nonexistent. He would stop at
nothing to get his way, and Vader was fairly certain in his
own mind that what Xizor wanted did not include a
galaxy in which there was room for Vader or the
Emperor. To contend with Xizor is to lose?

‘We shall see.

4 The landspeeder carrying them neared their destina-
tion, Leia saw Luke standing next to the house, watch-
ing. Odd, that he would somehow know of their



approach.

Of course, out here in the middle of nowhere, noth-ing
but sand and rocks and scrub, he could have seen them
coming for a long way. It might not be the Force at work
here but simple observation. Chewie brought the speeder
to a stop. Dust kicked up by the repulsors floated around
them for a moment before the nearly constant wind
swirled it away. This climate would leach you dry if you
stayed out in it un-protected for too long. The dunes
shifted and revealed more than a few crisp white bones
of those who had thought they could move around the
desert with impu-nity.

Luke smiled at her, and once again Leia felt that sense of
confusion. She loved Han, but here was Luke, and she
certainly felt a connection to him, too. Was it possible for
a woman to love two men at the same time? She
returned his smile. It was not the same with Luke as with
Han, but there was something there.

"Hey, Luke," Lando said.

Chewie added what had to he a oreeting.
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"Master Luke, it's so good to see you agamn," Threepio
said. His normally bright golden color was somewhat
dimmed by a coat of dust. It seemed as if the protocol
droid somehow attracted more dirt to hinself than the
rest of them did, though Leia felt a little gritty herself after
the long ride from town. Even Artoo whistled a happy

greeting,

They all liked Luke. There was something about him that
seemed so natural and so attractive. Maybe it was the
Force flowing through him Maybe it was because he
seemed like such a nice person.

"We would have called," Lando said, "but we didn't want
to risk having our com overheard. Chewie saw a couple
of those new Imperial codecracker slicer droids in town;
he thinks they might be monitoring local calls.

No point in taking any unnecessary risks." Luke nodded.
"Good thought. Come on inside." There was a faint smell
of something cooking in what had been Obi-Wan's
simple home. The aroma re-minded Leia of a time she'd
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She saw a small blast fur-nace set up on a table. Was
Luke making some kind of jewelry?

They told Luke why they'd come.

He was immediately excited. He was ready to hop into
his X-wing and leave right now.

"Hold on a second," Lando said. "First we have to make
sure Fett's there. Then there's the little matter of the
Imperial Navy." Luke shrugged. "Hey, we can fly circles
around those guys." Lando and Leia exchanged glances.
Whatever else Luke was, he was not lacking in self-
confidence when it came to his piloting,

Chewie spoke up.

Threepio translated: "Ah, Chewbacca wonders if
perhaps the Rebel Alliance might not be willing to help,
given Master Han's services to them." Luke grinned like
a child seeing a new toy. "Sure they would. Wedge is in
command of Rogue Squadron now, and he told me if I
ever needed them they'd come running." "They can drop

on T



wnatever ey are aomg, jJust Ike tnat/” Lando asked.
Leia nodded. "I don't see why not. The Alliance's chain
of command is a lot looser than the Empire's. We have to
be more flexible, given the numbers. The Rogues don't
have any permanent assignment, and I'm sure I can
convince the Alliance that Captain Solo is worth
rescuing. He was instrumental in the destruction of the
Death Star; plus we need all the good pilots we can get."
Leia glanced at the others quickly, to see if her somewhat
shaky reasoning covered her true feelings.

Luke didn't seem to see past what she said, eager to fly
as he was; Lando's small grin could mean anything; the
droids and Chewie were unreadable.

"Great," Luke said. "Let's do it!" "Not so fast," Lando
said. "First what say we wait for the confirmation that
Fett is actually on Gall before we take off? That's a long
trip to make for nothing." Leia could see that Luke didn't
want to wait-pa-tience didn't seem to be his strongest
virtue-but he could see the wisdom of what Lando said.
"Okay. But n the meantime, let's contact Wedge and
have the Rogues standing by" '"T'll speak to the
leadershin." Leia said.



Fl

She hoped that Lando's informant-what was his name?
Dash somebody?-would get the information to them
quickly. And she hoped that the rumor was true.

Nobody wanted Han back more than she did.

izor sat at the head of the long table in his private meeting
room, watching the nervous faces of his lieutenants. Guri
stood behind him at a modified parade rest, her hands
out of sight at the small of her back. They had reason to
be nervous, his lieutenants. By ascending to this level in
Black Sun, they had each earmed the honorific "Vigo,"
from the old Tionese for "nephew." It fostered the illusion
that the top manag-ers of the organization were family
and thus made them appear stronger to outsiders.
Unfortunately, the appearance was not always the truth.

Ore of them at the table was a spy.

Xizor did not know for whom the spy worked-could be
the Empire, the Rebel Alliance, even a rival criminal
organization-and he did not particularly care. Everybody
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the fact that it was normal did not mean that you let it
pass when you found it. Now, at the beginning of this
meeting, he had nine licutenants at this table, each of
whom was responsible for several stellar systens.

At the end of this meeting, he would have eight lieu-
tenants.

But first, the normal business of Black Sun must be
attended to and properly settled.

"T will have your reports," Xizor said. "Vigo Lonay?"
Lonay was a Twi'lek, sly, clever, and cowardly. He wore
his prehensile head-tails wrapped and draped over one
shoulder, his usual garish jewely and decora-tive
coloration toned down for this meeting. "My prince, the
spice trade is up twenty-one percent in our sector, the
ganmbling casino ships have increased their business by
eight percent, and the arms dealers are do-ing a brisk
business; current estimates indicate a thirty-one percent
increase. Unfortunately, slave revenues are down fifty-
three percent. Several planets have fallen un-der the
sway of the Rebel Alliance and passed local laws



forbiddmng slavery. Until the Enpire chooses to mtercede,
I am afraid revenues in this area will remain depressed."
Xizor nodded. Lonay would always be too much a
coward to risk death by betraying his "uncle." His whole
species was that way. The Dark Prince said, "Vigo
Sprax?" Sprax, a Nalroni whose dark fur had begun to
gray, though he dyed 1t to try to appear younger, began
to rattle offhis statistics. Xizor watched him, listened with
half his attention-he already knew all of what was being
officially delivered.

Sprax was too smart to try to cross Xizor.
The Nalroni finished his report.

"Vigo Vekker?" Vekker, a Quarren, flashed a nervous

smile and started his recitation. The Squid Head had no
ambition to rise any higher, was content with his job and
the status quo. One by one Xizor called for the Vigos to
speak, and one by one the rest of them did: Durga the
Hutt, Kreet'ah the Kian'thar, Clezo the Rodian, Wumdi
the Etti, Perit the Mon Calamari, Green the Human. It
was hard to believe any of his Vigos would be so foolish;
after all, one could not get to this elevated status without



years of loyal effort. Some of them had come up through
the ranks-smugglers, thieves, busi-nessmen-and some of
them had been trained from birth and had mherited their
places from their fathers, or, in the case of Kreet'ah, his

biological mother. Sev-eral of these nine had been Vigos

before Xizor hinself had attaned that rank before
moving to head Black Sun.

And yet, there it was. Life was full of treachery.
He let themall sit and worry for a few moments.

Then he nodded at Guri. His most trusted bodyguard and
employee began to walk behind the seated Vigos.

They all had their own intelligence operations, and they
all knew at least what Xizor had allowed themto find out
about the traitor-not much save that there was one. And
that he did not know who it was. A calculated bit of
prevarication, this last. He did know who it was. And
now the matter would be. corrected.

"A final item on our agenda, my Vigos. One of your

mumber has seen fit to use his office to bhetrav us. Not



content with the mllhons of credits he has Imde by my
largesse, the awards, bonuses, dividends, and unre-
ported skim that all of you indulge yourselves in, this...
person has dishonored the title of Vigo." Guri strolled
behind the seated lieutenants slowly.

Xizor watched them. Those who could, sweated or
flushed or otherwise showed signs of fear they could not
hide.

She passed Durga, Kreet'ah, Clezo, reached the other
end of the table and circled around it. Xizor continued
speaking, slowly, evenly, betraying nothing in his tone.
"There are sublieutenants among your ranks who would
cheerfully wipe out entire plan-ets to be given such an
opportunity as you all have been given. To be a Vigo in
Black Sun is to enjoy more power than all but a handful
of beings n the entire galaxy." Guri passed Lonay,
passed Sprax, then Vekker.

Paused a moment behind Durga the Hut.

Tension thickened in the room, became almost tangi-ble.



Xizor thought that was a nice touch. Durga was no-
body's fool and would never risk hinself as a spy; no, the
Hutt had ambition enough for ten; he would go for a
coup. Having Guri pause behind him let him know Xizor
was keeping an eye on him A warning that he should
think long and hard before trying to climb from his lofty
plateau to the top of the mountain.

Guri moved on, and the sense of relief that came from
Durga was, like the tension, something you could very
nearly collect from the air and use for a doorstop.

The droid who could pass as a woman sauntered past
Wumdi the Etti and Perit the Mon Calamari. She
stopped behind Green the Human.

Xizor smiled.
Green tried to stand, but Guri was incredibly fast.

She whipped her arm around the man's throat and
locked it with her other arm into a choke hold. Green
struggled briefly, but he might as well have been wrestling
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off, and he lost consciousness.
Gurri tightened the hold and held it, held tt, held it.
A long time passed. None of the other Vigos moved.

When Green was no longer among the living, Guri
released him, and he fell forward; his head thumped
loudly upon the table.

" will accept nominations for a new Vigo now," Xizor
said.

Nobody spoke for a moment, and Xizor kept his face
bland. A pity about Green; he was one of the smartest of
all the Vigos. But humans were quick to treachery and
could hardly ever be trusted. He looked at his lieutenants
again, waited for them to speak. Here was an object
lesson they would certainly remember. To contend with
Xizor is to lose.

Never forget that.

After the Vieos had eone and the hodv had bheen re-
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moved, Gurlreturned
"[ thought that went well," Xizor said.
Guri nodded once, not speaking.

"You have assembled all the information on Skywalker?"
"Yes, my prince." He stared into space. His organization
was huge, the people working for him numbering in the
tens of thou-sands, but some things he had to deal with
personally.

Especially something this... sensitive.

"All of the material has been checked and rechecked?"
"As you ordered." "Very well. Let the bounty hunters
know the price for Skywalker's head. Black Sun's hand
must be mvisi-ble. There must be no mistakes." "There
will be none, my prince." "Oh, I would like to speak to
Jabba the Hutt." "He will be online when you return from
midday meal, my prince." "No. Have him come here by
the fastest ship; I would speak to him personally." "As
you wish." Guri stood silently as Xizor considered his
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to the Emperor. Xizor's memory of that conversation
he'd been privileged to overhear some months back was
that the Emperor very much wanted the young man alive
and n his control.

Black Sun's reach was long and wide, and what in-
formation there was on Vader's quarry was now in
Xizor's personal computer system. The Dark Lord of the
Sith had all but promised to deliver Skywalker not only
alive but made pliable to the Emperor's wishes.

If Vader should fail in his promise, if it could be made to
appear that he had never really intended to produce this
young would-be Jedi for the Emperor, if it could be
made to seem that he had killed the boy rather than risk
facing him...

Well. The Emperor put great stock in Vader's ability
probably trusted him as much as he trusted anyone. But
the Emperor demanded total loyalty and total obedience.
Ifhe could be made to believe that Vader was disloyal or
disobedient or had simply failed in his assigned task,
things would not go well for Vader.



The Emperor was capricious. He had been known to
have whole cities destroyed because a local official de-
fied him He'd once had a wealthy and influential fam-ily
banished from the core systens because one of the sons
had plowed a ship into one of the Emperor's fa-vorite
buildings, damaging it-and not incidentally killing the
pilot responsible.

If the Emperor thought that his trusted right hand, Darth
Vader, his own creation, was any kind of threat, even the
Dark Lord of the Sith would not be immune to Imperial

anger.

Yes, it was a good plan. A bit complicated, but all the
possible sequels had been examined and considered and
covered.

In the end, he knew he had found the perfect weapon
with which to finally defeat Darth Vader: The death of
Luke Skywalker.

5 Darth Vader sat naked inside his hyperbaric medical
chamber. The interior lighting was turned off, and he was



free of the armor that he had to wear to sustain himself in
public. The Force was powerful; Vader thought the dark
side even more so, but he had never been able to use it
to heal his badly bumed body to the extent that he
wished. That he was alive at all was something of a
miracle, but he had somehow failed to master the
energies needed for complete regeneration.

He believed that it was possible; that with sufficient
meditation and training, he would someday be able to
rebuild himself into the man he once had been.

Physically, at least.

He would never go back to what he had been men-tally.
Weak, foolish, idealistic. Anakin had been much like
Luke Skywalker was now. Mere... potential.

Yes, the Force was strong in Luke, perhaps even
stronger than it had been in Anakin. But the boy needed
to embrace the dark side, to learn where the real power
was, to achieve his true promise. If he did not, the
Emperor would destroy Luke.



Vader did not want that.

When they fought, he had also tried to strike the boy
down, but that had been merely a test. Had he been able
to kill Luke easily, Luke would not have been worth the
effort to recruit. But although he had certainly attempted
to defeat Luke, the boy had held his own. Despite
Vader's superior skill, despite his experi-ence, Luke had
survived with no more damage than an easily repaired
amputated hand. The meeting had made Vader feel, not
a normal oc-currence lately. There had been the thrill at
meeting a worthy opponent and pride that the one so
strongly opposing him was his own son. Vader smiled
into the darkness surrounding him

Obi-Wan had not told Luke that Anakin Sky walker had
become Darth Vader. Luke's anger at the man who had
slain his teacher had been potent, had allowed the dark
side to claim him If Vader hadn't broken that anger with
fear and confusion by telling the boy that he was his
father, Luke could have defeated him A Jedi does not
fight n anger; he holds his emotions in check and allows
the Force to move through him But the dark side needed
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that sustenance tenfold.

Luke had felt the power of the dark side. It was up to
Vader to find him and allow him to feel it again. The dark
side was addictive, more potent than any drug,

When Luke accepted it, he would be more powerful than
Vader, more powerful than the Emperor. Together they
could rule the galaxy.

Enough. It was time for another test.

Vader waved his hand over the motion-sensitive con-

trols in his chamber. The spherical chamber opened and
the lid liffied with a hydraulic hiss and escape of
pressurized air. He sat exposed to the surrounding room,

unprotected by the supermedicated and oxygen-ated
field nside the chamber. He concentrated on the injustice

of his condition, on his hatred of Obi-Wan, who had
made him so. With the anger and hatred, the dark side of
the Force perme-ated Vader.

For a moment, his ruined tissues altered, his scarred



ungs and dead alveon and constricted passages
smoothed out and became whole.

For a moment, he could breathe as normal beings
breathed.

His sense of relief; his triumph, his joy at being able to do
so drove the dark side from him as surely as a light
chases away shadow. The dark side eagerly con-sumed
anger, but it was poisoned by happiness. It left him, and
when it did he could breathe no longer.

Vader waved his hand, and the half-dome lowered and

sealed him into the chamber once again. He had achieved
it briefly, as he had done several times before. The trick
was to maintain it. He must not allow hinself'to feel relief
but must somehow cling to his rage even as he healed. It
was difficut. He had not purged all of Anakin
Skywalker, that blemished and frail man from whom he

had been born. Until he did, he could never give himself
over totally to the dark side. It was his greatest
weakness, his most terrible flaw. A single spot of light

amid the dark that he had been unable to eradicate over
all the years, no matter how hard he tried.



Vader sighed. He would have to try harder. He could not
afford any weaknesses, given his enemies-and more
especially, given his friends.

Luke reset the jewel in the clamp and took a deep
breath. He had the first few facets done, and now the
cuts were getting trickier. If he tapped the shearing tool
too hard, he could shatter the jewel, and if he did, he'd
have to cook another one and start over.

Chewie sat watching him, apparently very inter-ested,
while Leia napped in the bedroom. Lando had left them
all at Ben's and taken the landspeeder to town. He was
due back soon...

Chewie looked away, hearing something. He spoke.

Threepio, who was playing some kind of word
translation game with Artoo, tuned. "Chewbacca says
Master Lando has retuned." Luke nodded but
concentrated on his task. He tapped the cutter with the
little wooden hamer...



A flat sliver of the stone flaked off. All right! Per-fect.
Lando came in, grinning,
"What are you so happy about?" Luke said.

"T just got a coded call from Dash Rendar. That is Boba
Fett's ship on Gall." In theory, only the Empire could use
the expensive and restricted HoloNet; in practice,
anybody with a lit-tle primary electronic education could
tap into the net, use a few relays, and make calls easily.
And to add insult to mjury, make the Empire pay for i,
too.

Luke jumped up. "When can we leave?" "I've got the
Millennium Falcon ready to go. How long will it take you
to get your X-wing operational?" "Soon as Artoo and |
get on board!" "Get on board what?" Leia said from the
doorway.

She rubbed sleep from her eyes.
"Tt looks as if we've found him," Lando said.



'"Tll meet you in orbit," Luke said. He grinned. The
waiting was over. Leia said, "T'll get off a coded call to
the Rogues." Luke nodded.

They were going to get Han.

Jabba waited i the visitors' chamber. The Dark Prince
entered and looked at the Hutt. Such gross and ugly
creatures they were, but no less useful for that.

" Greetings, Prince Xizor, " Jabba said, in Huttese.
"Speak Basic," Xizor said.

"As you wish." "How goes your business, Jabba? Are
things well in your sector?" "They could be better.
Revenues are up, generally.

Of course, the cost of Imperial bribes has also risen. As
have shipping and salaries. But one does what one must."
'l understand you have had some dealings with high
officials in the Empire of late." Jabba looked quizzical. As
quizzical as Hutts could look.
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recently engaged sev-eral bounty hunters to, ah, collect a
bad debt. As it happened, one of themBoba Fett, I
believe you have utilized him yourself a time or two?-
managed to lo-cate the, ah, source of the debt in Imperial
hands. Lord Vader was in command of the situation. A
coincidence, I am told." "You are speaking of Captain
Solo, I believe." It was not a question, and it was meant
to remind Jabba that Xizor had more than a few sources
of intel-ligence hinself. This was a tricky game, and it
had to be balanced precisely. Xizor needed information,
but he could not reveal what it was and thus must circle
around it. He also had to let the Hutt know who was mn
charge, and showing him he knew trivial things was part
of that.

He saw Jabba get it.

"A minor smuggler,” Jabba offered. "He has had his uses
i the past, but he joned the Alliance and does owe me
money." "Some refreshment, Jabba?" 'Thank you.
Something crunchy?" Xizor waved a hand and a serving
droid appeared almost instantly, bearng a tray of
mnsectoids and some vile liauid Hutts were known to



favor.

"Ah, thank you, Highness." He picked up one of the
wiggling things and ate it. Xizor leaned forward, as if to
convey a sense of closeness. "[ have had some dealings
with Vader myself of late," he said. ""Your presence here

is most impor-tant, Jabba; information, even the smallest
details about the Dark Lord of the Sith, will be most
helpfil to me in my present situation. This deal with Boba
Fett, has it been finalized yet?" "Not yet, my prince. [ am
awaiting delivery of Cap-tain Solo." As if remembering a
small and insignificant fact, Xizor said, "Hmm. Wasn't this
Solo part of a Rebel force that attacked the Death Star?"
"Yes, Highness. He and his friends were instrumen-tal in
its destruction. The Wookiee Chewbacca, Prin-cess Leia
Organa, and a young unknown player by the name of
Skywalker, all were mvolved in the debacle."
"Skywalker?" Jabba laughed, a deep rumble that echoed
from his huge bulk. "Yes, he thinks he is a Jedi Knight, so
I understand," he said when he'd finished laughing. "He
was until recently on Tatooine." "Where is he now?"
"Who knows? He took his X-wing offplanet only a short
time ago." Xizor leaned back. "Hmm It probably means



noth-ing, but perhaps these things will be of use to me. If
any of these people return to Tatooine, I would greatly
appreciate knowing it." "Certainly, Prince Xizor." Xizor
nodded. He was essentially done, but he con-tinued to
carry on a conversation with the Hutt, pre-tended that
Jabba's opiion was worthwhile and that he needed to
hear it. He let it run for another ten min-utes, asked a few
questions about Imperial troop move-ments and naval
deployment so that Jabba would think that was the
reason he'd been summoned. When he had done what he
thought was enough of it, Xizor smiled.

"Old friend, this information is most confidential,” he said.
"It must remain between us. Your cooperation will be
suitably... appreciated." The Hutt mirrored Xizor's smile.
Sometimes the' touch of a soft word was more powerful
than the im-pact of a hard staff. Jabba was not stupid,
and he knew what happened to anyone who crossed the
Dark Prince. But-let Jabba think instead he was privy to
some vital bit of business, some twisted plot, that he was
a trusted confidant. It would do the Hutt's reputa-tion no
harm if his underlings and enemies thought he had the ear
of the leader of Black Sun. Fear was good; fear and



greed were better.
Xizor nodded and took his leave.

His spies had learned that Darth Vader had turned Solo,
a small-time smuggler and sometime Alliance pilot, over
to the notorious bounty hunter Boba Fett on Bespin.
Sooner or later, Fett would show up on Tatoome to
deliver Solo and collect his credits. But Xizor's spies
indicated that Fett's ship, Slave I, was not on Tatooine.
And so far those spies had not been able to locate the
bounty hunter. Well. It was a large galaxy, and such
searches took time.

But he was willing to bet that Skywalker knew about the
bounty on his friend and had returned to Tatooine to wait
for Fett to show up. That he had left could indicate a lot
of things. Perhaps he had gotten tired of waiting, though
Xizor did not think that likely.

Or perhaps he had pressing business unconnected to
Solo. Or perhaps he had, through the Alliance, discov-
ered where his friend was. That was possible, given that
the Alliance's contacts were fairly extensive and included



much of the famed Bothan spynet.

Well. There was nothing to be done about t, if that was
the case. But he could increase his agents'

chances of finding Skywalker.

He reached his sanctum and called Guri. She glided in
silently.

"Put out the mformation that those seeking to claim the
reward for Skywalker would be advised to locate the
bounty hunter Boba Fett. Sooner or later, Skywalker will
likely do so, and appropriate plans can be made for that
mnstance." Guri nodded, not speaking,

Xizor smiled.

Leia sat n the Millennium Falcon's lounge, watching
Chewie and Threepio play on the hologame board.
Lando was in the galley making something that smelled
awful for their dinner. Luke sat next to Leia, cleaning the
lenses on Artoo's electrophoto receptors. Luke's X-wing
was locked onto the Falcon's hull-the trip was possible in



the fighter, but it was also a long jump to make without
sleeping or eating or using the 'fresher.

The Falcon hummed along through hyperspace on
autopilot, running much better than it had any right to,
looking as it did. The first time Leia had seen the Corel-
lian freighter she'd almost laughed. The ship appeared to
have been rescued from a scrap pile. But while it had a
few glitches, it was obvious the craft had been heavily
modified to fly faster and shoot harder than the Corel-lian
designers had ever intended. Lando had owned the ship
once, until he lost it to Han in a sabacc game, Han-No,
don't think about him now.

Chewie said something that sounded angry and im-polite.

Threepio said, "Well, I'm sorry, but it was a fair move.
It's not my fault you didn't see it." Chewie said something
else.

"No. I'm not going to take it back. And don't threaten
me. If you pull my arm off, I won't play with you
anymore." Chewie muttered something, then leaned back
on his seat and looked at the game board. Leia smiled.



Like a couple of small children, the Wookiee and the
protocol droid. She turned and watched Luke as he
cleared the micrometeor dust fiom Artoo. Luke wanted
to rescue Han as much as she did. Which was interesting,
given that she'd felt the competition from them for her
atten-tion. A lesser man than Luke might take advantage
of a rival's absence, but so far he had not. That was the
thing about Luke. He wanted to win, but he wanted to
win fairly.

Lando came into the lounge bearing a tray with sev-eral
steaming plates and bowls upon it.

"Dinner is served," Lando said. He smiled. "Giju stew."
They all glanced at him, then went back to what they
were doing,

"Don't everybody rush in at once," Lando said. His smile
faded.

To Leia, the stuff on the tray looked like a cross between
melted boot plastic and fertilizer, with a sprinkling of
pond scum over it. Stank lke she imagned that
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"Come on, [ spent an hour in the galley fixing this.

Everybody dig in!" Chewie said something that didn't
sound particu-larly complimentary.

"Hey, pal, you don't like i, you cook next time." Luke
looked up from his work on Artoo, made an oh-yuck
face. "Giju stew?" he said. "It looks like old boot plastic
and fertilizer drenched in pond scum. Smells like it, too-"
Leia chuckled.

"Fine, fine!" Lando said. He put the tray down in the
middle of the hologame board. The tiny game figures
suddenly seemed to be buried to their hips or chests in
the steaming goo. "Don't eat i, that'll just mean more for
me." Lando snatched up one of the bowls and dipped a
spoon into it, shoved the spoon into his mouth. "See?" he
said around the mouthful of stew. "It tastes great, it-" He
stopped talking. The expression on his face went from
irritated to amazed, slid to horror, then right into disgust.
He forced hinself to swallow. Then he blew a quick
breath and shook his head. "Oh, man. Maybe I did use a



Ittle too much Boontaspice,” he offered. “Viaybe I'll just
open a couple of packets of beans for dinner." Luke and
Leia laughed at the same instant. Looked at each other.
There were worse places she could be than with her
friends, Leia decided.

A lot worse places.

6 When the Millennium Falcon broke from hyperspace in
the vicinity of the gas giant Zhar, Luke used one of the
vacuum suits to transfer to his X-wing for the rest of the
trip. Lando and Leia would have preferred that they all
stay together, but if any trouble showed up, better there
were two armed ships to meet it than one, Luke argued.
They saw his point.

After he and Artoo were i the fighter, Luke felt a lot
better. Yeah, Lando was a good pilot, but Luke trusted
his own skills more. Not that he was necessarily a better
flier-though he was pretty sure he was-but at least he
didn't have to sit and watch. The vac-suit made things a
little tight, though. He kept the little ship close to the
Falcon as they entered the system. What was Boba Fett
doing this far out on the Rim? It didn't seem to be on the



way'to anywhere.

He saw the blips on his scope about the time he got the
call over his comm

"Hey, Luke! Welcome to the end of the galaxy." "Hey,
Wedge! How's it going, buddy?" "So-so. Another day,
another credit-before taxes, of course." Luke smiled.
Wedge Antilles had been one of the Al-liance pilots who
survived the attack on the Death Star.

He could fly, and he was braver than he had any right to
be. Good old Wedge.

Here they came. A dozen ships like his own.

"Good to see you again, Luke. I hope you've got
something interesting cooked up for us; things have been
a little slow lately." "Well, if you want to talk about bad
cooking, you'll need to speak to Lando-""'1 heard that,"
Lando said over the comm.

Luke grinned at the Falcon where it flew on his port side.



"Just a joke, Lando." "Hey, Calrissian, long time. I
figured you'd be in jail by now." "Not yet, Antilles, not
yet." "Follow us, Luke," Wedge said, "we've got camp
set up on a little moon called Kile in the planet shadow
opposite Gall. We've fixed it up real nice, got air, grav-
ity, water, all the comforts of home."

"Lead on," Luke said. "We're right behind you." "You
call this ‘real nice'?" Leia said as she looked around at the
mterior of the cast-plast prefab building Rogue Squadron
had set up as a base. It was basically four walls and a
roof and looked like a cross between a warehouse and a
hangar, with exposed plastic beans and not much else. It
was cold, and it smelled like burned rock. 'T'd hate to
see a place you thought was not real nice." Wedge
smiled. "Well, you know the Rogues. All we need is a
ship and rock to land it on." "You got that second part
right." Wedge led them to a corner of the chilly building
where a table and a holoproj unit had been set up. A
man sat sprawled in one of the one-piece cast-plast
chairs, looking as if he were asleep.

He didn't really look anything like Han-he had red hair
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might have been asleep, but his eyes flicked open fast
and he looked awake by the time they got there.

He was tall, lean, had green eyes. He wore freighter togs,
a gray coverall, and a bolstered blaster shung low on his
hip. He looked to be about Han's age, Leia fig-ured, and
he had that same lazy, insolent look about him. He came
to his feet and made a low, sweeping, theatrical bow.

"Princess Leia," he said. "How delightful of you to visit us
here n our humble castle, Your Highness." He waved at
the big empty roomand grinned.

Leia shook her head. Could Han have a long-lost
brother? Did these guys take lessons in how to speak
smartmouth?

Lando said, '"This is Dash Rendar, thief, card cheat,
smuggler, and an okay pilot." Dash's grin increased.

"What do you mean, 'okay pilot, Calrissian? I can fly
rings around you in a one-winged hopper with a plugged
jet." "And modest, too," Leia said.



Dash bowed low. 'l see that the princess has a keen eye
to go with her stunning beauty." Oh, brother, Leia
thought. This guy was going to lead themto Boba Fett?

"Bottle the serpent oil, Dash," Lando said. "Let's take
care of business." "First good idea you've had in years,
Lando," Dash said.

Lando made introductions. "So you know who Princess
Leia is, and you know Chewie. This is Luke Skywalker."
Luke stepped forward, and the two men nodded at each
other.

"Have we met? You look familiar." ""You might have seen

me on Hoth," Dash said. "l was delivering a shipment of
food stores when the shield went up. 1 flew a
snowspeeder during the battle while waiting my turn to
leave." Luke nodded. "That's right. You took down one

of" the Imperial walkers, I remember now. You were

pretty good." Dash flashed the bright smile agamn. "Pretty
good? T slept through most of that battle, kid. I could
have stayed and knocked those walkers over all day
without raising my heartbeat, if I hadn't had an



appointment to pick up paying cargo elsewhere." Leia
shook her head. What was it with men? It was a wonder
they didn't knock themselves down, patting thenselves
on the back so hard. Did she really need to get nvolved
with another hotshot braggart?

Well, yes. If he could take them to where Han was being
held prisoner, she could stand it. Wedge said, "We've
dore a little recon work, couple of flybys. Let me show
you the layout." He moved to the holoprojector controls.

Luke watched as Wedge began showing them the ho-
lographic maps and recorded images of the moon where
Boba Fett's ship was supposed to be docked. If they
could believe this Dash Rendar. He was pretty good at
shining his own light, that was for sure, and yeah, he had
done okay during the fight on Hoth, but Luke wasn't so
sure about this guy.

Still, Lando seemed to think they could trust Dash's
Jjudgment, as long as he was well paid. Luke had to smile
at that. Han had seemed like nothing more than a
mercenary smuggler when they'd first met, and pretty

anick to let neonle know what a terrific nilot he was. too.
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It wasn't until later that Luke realized that was just a
public mask, a facade behind which Han hid so nobody
would know how much he really cared. Maybe there
was more to Dash Rendar than met the eye, too.

Wedge said, ".. moon has some bad atmospheric
conditions, big cyclonic storms that get real mean, mostly
i the southern hemisphere. You wouldn't want to try to
fly through one of those." Dash laughed.

"Maybe you wouldn't want to, Anti-les, but I eat
thunderstorms for breakfast." Or maybe there isn't more

to him, Luke thought.
Maybe he's just crazy.

Wedge continued the briefing. The Imperial Enclave was
home base to two Star Destroyers-turned out the carrier
was just a rumor-but that was plenty. Luke knew that a
standard Destroyer carried a wing of TIE fighters, each
wing made up of six squads, which meant seventy-two
TIEs per Destroyer. A hundred and forty-four of them
against the twelve in Rogue Squadron.



Well. Thirteen, counting Luke's ship. That made the odds
a hair less than twelve to one. Not so bad com-pared to
sone battles they'd been in.

He grinned. It was a measure of how lopsided the war
between the Empire and the Alliance was when twelve-
to-one odds didn't seem so bad.

As Luke listened, he started thinking about a plan.
Simpler the better, he figured.

Wedge finished his briefing. "That's about it. What do
you think, Luke?" "Piece of cake," Luke said. "l know
just how to do it." Leia and Lando both looked at him as
ifhe'd turned into a big spider. He grinned again.

In his sanctum Xizor grinned at the information floating
holographically before him. Well, well The misguided
young man who had seen fit to try to kill him-what was
his name? Hoff?-had gained access to the protected
corridor through an Imperial checkpoint a mere few
hundred meters away. And here was an odd
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checkpoint had mysteriously vanished. So whatever
subterfuge the dead man had used would never be
known, him being dead and the guard having disap-
peared.

Xizor would bet half his fortune against a bent decicred
that the absent guard would never be heard from again,
either. Somebody had caused the guard to allow the
would-be assassin to pass, and whoever that was, they
did not wish their mvolverment known, Xizor was also
sure of that.

He considered it. His enemies were legion, were myriad,
at the very least, and many of them would happily see
him dead. A single guard would be easy enough to bribe
and get rid of, a hundred of his foes here on Coruscant
might be in a position to do that.

Who hated him the most? A difficult question, there being
So many.

Who was likely to have the nerve to make such an
attempt? Here was another matter. Black Sun was nearly



nvulnerable, and while many would cheertully lop oft its
leader's head if they thought they could get away with it,
not many would be so certain they could do the deed
undetected. So narrow that down to some-body
powerful, somebody who might, should it be-come
known, survive not only Black Sun's wrath, but the
possible ire of the Emperor hinself.

‘Well, that narrowed it down a whole lot more.

Xizor leaned back in his chair and steepled his fin-gers.
This was a little game he sometimes played with hinself,
pretending that he was using reason and logic to arrive at
a conclusion he had already made intuitively.

He knew who had cause