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Chapter 1

Across the skyl ane from Chewbacca’'s quarters rose Sasal Center, its forty spires ringing
an open-air nezzanine as large as the Wll of the Dead back on Kashyyyk. Beside the center
st ood Waut h Conpl ex, nore massive than Korrokrrayyo Mountain itself. On the other side

| oomed the mrrsteel needles of Qoe’'b Towers, as tall as woshyr trees and webbed toget her
by a tangle of pedestrian bridges that always reni nded Chewbacca of the mazes down in the
Shadow Forest. It would have been wong to say that he enjoyed living here on Coruscant,
but hehad cone to think of it as home-perhaps even to see the shape and nystery of the
forest inits soaring |lines and durasteel depths.

At Chewbacca's side, his life-mate, Mall atobuck, was staring down through the
transparisteel, nesnerized by the great rivers of traffic flow ng along the skyl anes bel ow.

[Is this what they do for fun on Coruscant? ] she asked. Her blue eyes and honey-col ored
fur were as beautiful as the day Chewbacca had pl edged hinmself to her. [Crcle the world
in airspeeders? |

[Oh no, ] Chewbacca joked. [|I ordered the traffic for your visit. ]

[Be careful. You know | believe whatever you say. ] Mall atobuck spoke without |ooking away
fromthe window. [Still, | think traffic is the one thing I will mss. It is like the
Cascade of Rrynorrorun. Endless. Calnmng. ]

[ Endl ess, yes-but calmng? ] Chewbacca shook his head. [You have never tried to nmake a
three-lane clinb, Malla. ]

[ have not, ] she agreed, [because |I thought you valued the lives of your mate and chil d.

]

[ do. Youknow I would never |let you drive. ]

[Let ne? ] Malla row ed. She regarded himw th nock anger. [Wth such talk, you' re |ucky
to be the father of nmy child. ]

[Very lucky. ]

Chewbacca grinned and pulled her to his side. Malla had waited fifty years for himto
return from hi s adol escent wanderings, then narried himknow ng that he had pledged a life
debt to Han Sol o that would prevent them from sharing a home. In nonents of vainglory,
Chewbacca t hought it must have been his strength or battle ferocity that had won her
devotion. But deep down he knew better. Deep down he knew he was just the |uckiest Wokiee
alive.

He checked his chrononeter and-sad at how quickly their |ast hours together were
passing-said, [It’'s alnost time. ]

[1"Il see if Lunpy has finished gathering his souvenirs. ] Malla turned to | eave, then
stopped and pointed at a plastoid shoulder case in the mddle of the hall. [That's odd. ]

Chewbacca started toward the hall. [Lunpy? ]

Mal | a caught his arm [Galactic Rebels, ] she sighed.

Chewbacca curled his lip. [Does he play it this nmuch at honme? ]
[More, ] Malla said. [Here, at |least he has the real thing. ]

[ Real thing? ]



[You, ] Malla said. [Youhave noticed how he idolizes you? ]

[ amin his hol ogane? ] Chewbacca began to think thisGlactic Rebels was not so bad.
[Sort of. ] Malla' s tone was exasperated. [He pretends to be you. ]

Chewbacca smiled. [What is wong with that? A cub shoul d respect-]

[It is nore than respect, ] Malla interrupted. [Chewbacca, you cast a | ong shadow and

| onger fromhere than if you lived in Rwokrrorro with us. Lunpy tries so hard to be the
son of the 'Mghty Chewbacca  that he bores his friends and angers his adversaries-and
when they chall enge himto back up his words, he is always the one who cones hone bl oodi ed
and quiet. ]

[ Al ways? ]

Mal | a nodded. [It has grown so that he hardly goes out. ]

Chewbacca’ s j aw dropped.

Agai n, Malla nodded.

Chewbacca scow ed at his study door. [| see. ]

A strong mate like Malla made it easy to believe Lunmpy was not suffering because of his
father’s absence, but the truth was that a |life debt placed a burden on an entire famly.
There were sonme things that even the best nmother could not teach a young Woki ee as wel |
as a good father-and when it came to handling the troubles Ml la was describing, no father
woul d be a better teacher than Chewbacca.

Chewbacca returned his gaze to Malla. [Lunpy shouldn’'t go home with you. ]

Mal | 2’ s brow shot up. [He shouldn t? ]

[He needs to spend time with his father, ] Chewbacca said, certain of hinself. [No nore
than a standard year or two. At his age, he shouldn't be gone fromthe forest too |ong. ]

[No, er, yes . . . | nean, you re right. About the forest. ] Malla blinked several tines,
then, as her composure returned, her expression grew nore thoughtful. [Wat about you? How
will you manage? ]

[l amhis father. | will manage. ] To Chewbacca, that was all the answer needed-but he
knew Mal l a woul d want details. [I have room and | amsure the Princess will let nme borrow
Thr eepi o on occasion. ]

[ Aprotocol droid? Trying to control a young Woki ee? ]| Mlla shook her head. [Not w thout
a stun baton. ]

[l suppose not, ] Chewbacca admitted. [But there is our enbassy. It’s not far from here,
and Princess Leia is on good terms-]

[ Youare on good terns with our enbassy. ] Malla patted his cheek. [Sonetines, you are
al nost hunble. ]

Thoughhunmbl e was no conpliment to Woki ees, Chewbacca did not bother to protest. [So you
agree? |

Mal | a thought about it, then said, [It would do himgood to see that your life is not one
| ong hol oadventure. He needs to see that you spend nost of your tinme doing norna

thi ngs-1i ke maintaining theFalcon , or hiding in the corner with Han at diplomatic
cerenoni es. |

Chewbacca gave her a sidelong glance. [Is that what you think? ]

[No one’s life could be as yours is portrayed over the 'Net. You-and Han Sol o, too-would
be dead ten tinmes over. ] Malla took his hand, then nodded. [It m ght be good for him ]

Chewbacca smiled. [Then it's settled. ] He started for his study door. [He will stop



pl ayi ng these ganes, and | will teach himto win a clench challenge. ]

[What? ] Malla strode after him [How will that sol ve anythi ng? Teaching himto cl ench
fight will only nake Lunpy tal k about you nore-and give himthe skill to force others to
listen. And taking his games away will only give himone less thing to talk about that is
not you. ]

[He is going through a stage, ] Chewbacca said. [It will end when he | earns confidence,
and confidence will cone with victory. ]

They reached the study door, and Malla caught Chewbacca by the arm

[Qur son is already trying to be you. That is the problem ] Her voice was so | ow
Chewbacca had to | ean down to hear. [What you nust do, ny mate, is teach himto be
hi nsel f. ]

Chewbacca considered Malla’s words for a nonent, then nodded. [Agreed. He nust learn to be
hinself . . . and win the clench challenge. ]

He stepped through the door into his study, where the inmage of an auburn-furred Wokiee
was snarling atop the hol ocomm pad, a long line of statistics arrayed bel ow the picture
and the name | unpacca floating above. The plastoid chair in front of the workstati on was
enpty, and a nessage flashing in one corner was threatening to end the session unless the
pl ayer responded in thirty seconds.

[ Lumpy? ] Chewbacca cal |l ed.

When there was no answer, he went to the other door and | ooked across the hall. The
refresher was open, and the interior was dark. The sanme was true of the two sl eeping roons.

Chewbacca had a sinking feeling. [Lunmpy? ]

A nuffled crash echoed around the corner, and Chewbacca’ s worst fears were confirmed when
he stepped into the hall and found the door at the end standi ng open-the door that
connected the back of his apartnment to the back of the Sol os’ apartnent.

Mal | a cane up behind himand | ooked past his shoul der. [Qurson went through that door? ]
she gasped. [Lunmpy? ]

[ He di sobeyed us. ] Eager as he was for Lunmpy to find his rrakktorr-the defiant,
adventurous heart of a Wboki ee- Chewbacca was | ess than pleased to see that the cub had
chosen to start looking for it in the Solos’ elegant apartnent. [If he is starting his
rebellious phase, his timng is awmful. ]

[It can’t be Lunpy, ] Malla insisted. [He’'s never even shouted at me. ]
[It has to be Lunpy. The Solos aren’'t hone. ]

The Provisional Council was hosting a state dinner that evening to wel cone the New
Republic’s newest nenber worlds. Leia, C3PO and Wnter were all at the Inperial Pal ace
overseei ng preparations. Han, putting his own preparations off until the |last mnute as
usual, was trying to find a haberdasher who could outfit himwth civilian fornmal wear on
short noti ce.

Chewbacca started down the hall. [Lunmpy! Don't touch any-]
A | ouder crash sounded fromthe depths of the apartment.
[ That doesn't sound good, ] Malla said. [How angry will Princess Leia be? ]

[ That depends on what he's smashing. If it’'s the singing |anp the Jumeri ans gave her as a
weddi ng present, she m ght even thank him ] Chewbacca said. [Let’s just hope he hasn't
br oken Han’s bottle of Ithorian Mst. That woul d be bad. ]

Chewbacca entered the Sol os’ apartnent-a showpi ece of Al deraani an el egance, even here in
the back-and led the way to a snmall |armal stone vestibule. Fromthis central hub, doorways
opened into Leia's office, the sleeping and dressing chanbers, and a huge refresher suite
that included an exercise area, steamcloset, and tub units that could pul se, stew,

bubbl e, and mineralize occupants into a state of |anguid bliss.



Qut side Leia's dressing chanber lay a shattered perfume vial, the anber treasure it had
once contai ned now puddled on the floor. Inside, the roomwas littered with spilled
cosnetics, everyday jewelry, serving silver fromthe formal dining area, a hol ocomm from
Leia's office, and a framed set of thousand-credit chips Han kept as a souvenir of the
time he broke the bank in a Pavo Prine casino. A frantic clatter was comng from one of
the spacious clothes closets that opened out of the back of room

As Chewbacca started inside, Mlla caught his arm and whi spered, [This is not |ike your
son. ]

[l amvery glad to hear that, ] Chewbacca said. [If it were, | would have to-]

[ No, Chewbacca-|I mean Lumpy does not have a destructive heart. He would never do a thing
like this. ]

Chewbacca gl anced over the nmess on the floor again, and the sinking feeling he had
experienced earlier turned to fear. The security system had been instructed to recognize
Mal | a and Lunpy as unrestricted guests, but a sentry droid should still have arrived by
now to investigate the crashes.

[ Someone has disarned the alarm system ] Chewbacca whi spered. He pushed Malla gently
toward the other side of the vestibule. [Find a comink and inform building security. ]

[OF course. ] Malla turned back toward Leia s dressing chanber. [Wen |'m sure our son is
safe. ]

Knowi ng better than to stand in the way of Malla' s maternal instinct, Chewbacca grunted
and stalked into the closet. H s son was on the floor, renoving rare Al deraani an

di nnerware and expensive office electronics froma slashed rucksack and hastily stuffing
theminto one of Leia s gown bags. In the back of the closet, a gaunt milky-skinned nan
stood next to a hole in the wall half a neter square. He was pointing a hol d-out bl aster
at Lumpy’ s head.

"No farther, Wokiee. "

The man’s voi ce was a ragged rasp-at |east Chewbaccathought it was a nan’s voice. The

i ntruder’s peaked ears were sticking straight out froma hairless, enmaciated head, and he
had a rawboned frane so thin it | ooked barely adequate to carry his tattered utilities.
Chewbacca coul d not be certain of the gunnan’s species, |et alone his-or her-gender. The
smal | bl unt nose and hi gh cheeks suggested a human fenale, but the Iong chin and thin gray
i ps seened nore mascul i ne.

"Anot her step, Furboy, and | burn your whelp here a third eye.

Lunpy spun around, his eyes wide and his child s soft fur lying flat against his head. The
sight was a powerful confirmation to Chewbacca of how badly he needed to spend sone tine
with his son. The slashed rucksack suggested a struggle, and Lunpy was nearly as |arge as
the scrawny figure guarding himand probably tw ce as strong. Had he known how to handl e
hi nsel f, the thief would never have had a chance to bring the blaster to bear, and the cub
woul d have been free to flee-or attack, if he chose. Instead, he seened unsure of hinself
and al nost ashaned, as though he believed he was to blanme for this ness.

[ Caught yourself a burglar, | see, ] Chewbacca said. He felt Malla pressing at his back
and eased forward to make room [You did well. Han and Leia will be grateful. ]

Lunpy’s eyes |it with pride, but the thief snarled, "Quiet! Another word fromany of you
unski nned pelts and..."

[My mate will rip your arms off, ] Malla runbled. She tore a handful of gowns off Leia's
racks to make room for herself beside Chewbacca. [Release our son. ]

The thief, who clearly did not understand a word of Shyriiwook, nmade the m stake of
shifting his blaster toward Malla. "Nobody has to get hurt here. "

Chewbacca i gnored himand stepped half a neter forward. [Lunpy, comne-]

[It’s okay, Dad! ] Lunpy launched hinself at the thief. [I got him ]



But Chewbacca could see that Lunpy didn't have hi mthe young one’s head was down, and his
arnms were low The thief sidestepped the attack easily, grabbing Lunpy by the wist and
spinning himaround into a one-arm choke so snoothly that Chewbacca reconsi dered that
flying |l eap he had been gathering hinmself to nake. Fearing that Malla would not have the
experience to recogni ze how dangerous this intruder was, he placed a restraining hand on
her el bow. She tried to shake it off, but he would not let her

The thief, who had m ssed none of this, smled. "CGood boy, Fang. Now, like | said, nobody
has to get hurt. "

Pointing the blaster at Chewbacca’s chest, he used a toe to sort through the half-filled
garment bag, then dragged out a governnent datapad and flipped it neatly into the air. The
arm w apped around Lumpy’s neck | ashed out al nost too quick to see and caught the datapad,
and before Chewbacca could nmove, the thief had Lunpy back in a choke.

"Go outside and close the door while | disappear down that. " The thief gestured at the
hol e beside him "Cone back in three m nutes, and your cub here will be safe and sound. "

Malla started to retreat out the door, but Chewbacca pul |l ed her back. [We aren’t |eaving
hi m al one with our son, ] he grow ed. [The next thing he will want is ransom ]

"Go on! " the thief ordered.

Chewbacca shook his head and held his hand out, then raised a single finger
[ Lunpawar runp, | want you to cone to ne. ]

The thief fired past Chewbacca's shoulder into Leia s gowns, and the acrid stench of
nelted shinmrersilk filled the closet.

"The next one hits. "

Chewbacca shook his head and rai sed a second finger. [Now, Lunpy. ]

[Don't be scared, ] Malla said. [This is no tinme to di sobey. ]

[1"mot scared, ] Lunpy insisted-despite his flat fur. [See! ]

He grabbed the arm around his neck and pulled forward, but his |l egs were too straight to
flip a |eaf-dummy, nmuch | ess soneone as dangerous as the thief. Chewbacca shoved Malla in
one direction and threw hinself in the opposite, and the panicked thief-finding even an
el even-year-ol d Woki ee too nuch to handl e-began to spray bl aster bolts everywhere.

[ Bend your knees, Lunpy! ] Chewbacca yelled. [Thenpull! ]

Lunpy bent his knees-then coll apsed beneath the thief’s weight. Chewbacca sprang up and,
hurling an arnful of snoking shimersilk ahead, flung hinmself at the back of the closet.

Hal fway there he crashed into Malla, and they | anded a neter short of Lunpy’s captor.

"Last chance, Furboy.
your..."

The thief’s pearly eyes were | ocked on Chewbacca’'s. "Back off, or

Chewbacca | ashed out, knocking the woul d-be hostage taker into a set of shoe shelves. The
hol d-out bl aster clattered into the corner, but the thief did a half tw st and cane down
on his feet, still clutching the stol en datapad.

Chewbacca | unged. Wth Malla and Lunpy packed tight next to him he was too slow. The
thi ef skipped over his outstretched arm bounced off the floor, and swng into the hole
feetfirst.

Mal | a swept Lunpy into her arnms, and Chewbacca scranbl ed past them thrusting an arminto
the hole and jammi ng his fingers against the opposite side of a service run. It couldn't
be nmore than half a nmeter wi de, barely |arge enough to fit his shoulder. He rose on his
knees and swung his armaround inside, finding pipes, conduit, and ventilation tubes-but
no thi eves.

[Gone like a kkekkrrg rro, ] Chewbacca reported. He turned to find Lunmpy clutched to
Malla’s breast. [Are you all right? ]



An odd expression of shane flashed across Lunpy’s face; then he frowned up at his nother
and separated hinsel f.

[That thief is the only one hurting, ] he said. [I had himuntil he pulled that blaster. ]

Chewbacca | aughed. [Isn't that always the way? ] He stepped away fromthe hole and cl anped
Lunpy’s shoul der. [But you did well, Lunpawarrunp. That was no ordinary thief. ]

Lunpy’s nouth dropped open. [It wasn’t? ]

[Way woul d a thief take a common datapad and | eave that? ] Chewbacca toed a bejewel ed
table chrono-a gift fromthe Bakurans as a token of gratitude for the Sol os’ assistance
defeating the Ssi-ruuk. [He cane to steal information, not wealth. ]

[Qur son was fighting a spy? ] Malla gasped.

Chewbacca nodded proudly. [I think so. Woever it was, he only wanted this tol ook like a
robbery. ] He waved Malla out of the closet, then followed her into the disordered
dressi ng chanber. [We nust comm New Republic security. ]

[ Security? ] Lunpy echoed. He was behi nd Chewbacca, still inside the closet. [They’' |l never
catch hinm ]

[ The sooner they begin their investigation, the better their chances. ] Chewbacca noti oned
Mal | a across the vestibule toward Leia s ransacked office. [That is why we nust hurry. ]

[But this hole goes down as far as a woshyr root! ] Lunpy’s voice was nuffled by the
nouth of the service run. [And the spy nmight have an escape door cut anywhere. ]

[ Come al ong, Lunpy. ] Malla started back toward the closet. [Your father said-]
[1"ve got a better idea. ]
[No! ]

Chewbacca and Malla roared the word in the sane instant, and they both rushed back into
the cl oset.

Lunpy was already pulling hinself into the service run. [I'mthe only one small enough to
fit. ] He grabbed a pair of pipes and slid out of sight. [Meet ne at the bottom I'Il wait
for you there, okay? ]

[It is not okay! ] Malla raced to the hole and stuck her head inside. [Lunpy-]
Chewbacca caught her from behind and cl anped a hand over her nouth.

[Don't yell. ] He pulled her away gently, already thinking about whom he woul d have to
call to find out where the service run cane out. [Lunmpy will be safer if the spy doesn't
know he is being foll owed. ]

Malla whirled on him [You want himto go? ]

Chewbacca shook his head. [It is dangerous, and he is not ready. ] He was not quite able
to restrain a snile. [But itwas brave. Qur son is finding his rrakktorr early. ]

Malla rolled her eyes and started for the door. [That is not rrakktorr, my mate. It is
Gal actic Rebels. ]

Chapter 2

The Level 2012 Physical Plant was a real mof droids and nmachinery, saturated with the
harsh snell of solvents and dimy |it because it was so sel dom seen by sentient eyes.
Chewbacca consulted the tower schematic on his datapad and, |eaving his glow rod off to
avoid alerting the thief to their presence, led the way into the cavernous room The air
was warm w t h mechani cal heat, and the durasteel floor trenbled with the constant grow of
equi prent. The sil houettes of oddly shaped droids floated, wal ked, and rolled past in the
dar kness, sometimes cl ose enough to reveal a bloated slimnme bladder or a set of dangling
utility tentacl es.



Chewbacca circled around a two-story recircul ati on punp that was the heart of the

buil ding’ s sel f-contained plunbing system then came to an expanse of dark open floor. Of
to the right, toward the building’ s interior, he could just nmake out the giant
gyre-filters that converted sewage back into pure water. He studied the schematic a
nonent, then pointed up into the murk on the left.

[ The outer service grid hangs there, along the ceiling, ] Chewbacca said. [Lunmpy should be
waiting fifty nmeters along the east wall, about fifteen meters in. ]

[ You nean where those sparks are? ] Malla asked.

[ Sparks? ] Chewbacca | ooked in the direction she was pointing and saw a tiny unbrella of
bl ue flickers. He exchanged the datapad for the repeating blaster hanging fromhis
bandolier utility clip. [What are they welding? | told building security to clear this
area. |

[And they toldyou to et themhandle it. ] Malla s voice had gone reedy with
concer n-perhaps even fear. [Every forest has its oryyka how ers. They cannot keep you out
of their tree, so they ruin your hunt. ]

[They won’t ruin this hunt, ] Chewbacca assured her. [There’s nothing to worry
about - everything is under control. ]

[ Everything isnot under control, ] Malla retorted. [If everything were under control, an
el even-year-ol d cub woul d not be chasing spies-and no one woul d be over there welding. ]

Chewbacca sighed. [It will be under control soon, ] he said. [Trust me.]

Vowing to rip the arnms off the day-shift security captain, Chewbacca raced across the
floor. To downl oad an unabridged schematic and arrange access to the physical plant, he
had been forced to comm Han-who was now raci ng back to the building-and have himthreaten
to nmake a public stink about |ax security. The security captain had obviously found

anot her way to slow things down until he could gather his squad and take control of the
situation. Chewbacca shoul d have expected it. The fellow was, after all, a Sullustan.

As Chewbacca and Malla drew closer to the sparks, they began to nake out the shape of a
six-arnmed repair droid. It was standing on its hydraulic stilts five neters off the floor
wel di ng a new durasteel grate over the base of a service run. The air stank too much of
nelted netal to snmell any trace of Lumpy or the thief-or Leia s spilled perfume-but in the
flickering light, he could just nake out a set of |aser-stenciled characters identifying
this as the service run Lunpy had entered.

[Stop! ] Malla ordered. [Let ny son out of there! ]

VWhen the droid continued to work, Chewbacca roared in anger and slamed the butt of his
bl aster rifle into a stilt.

The droid finally stopped and, still holding the grate up, tipped its head down at
Chewbacca. Were its photoreceptors shoul d have been, it had a TrangTwo Low i ght Optica
Band-a comon nodi fication designed to reduce |lighting expenses in automated plant areas.

"I amnot programmed in that |anguage, " the droid said. "Please restate in Basic or
bi nary flash code. "

Chewbacca, whose Wbokiee throat could not form Basic words, growl ed and pointed the barre
of his blaster at the droid, notioning it away fromthe grate.

"I amsorry we cannot comunicate. " The droid returned its attention to the grate and
reignited its welding torch. "For your own protection, please..."

Chewbacca shot the droid in the primary powerfeed, and its six arnms dropped to its sides,
the still-burning torch nearly slicing his armoff as it hissed past. The security grate
followed an instant later, clanging off the droid and al most knocki ng Chewbacca over.
Mal | a pulled himout of the way of the returning torch

[ You couldn’t use the circuit breaker? ]

[This was faster. ] Chewbacca shut off the welding torch, then slung his blaster over a
shoul der and clinbed the droid up to the pitch darkness of the service run. [Lunpy? ]



VWhen no answer came, Chewbacca activated his glow rod and found several tufts of soft

adol escent fur hanging on the durasteel stubs where the old grate had been cut
free-presumably by the thief. The casing of a |arge power conduit was sneared with bl ood,
but not enough to suggest a fight. Probably, Lunpy or the thief had cut hinself on the way
down.

[He’ s gone. ] Chewbacca dropped back to the floor, his pride in his son’s courage slowy
changing to concern. [He did not wait. ]

[ That surprises you? ]| Malla activated her own glow rod and began to sweep it across the
floor. [You haven't been listening. ]

[He did not honor his word, ] Chewbacca insisted, now growi ng angry. [That is forbidden.
And it is dangerous down here. How could he be so foolish? ]

Mal | a si ghed. [Wul dyou have waited? ]

[ What does that have to do with anything? ] Chewbacca's scow slowy faded as he realized
what she was saying: that Lunmpy was only doi ng what he thought his father would. [And this
is different. ]

[Not to him ] Mlla said.

She crouched on the floor and shined her glow rod on a dark puddl e smeared by the inprint
of a small Wokiee foot. She rubbed her fingertips in the stain-it was already as thick as
honey-and brought themto her nose.

[Blood, ] she said.

[ There was sone in the service run, too. ] Chewbacca started across the floor and quickly
found another track. [Lunpy didn't eventhink about waiting. Wien we get himhone, | wll
have a long talk with himabout the boundaries of his rebellion. ]

Malla fell in beside him [It is not rebellion, ] she said. [He is doing this because he
thinks it is somethingyou woul d do-not because he wants to assert hinself. ]

[ That will change after I amthrough with him ]
Mal | a was silent for a noment, then she said, [Let’s just get himhone, Chewbacca. ]
[We will, ] Chewbacca assured her. [And after we do, | will be firm ]

Mal | a sai d not hing, |eaving Chewbacca to wonder whether she doubted himor was just
worried. Though he hated to admit it, he had his own reservations. It seened to him he
shoul d have known instinctively what to say, how a good father would handl e the situation.
But the truth was that Lunmpy seenmed nore a stranger every tine Chewbacca saw him One tine
he was a ball of fur chortling in his nother’s arms, and the next tine he was already
swinging fromthe rafters.

Wth no choice except to use a glowrod to follow the tracks, Chewbacca instructed Milla
to hold hers | ow and away from her body while he covered themw th his repeating blaster.
The tracks | ed across the floor, growing fainter, until they found another print in a

smal | puddl e of blood. Chewbacca thought for a nmonment that his son was just being carel ess
about where he stepped, but then he noticed how Lunpy had twi sted his foot to soak up nore.

[He is deliberately leaving us a trail, ] Chewbacca observed. [Perhaps | am being too hard
on him ]
[Leaving a trail is not waiting. ] Malla followed his tracks down the narrow passage

between a pair of huge chiller tanks. [What is taking those security guards so |ong? ]

[ That woul d take a week to explain, ] Chewbacca answered. The Sullustan captain was a

t horough pl anner and a neticul ous organi zer-and by the tinme he finished sealing his
perimeters and gathering his intelligence, the thief would be gone and Lunpy woul d be

I yi ng unconsci ous or dead sonewhere. [And we are better off wi thout them Their procedures
woul d only slow us down. ]

As they neared the far end of the chiller tanks, Malla pulled up short and cried out in



di smay. [ No! ]

| magi ni ng the worst, Chewbacca pulled her out of the way and stepped forward, one hand
curled into a fist and the other bringing up the repeating blaster. Com ng toward them he
found only the donmed box of a floor-cleaning droid, its purple sterilight focused on the
bl ood trail they had been foll owi ng. Wien its gui dance sensors detected Chewbacca and
Mal | a standing in its path, it politely retreated out of the way and swung aside to | et

t hem pass.

Chewbacca had Malla shine her glow rod on the floor behind it. The only sign of the trai
that Lunmpy had so carefully left for themwas a two-neter stripe of rapidly drying
durasteel. He knelt down and, |aying his blaster aside, grabbed the cleaning droid by the
sides of its plastoid box.

[Where did the tracks |ead? ]

The function indicators on its front panel tw nkled through a test cycle, then it said, "I
beg your pardon.

Chewbacca grow ed in frustration and spun the droid around to face the opposite direction
[ Retrace your path. ]

The droid whirled back around and shined a spotlight on Chewbacca' s foot. "Please excuse
me while | tidy up.

[Tidy up? ] Chewbacca snatched the droid off the floor and hefted it over his head. [Where
is my son? ]

"I didn’t mean to disturb you. " The droid continued to speak in its nornal polite tone.
“I'"1'l be out of your way in a nonent.

[l don't think it understands Shyriiwook. ]

Chewbacca hurled the droid away in disgust. It crashed down five neters away, then began
to request assistance righting itself.

[Father! ] Lunpy’s voice was barely | oud enough to be heard over the drone of the giant
circulation fans off to the right. [Over here! ]

Chewbacca snat ched his weapon and glow rod off the floor and charged toward the voice.
[ Lumpy! Are you hurt? ]

[No! ] he cried. [But hurry-1 can't hold them nuch |onger! ]
[ Then? ] Malla cried.

They rounded a bank of gurgling bubble filters, and Malla's glow rod found their son
perched atop a row of neter-high overpressure pipes. He was on the third one in, squatting
on his haunches and struggling to keep hold of a pair of ankles kicking up froman open

cl ean-out panel. The feet above both ankles wore | eft boots.

Chewbacca started for the pipes at a sprint, nore astoni shed than he was proud. He began
to shout instructions, not all of themconpatible. [Be careful! Brace your feet! Shake
them up! ]

[ Chewbacca! ] Malla yelled, racing after him [Don’t encourage this! ]

[Don't worry. ] Lunpy began to work his arns back and forth, and a nuffled thunping arose
i nside the pipes. [They're not real spies, just-]

What ever they were, their blasters were real enough to send a spray of blue bolts slashing
through the cl ean-out door. The angle was poor, and all the attacks slanted away from
Lunpy. But he was so startled that he let go and fell off the overpressure pipe,

di sappearing over the other side.

Chewbacca reached the pipes and bounded onto the third one in a single |leap. He dropped to
hi s knees, stuck the repeating blaster through the clean-out door, and began firing
blindly down the pipe.



[ had them Dad! ] Lunpy scranbl ed up opposite Chewbacca, directly in the thieves' I|ine
of fire, should they try to counterattack. [Did you see?]

[ saw. ] Still shooting down the pipe, Chewbacca reached across the cl ean-out panel and
gently pushed Lunpy back where he had been. [But you said you would wait at the service
run. ]

[ couldn’t! ] Lunmpy said. [Not after what | heard! ]

[What you heard doesn’'t matter, ] Malla said, arriving on Chewbacca's other side. [I
didn't give you permission to go down the service run in the first place. ]

[ Youdidn't, ] Lunpy retorted. [But you re not the only-]

[ didn’t either. ] Chewbacca stopped firing and, secretly pleased by the note of
rebellion in Lunpy’'s voice, turned to face his son. [And after you disobeyed us, you broke
your word. ]

At the first hint of his father’s disapproval, Lunmpy’s shoul ders sagged and his eyes
filled with disappointment. Still, he did not | ook away from Chewbacca s gaze, and when he
spoke, it was in a neasured tone.

[ guess | shouldn’t have done that, ] he said. [But wait till you hear what | found out! ]

Unsure whet her Lunmpy was agreeing with himor arguing, Chewbacca cast a furtive glance at
Mal | a-who only shrugged and spread her hands. She didn’t know what to nake of it, either.

Chewbacca turned back to Lunpy. [Don't think this will change your punishnment. W are in
Coruscant’s Shadow Forest down here, and you rmust learn not to enter such places al one. ]

[ know but you'll be glad | did. ] Again, Lunmpy seened neither resentful nor frightened
of his punishment, merely accepting. [These guys aren’t real spies-]

A soft hiss sounded fromthe cl ean-out panel, and Chewbacca barely managed to pull his

bl aster out of the opening before the nmetal door slid closed. He notioned Lunpy to remain
silent and had Malla run the light of her glow rod up the pipe to the valve station, where
the birdlike formof a small, arnless droid was hoppi ng out of view behind the contro
board.

Chewbacca glared after it for a monent, then turned back to Lunpy. [Go on. ]

[When | got to the bottom of the service run, there were two nore little white humans,
like the thief, ] Lunpy said. [And they were all arguing, saying how'It’ was going to be
real angry because the robbery didn’t |ook right anynore. ]

[It? ] Chewbacca echoed. Now that his son was safe, he was again grow ng concerned about
the thief. [Wio will be angry? ]

[It, ] Lumpy repeated. [I think that’'s their boss. Anyway, Rath-he’'s guy | caught in the
Solos’ -started yelling about how at |east he had the datapad, and then some nore of them
cane and said they had to hurry the pad down to the DC because they didn't have nuch tine
to slice it and they had to be set in ten hours. ]

[ Set where? ] Chewbacca asked. The intruder and his conpani ons were sounding |less like
spies and nore |ike saboteurs. [Did they say what was happening in ten hours? ]

Lunpy shrugged. [That’s all | heard before they left. ] He squared his shoul ders. [But I
t hought you’'d want to know. That's why | followed themhere and tried to catch prisoners. ]

The cl ean-out door in the pipe behind Lunpy suddenly slid open. Chewbacca pulled the cub
away and, swinging the repeating blaster around, sprang over to have a | ook

The door cl osed as he | anded.

Mal | a shined her glow rod toward the val ve station, where the birdlike droid was again
hoppi ng out of sight.

[l don't like this. ] Chewbacca motioned Lunpy toward his mother. [When buil ding security
arrives, they' Il keep you safe until Han catches up with a mlitary detail. Tell them



everything you told ne-and anything el se you can renenber. ]
Lunpy paused on his way over the overpressure pipe. [Wiere will you be?]

[Trying to catch your thieves. ] Chewbacca unclipped his datapad and, cradling his blaster
in the crook of his arm brought up the tower schematic again. [The wall safe in Princess
Leia's office was open. If the datapad canme fromthere-]

[It could have New Republic secrets on it! ] Lunpy said

Chewbacca gl anced up to find Lunpy standing atop the overpressure pipe, his hands braced
on his hips.

[I"’mgoing with you, ] he declared. [I'’mthe one who caught them ]

[ You are el even years old. ] Chewbacca was careful to keep an even tone; with Lunpy, he
was beginning to see, it was all too easy to extinguish the tiny spark of rebellion that
woul d grow, in tine, into the truerrakktorr of the Wokiee warrior. [You have made ne
proud al ready. W should not press our luck. ]

Lunpy puffed out his chest. [But you said it is dangerous down here al one. ]
[Not for your father. ] Malla reached for Lunpy’'s hand.

[ No! 1 Lumpy pulled away and, angling past Chewbacca, |eapt onto the adjacent pipe. [He
needs me to-]

The cl ean-out door slid open, and four pal e hands shot out to grab Lunpy by the ankl es.
Mal | a screanmed. Chewbacca tossed his datapad to her and funbled the blaster into his
hands. Lunpy slamred face-first onto the pipe. H's eyes bulged in fear. He stretched a
hand toward Chewbacca, then slipped through the opening and di sappear ed.

Chapter 3

The overpressure pipe-barely |arge enough to hold Chewbacca even on his hands and
knees-opened i nto the shadowed chasm of a nidl evel skylane, where a stream of haul age
traffic was drifting slowy along, backlit by the neon displays of a tapcaf gallery
hangi ng of f the massive Wauth Conpl ex opposite. Below the gallery, the trunk of the
bui | di ng descended into the black depths of the city, its facade broken at random
intervals by ever-nore-squalid bal conies and nmezzanines, the lights in its w ndows grow ng
i ncreasingly dimand infrequent. Chewbacca saw no sign of Lunpy, but that hardly neant the
cub was gone.

Chewbacca pushed his blaster barrel, crushed when he'd used it to prevent the cl ean-out
panel from cl osing, through the mouth of the pipe to make sure the shock field was off.
When there were no sparks or crackles, he cautiously stuck his head outside to inspect the
surrounding area. Pitted as they were by centuries of acid rain and foul air-especially
this far down-the walls were emnminently clinbable.

He saw only the mouths of the adjacent overpressure pipes, protruding about a neter from
the lichen-scal ed walls.

Behind him Malla asked, [Anything? ]

[ Not yet. ]

I gnoring the achy protests of the nuscles he had wenched pulling open the cl ean-out
panel , Chewbacca rolled to his back and saw the bottom of a |ong airspeeder descending
toward him It mght have belonged to building security, except that one of the floater
pads was exposed and | eaking a blue glow The Sullustan security captain would never
tolerate a vehicle in such disrepair

Chewbacca pulled hinmself inside and i mediately ran into Malla. [Back up! ] he said. [I
think we have-]

[ Trouble, ] Malla finished, |eading the craw backward.

The airspeeder settled in front of the overpressure pipe, wobbling wildly as the driver
struggled to maintain control with the mal functioning floater pad. The vehicle was arnored



in black plastoid, with a boxy passengers’ conpartment in back and an enpty gun port
behind the driver’s cabin. Atop the roof, the protective dome of a weapons turret had | ong
ago been lost, leaving only the snooth durasteel nounting ring.

St andi ng behind the turret’s heavy blaster was a haggard Devaronian in a tattered cl oak
H's sharp teeth were brown and rotting, his horns scaled froma dozen kinds of vitamn
deficiency, and his flesh as pale as that of the thief who had stolen Princess Leia's

dat apad. He shouted at the driver to bring himaround, then waited as the vehicle’'s
wobbling tail began drifting toward the mouth of the overpressure pipe. Chewbacca stopped
his retreat, then snorted in disgust and started back toward the nouth of the pipe.

[ Chewbacca, ] Malla began. [I know you are angry, but-]
[There is nothing to worry about. ]

The Devaroni an opened fire, spraying the side of the building with bolts. He m ssed the
pi pe entirely, but a ricochet did hit his own wobbling vehicle. Chewbacca reached the
nout h of the pipe and dropped to his belly, covering his crooked blaster so the turret
gunner woul d see only the nuzzle.

[ That' s enough! ] he roared.

Though it was doubtful the Devaroni an understood Shyriiwook, the fellow s eyes went
straight to the blaster tip. He stopped firing and crouched inside his turret.

"That was just a warning, "
hone and forget about the Princess’s datapad.

the Devaronian yelled. "If you want to see your kid again, go

Chewbacca estimated the distance to the airspeeder at no nore than five neters.

"Do what | say, and he’ll be back in your apartment at mi dnight, t he Devaroni an

continued. "Interfere, and you'll have himback in pieces. "

Wt hout |ooking away fromthe Devaroni an, Chewbacca said, [Brace ne, Malla. ]
[ Brace you? You can’t be thinking-]

[It is no different fromtree |eaping, ] Chewbacca said.

[ Chewbacca, you haven't lived in a tree for fifty years! ]

The Devaronian started to add sonething el se; then his gaze dropped to Chewbacca' s bl aster
tip, and he ducked out of sight.

[Now, Mallal ]

When Chewbacca felt Malla jam her hands into soles of his feet, he grabbed the sides of
the pipe and | aunched hinself at the airspeeder. It dipped its nose and started to turn
away, but he was already there, dropping down from above and belly-slanmming onto the roof
even before his stomach began to flutter.

The airspeeder shuddered and |listed up on one side, but Chewbacca nanaged to extend his
clinmbing claws and hook a set over the turret’s nounting ring, then held on as the driver
struggled to bring the vehicle under control. An instant |later, Malla cane down opposite
him catching the nounting ring with both sets of clinbing claws, her weight |eveling the
ai rspeeder as her body swung gracefully into the passengers’ box.

[Nice junp, ] Chewbacca said.

[Youre right, it is Ilike tree |eaping. ] Her eyes were round with fear. [Except the
target noves nore. |

The Devaroni an popped out of the turret, pointing a blaster pistol at Ml la. Chewbacca
caught himby a horn and pulled himonto the roof of the passengers’ box.

The Devaronian howl ed and rolled, trying to bring his blaster to bear on Chewbacca. Milla
grabbed a Il eg and ripped hi mout of Chewbacca s grasp, then hurled himaway behind her
The | ast Chewbacca saw of himwas a pale figure spinning down through the hover traffic.



The airspeeder entered a shallow dive, then began to pitch and wobble madly as the driver
inside tried to throw them free. Chewbacca | ooked across the roof at Mlla.

[Can you hold on? ]
Mal |l a gl anced at the tiers of streanming skylanes below. [Like a leaflizard in a cyclone! ]

Chewbacca grunted his approval, then hamrered his fist into the door w ndow. The
transpari steel was too strong to break, but the startled driver turned to | ook-and that
was all Chewbacca needed. In one snoboth notion, he pulled hinself onto the roof and
squeezed headfirst down through the turret.

The driver-a yell ow ski nned Rodi an whose di sh-shaped sensory antennae were inflaned and
flaking-glanced in his mrror. He cried out in alarm then reached for a blaster rifle
hol stered to the back of his seat. Chewbacca braced one hand against the floor and, with
the ot her, plucked the weapon out of the Rodian’s grasp.

[Don't nove, ] he grow ed, still upside down.

"What ? " The Rodian’s voice was buzzing on the edge of panic. "Wo speaks Wokiee? "
Chewbacca pointed the blaster rifle at his head.

"Ckay, yeah, okay! | know what you're |ooking for. "

The Rodi an returned both hands to the steering wheel and began to steady their dive-at

| east as nmuch as the dil api dated vehicl ewoul d steady. He caught Chewbacca's eyes in the
mrror.

"Hey, Shaggy, he said nervously. "W don’t have the snpothest ride here, and you don’t
| ook so steady. How about pointing that sonewhere el se? "

Chewbacca grow ed and bared his fangs.
"Stupid question? "
Chewbacca nodded.

The Rodi an returned his attention to the windshield and carefully |eveled them off.
Chewbacca dropped the rest of the way inside, then slipped aside so Malla could join him

I nsi de, the airspeeder stank of mldew and unwashed bodies. It seenmed to be sonme sort of
prisoner transport. Five seats |ined each wall of the passengers’ box, all facing the rear
and equi pped with stun-cuff restraints for both |l egs and arns. Behind the front seating
area were two guards’ chairs, nounted on sw veling bases so that the occupants coul d watch
prisoners or fire through an adjacent gun port with equal ease. There was no sign of
Lunpy-a fact Malla noticed i medi ately.

[Where's nmy son? ] she roared at the driver.
Chewbacca | aid a hand on her shoulder. [He's taking us to him 1 think.]
[ Youthink ? ] she growed. [Let’'s be sure. ]

Mal | a pull ed Chewbacca' s datapad off its utility clip, then slipped into the front
passenger’s seat. She punched a few keys, then held the display up in front of the Rodian

The screen read, "Tell nme where ny sonis or I'll rip out your antennae. "
"I't’s safer if | don't tell you, " the Rodian said. "Just forget about the Princess’s
dat apad, and your son will be returned safe..."

Mal | a typed anot her nmessage and shoved it under the Rodian’s snout. "Both antennae!

He was unfazed. "lI'mserious. That kid is a real handful. If they find out you' re com ng
anyway, they' Il figure he's nore trouble than he’'s worth. "

Chewbacca grabbed an ant enna.



"They' re taking himto the DC! " the Rodian blurted. "I’'; msupposed to nmeet themthere

A beep sounded fromthe equi pnent consol e. The Rodi an gl anced down at a dark vid display
and banged it with his fist. A hazy nap appeared and instantly began to fade, but the
i mage | asted | ong enough for Chewbacca to glinpse a green descent arrow.

The Rodi an began to drop through tiers of traffic. Slowy at first, then nore rapidly, the
lights lining the skylanes began to wi nk out. Even the traffic began to thin, w nding
through the dark chasns in flickering snakes of running |ights.

"What's the DC? " Malla typed.

The Rodi an began to stutter. "De-de-det . . . "

Chewbacca tw sted the antenna.

The stuttering grew worse. "T-t-t . . . " He devel oped an eye twitch.
[What’'s wong with hin? ] Mlla asked.

[ What do you think? Look at himhe’s deranged. ]

Chewbacca was pretty sure that the Rodian and his conpani ons where what sone call ed
"underdwel | ers, " dispossessed people who had fallen so | oweconomically and
spiritually-that they could live only in the twilight depths of the city, eking out a
nmeager existence in the perilous margins where civilization sank into savagery. What they
wanted with Princess Leia s datapad he could not inagine, but hedid feel certain that
solving the nmystery would be an inportant step in finding Lunpy-as well as serving the New
Republic and honoring his |ife debt to Han

[Tell himthe New Republic already knows about tonight, ] Chewbacca said. [Tell himthat
is why we nust recover Lunpy in the next ten hours. ]

A look of alarmflashed through Malla' s eyes, but she typed the lie without hesitation.
She understood that Chewbacca had duties to both their son and the Sol os.

The Rodian’s free antenna turned outward. "You know about tonight? "
Chewbacca began to pull the antenna he was hol di ng.

The Rodian’s twitch becane a general trenor, and the airspeeder began to weave as though
pil oted by soneone under the influence of intoxicants. "I . . . | . . . can't tell you. "
[Tell himwe know about It, too, ] Chewbacca said, recalling the name Lunpy said they used
for their leader. [Tell himthe New Republic can protect himfromlt. ]

The airspeeder dipped into an oncoming traffic lane, drawing a sharp hiss from Malla. She
braced for inpact-then sighed heavily as they dropped half a tier and scraped across a
rubbl e-strewn pedestrian bridge that had remai ned hidden until it was illuminated by the
ai rspeeder’s headlights. Then they dropped another half a tier, settling into a half-enpty
skyl ane.

[Are you sure you want to say that? ] Malla asked

[l amsure. ] Chewbacca set the blaster rifle aside, poising hinmself to reach over the
seat. [It will be interesting. ]

[ Katarnsare interesting. Shadow creepers are interesting, ] Malla objected. Still, she
began to type. [I like dull. Dull and safe. ]

She held the display up for the Rodian

He read it, then flecks of foam began to appear at the corners of his nouth. "Nobody can
protect me! " He turned to stare at Malla. "If you really knewit , you would..."

Chewbacca saw the Rodi an’s hands tense and yelled for Malla to take the wheel, then jerked
himout of the driver’'s seat just as his hands nade a violent twi sting nmotion. The

ai rspeeder veered and began to wobble, nearly sliding into an air skid before Mlla
brought the nose back on course.



[ Chewbacca! This thing is going to-]
[ Cal m down. ]

Chewbacca tossed the Rodian into the passengers’ box, then squeezed into the driver’s seat
and took the controls. The airspeeder handled |like a mad rancor, its rear corner dropping
and junping as the damaged floater pad kicked in and out. He barely steered them around
the weckage of a dangling bal cony, then slipped back into the near-enpty skyl ane.

[ Things are not that bad. ]

[ Not that bad? ] Malla shook her head in disbelief. [You and Han nust be playing sabacc
with Hutts again! ]

[ They have Lunpy, ] Chewbacca said. [But we have their driver. ]

An alarmlight flickered to life on the instrunment panel, though the |abel beneath it was
too covered in grine to read. Chewbacca cursed and began to listen for trouble sounds;
then the roar of rushing wind filled the passengers’ box behind him He glanced into the
mrror and saw the Rodi an standing on the edge of the open rear door.

"You don't know It, the Rodi an said, and stepped outside.

[l hate it when they do that, ] Chewbacca growed into the mrror. [The coward’ s escape. ]

[ Chewbacca, how can you be so caln? ] Malla continued to stare through the back door
[Wthout him we are like a blind nmallakin searching for its chick! ]

[l amhardly cal mjust unworried. And we are not quite like a blind mallakin. ] Chewbacca
poi nted through the wi ndshield at a set of anber running lights half a kil oneter ahead. On
the right side, three out of four were dark, and the entire left side was flickering
erratically. [We can see our chick’s tail feathers. ]

Mal | a peered through the windshield at the running lights, then sighed and settled back
into her seat. [I amsorry, Chewbacca. | forget that you are a master at this. ]

He shrugged. [Han keeps me in practice. ]

Chewbacca foll owed the running |ights down another half a dozen traffic tiers, being
careful to maintain the same di stance as had the Rodian, always fighting to keep contro

of their vehicle. The skyl anes grew conpletely deserted, then-as they dropped another

| evel -nonexi stent. The trip became a pitching, serpentine ride through a darkness as bl ack
as ni ght, dodgi ng over saggi ng bridges and droppi ng through the heart of a rubble-strewn
mezzani ne. And al ways there were the wetched figures who inhabited this part of the city,
t housands and t housands of them half-glinpsed in a flash of headlight as they scurried
about their business-or ducked out of sight.

Chewbacca tried to concentrate on his flying and not think about how frightened Lunmpy nust
be in the airspeeder ahead, but it was difficult. Every instinct in himcried out for him
to fly faster, to catch up to his son and | et himknow his parents were cl ose behind. But
Chewbacca coul d not alert Lunpy without also alerting his son’s captors, and the |ast
thing he wanted was to start a high-speed chase. Even if sonmeone did not crash, it seened
unlikely that the battered vehicle he was driving could keep up

Mal | a remai ned silent al so, and Chewbacca coul d not hel p wonderi ng what was goi ng through
her mind. As hard as his life debt had nade their lives, he knew that she woul d never

bl ame himfor keeping it, or wish that he woul d di shonor hinmself and return hone while Han
still lived. She had told himnany tines that she | oved hi m because she could trust him
and that she could trust himbecause he kept his honor. But perhaps she blaned him for
being too soft on Lunpy, for not making himobey at a time when it was so inportant.
Certainly, he blaned hinself.

Chewbacca foll owed the other airspeeder beneath a long stretch of durasteel gallery that
had torn |l oose of its supports and fallen at a steep angle across the chasm he coul d not
call this place a skylane-then glanced over at Mall a.

[ amsorry, ] he said.



Mal | a | ooked at himin surprise. [Sorry? Wy shoul dyou be sorry? ]

[1 should have been firner, but | didn't want to break his spirit. ] Chewbacca returned
his attention to the dark path ahead and saw that he had let the running |ights creep out
of sight. He increased his speed. [|I have not had enough practice at this, Malla. Half the
time, Lunpy is a stranger to ne. ]

Malla laid a hand on his thigh. [Then you are doing well, Chewbacca. | have had el even
years of practice, and nmy words were the ones that made himleap into danger. ] She fel
silent and | ooked out the side window. [| should have stayed out of it. You are the only
one he wants to listen to now ]

Chewbacca did not know how to respond. Under other circunstances, it night have warned him
to hear again how nmuch his son | ooked up to him As matters were, the rem nder just filled
himwith a frightened ache.

The twi sted skel eton of a stripped space frei ghter appeared ahead, wedged across the | ane
and bl ocking the route. Chewbacca hit the decelerators and sent the airspeeder into a
shuddering air skid, bringing themto a stop so close to a cross-strut that he could have
reached out his wi ndow and wi ped off a handful of grinme.

[Hutt slinme! ]

Chewbacca activated the vehicle' s spotlight and began to search for an easy route through
the freighter-a path that m ght explain why he had not caught up to the other airspeeder

[What's wrong? ] Malla asked.

[ Lost the chick. ]

The light revealed only a tangled mass of durasteel slowy being disassenbl ed by enaci ated
nmet al sal vagers-npst equi pped with tools barely nore sophisticated than | aser saws and pry
bars. A hundred neters above, the stern had punched a jagged rent into a pernmacrete

bui | di ng facade; on the opposite side of the |ane, a hundred neters bel ow, the bow rested
in the buckl ed pocket of what | ooked to have been a durasteel parking bal cony.

[ They might have gone under it. ] Though Malla tried to speak in an even tone, there was a
pani cked edge to her voice. [Or over it. ]

Chewbacca shook his head. [We woul d have caught up, ] he said. [I didn't |ose sight of
their running lights until a few seconds ago. ]

Mal | a peered back up the lane. [I don'tsee any intersections, but-]

[ That doesn’t mean they' re not there, ] Chewbacca fini shed.

He gl anced at the blank vid display the Rodian had brought to |life earlier, then rapped it
sharply near the top. A hazy labyrinth of tier nunbers and headi ng arrows appeared on the
screen. Chewbacca had just enough tinme to see that the green route marker had shortened to
a green dash under their location indicator; then the image vani shed. He hit the display
again and saw that the closest intersection was half a kil oneter behind them

Chewbacca shook his head. [We couldn’t have traveled nore two hundred neters since | | ost
them We’'re just not going that fast down here. ]

[Where did the Rodian say they were going? | Malla asked. [The DC? ]

[ The det-sonmet hing. ] Chewbacca gl anced at the prisoners’ seats behind them then began to
i nput a destination. [Detention center. ]

He hit the display again, and a nmessage appeared. "Detention center nunber? "

Chewbacca typed, "List detention centers.

When he hit the display this tinme, the screen filled with a list of |ocations and
desi gnator nunbers, all with Inperial-style prefix letters.

[l nperial underdwellers? ] Chewbacca asked. [That makes no sense. ]



[No, but it might explain what they have planned for tonight, ] Mlla said.
Chewbacca furrowed his brow.

[ Thewel coming cerenpbny , ] Malla explained. [Inmperials would certainly have reason to
di sruptthat. ]

[And that woul d explain why they took Princess Leia s datapad, ] he agreed.

Chewbacca was growi ng nore al armed. The underdwel | ers had found a way to defeat the

security systemin the Solos’ apartnent, so he could only assunme that they woul d be able
to slice the security even on Princess Leia s nmilitary-grade datapad. Then they woul d be
able to use the "pad to access entry codes and schenmatics for the cerenonial chanbers of

the Provisional Council, and Chewbacca did not even want to contenplate the damage they
could cause crawling around inside the service runs there. He activated his comink and
tried to open a channel to Han, but the signal |ight renmained stubbornly dark

[We are on our own? ] Malla asked.
Chewbacca nodded. [Too nuch interference this deep. ]

[ Then our son is in trouble, ] Malla said. [I nust have seen a hundred centers on that
list. ]

[ More than a hundred, ] Chewbacca agreed. He banged on the display again, studied the |ist
of locations as long as the screen would allow him then nodded in satisfaction. [But this
is all the help we need, | think. ]

[Really? ] Malla' s tone was equal parts hope and doubt.

Chewbacca raised a finger for patience, then unclipped his glowrod and tw sted down in
his seat to |l ook at the serial nunber under the instrunent panel

There was none.

He smled and switched off the glow rod. Those who were truly trying to hide their
identity altered or defaced their vehicle serial nunbers. Inperial Intelligence, on the
ot her hand, liked to advertise the long reach of its sinister power. They used vehicles
with no serial nunmbers because they wanted peopl e who | ooked for such information to know
wi th whom t hey were dealing.

[Now | am sure. We are closer than we thought. ] Chewbacca sat up again and found a crowd
of pal e underdwel |l er faces | ooking through his w ndow, their expressions nore appraising
than curious. [Very close. ]

He turned away fromthe underdwel |l ers and, watching the dark building facades on Malla's
side of the lane, started back toward the fallen gallery.

[ Chewbacca, perhaps it would help if you told me what we are | ooking for. ]
[l don’'t know, exactly. ]

[ You said we were close, ] Malla objected. [You saidvery close. ]

[We are, ] Chewbacca said. [But |’ve never seen one before. ]

[ Onewhat ? ]

[An entrance to a secret Inperial detention center. ]

[Oh, ] Malla said, sounding a bit frightened. [Wuld it | ook sonething Iike a snal
docki ng bay entrance? ]

[It might. ]
Mal | a poi nted down over her side of the airspeeder. [Then you should turn here. ]

Chewbacca swung their nose around and, about twenty meters bel ow, saw a di m bl ue gl ow
spilling fromthe nmouth of a durasteel tunnel. Al though there were no obvi ous weapons



enpl acenents or guard posts, the unadorned starkness of the surroundi ng facade-and the
utter |lack of nearby portals or balconies-lent the entrance a silently intimdating air

[Yes, ] Chewbacca said. [I amsure that is what a secret Inperial detention center |ooks
like. ]

Stars Wars: A Forest Apart
Chapter 4

Chewbacca dropped their nose toward the square blue maw of the entrance tunnel and began a
sl ow descent into the detention center. Malla took the blaster rifle from between the
seats and began to inspect the underside.

[It is a special-action nmodel, ] Chewbacca expl ained. [The safety di sengages autonmatically
when you grab the stock and place your finger on the trigger. ]

Mal | a experimented with her grip for a nonent, then shook her head. [I do not trust nyself
with that. ] She returned the weapon to the hol ster behind the driver’s seat, then stared
through the windshield. [I am sure you have a plan. ]

Chewbacca nodded. [A good one. ] He negotiated a sharp crash-corner designed to prevent
hi gh- speed penetration runs, then said, [Find Lumpy and take hi m back. ]

[When the pale ones realize it is us in their car, you don't think they will try to kil
hi n? ]

[ That is why we must nove quickly and strike hard. ]

Chewbacca negoti ated the second part of the crash-corner, and they passed through an open
security gate into a cavernous garage. lllumnated in the same dimlight as the entrance
tunnel, it was filled with derelict airspeeders, carboplas barrels, and junbl ed heaps of
sal vage. Opposite the tunnel, he could barely make out a two-story conmand deck, its
transpari steel observation wall caked in grime and pocked with bl ast holes.

The ot her airspeeder had been backed into a parking bay beneath the command deck. Four
underdwel I ers were behind the vehicle, struggling to haul a flailing ball of fur toward an
open security door |eading deeper into the detention center. As he and Malla drew cl oser,
Chewbacca began to see | unps and bruises on the bl oodied faces of his son’'s captors.

[Look at the fight he is giving theml ] He swung the speeder around in front the adjacent
bay. [l count two broken noses and a dislocated jaw ]

Mal | a gave hima reproving scow. [This is no slap match, Chewbacca. ] She rose from her
seat and turned toward the back of the airspeeder. [To fight that hard, Lunpy nust be
terrified. ]

[Alittle fear is healthy-it teaches you to be careful. ] Chewbacca backed into the bay.
[ You know what to do? ]

She nodded. [Hit hard, hit fast, conme back with Lunpy. ]

[And Princess Leia's datapad, if you see it. ] Chewbacca rose and slipped into the weapons
turret. [I'Il cover you. ]

Mal | a raced out the speeder’s rear door, roaring threats and curses. By the tine Chewbacca
could lift the heavy blaster out of its nmounting socket, she was al ready upon the
underdwel I ers, hurling gaunt bodi es aside and tearing bony hands off her son. Chewbacca
fired a few bolts at the floor to chase the two survivors through the security door. Then
Lunpy was free, scranbling to his feet-and starting after his captors.

[ This way! ] Lunpy waved an armtoward the security door. [It’s a-]

Mal | a caught the cub by the armand jerked himback toward the airspeeder. Lunpy squirned
free. So much for fear teaching hi manything.

[ Lumpy! ] Chewbacca roared. [ Corme-]

[It’s a trap! ] Lunpy grabbed Malla by the wist and tried-unsuccessfully-to pull her



toward the security door. [Hurry! ]

Chewbacca turned to scan the rest of the garage and saw a pair of small panels sliding
open in the far corners of the room [Go! ]

He waved Malla ahead and dropped out of the turret just as the security door began sliding
shut. He ained out the back of the airspeeder and bl asted the upper guides. The door slid
off its track and janmed.

Cannon bolts began to hit the speeder’s arnor, shaking it and penetrating often enough to
| eave no doubt as to the fate of anyone who remai ned i nside. Malla and Lunpy reached the
security door and squeezed through the crack. Chewbacca raced after them hitting the door
wi th his shoul der and knocking it askew as he powered past.

He sl ammed headl ong into a nmael strom of ricocheting blaster bolts and flailing Wokiee
arns and flying underdwel lers, then glinpsed a wall of pale faces trying to enter through
the doorway opposite and opened up with the heavy bl aster.

The wal | vani shed.

Chewbacca sl amred the butt of the weapon into the skulls of two underdwel |l er humans who
were bouncing blaster bolts off the walls as Lunpy struggled to keep their arns pointed at
the floor, then turned to find Malla bending the |ast of her attackers over double-in the
wrong direction

Leaving Malla to watch his back, Chewbacca stepped across half a dozen gaunt bodi es and
peered through the doorway into the bottomof a gloomfilled cell block of no nore than a
hundred units. Rushing across the central atriumwas a small gang of underdwel |l ers arned
with old E-11 blaster rifles. Chewbacca raised his heavy bl aster and shook his head; when
they stopped and started to lift their own weapons, he cut them down.

Only then did he notice that he and his famly seenmed to be in a prisoner-processing area,
with a guard station to the left and a wall of stun cuffs to the right. Qut in the garage
area, the blaster cannons were continuing to fire, their bolts ricocheting off the floor
and occasionally even hammering the sagging security door itself.

[ Anybody hurt? ] Chewbacca asked.

[I"’m. . . I"mokay, ] Lunmpy said. [| think. ]

[You' re covered in blood, ] Malla said, reaching for him [Let nme have a | ook. ]

He started to consent, but caught Chewbacca | ooking at himand pulled away.

[It’s notnmy blood. ] Lunpy glanced in the direction of the hammering cannon bolts, then
turned to Chewbacca. [It’s lucky | knew there was a trap, right? \Wen-]

[ W have not escaped yet, Lunpy, ] Chewbacca said, glancing around the little room The
door leading into the guard station was |ocked tight, leaving the cell block as the only
avai |l abl e exit-which was why Chewbacca knew they had to avoid it at all costs. [You can
explain later. ]

Lunpy’'s face fell

Chewbacca ignored the pang of guilt he felt for cutting the cub off and, peering through
the guard station’s grinmy observation wall, |located the control panel. Mdtioning Mlla and
Lunpy down into a corner, he pressed the nuzzle of his heavy bl aster against the
transparisteel and leaned into it with all his strength.

[ Lumpy, don't ever do this, ] he said. [Unless you have to. ]

[But isn't the bl owback going to-]

[Yes, it is. ]

Chewbacca cl osed his eyes and pulled the trigger, was blinded by the nuzzle flash anyway,
and sl anmed backward into the wall opposite. Hi s next sensation was sliding across a badly

listing deck, his ears ringing with blasterfire and his nostrils filled with the reek of
scorched fur. He had one armraised in the air and a knot between his shoul der bl ades t hat



felt Iike someone had hit himwith a stun baton.
[Can you stand? ] asked a soft Wokiee voice-Malla' s voice.

Chewbacca opened his eyes and saw that he still had | egs. Then he saw the snall processing
room where they were still trapped, and the |ast few nonents canme back to himin a rush.
He snatched his dropped weapon off the floor, struggled to his feet, and saw the guard
station. There was a fist-sized hole where he had pressed his blaster to the
transparisteel, and the rest of the observation wall had been heat-fused into opacity.

[Where' s Lumpy? ]

Mal | a gestured at the guard station door, which was now open. Chewbacca stepped through
and found Lunpy waiting inside, keeping watch out the opposite side of the room

Once Malla had joined them Chewbacca stepped over to the control panel, closed both the
cell-block door and the entrance to the station itself, then blasted the control panel

He turned to Lunpy. [Now tell me about this trap. ]
Lunpy’ s expression was delighted. [Really? ]

Chewbacca was torn between chastising the cub for not obeying and praising himfor saving
their lives-nostly because he did not know which avenue was nore likely to keep Lunpy
under control until they could find a way out of this mess.

Chewbacca settled for nodding.

[After they pulled nme into their airspeeder, ] Lunpy began, [It nmade a big point of
telling ne you would follow ]

[1t? ] Malla asked.

[Their droid, ] Lunpy explained. [At least | think It is theirs-everyone acts like It
ownsthem The droid said It knows how Woki ees think, and It would be ready when you cane
after me. So when we got here and It told Its guys to keep ne out in the parking bays
until you saw nme, | knew It was setting a trap. ]

[This droid . . . ] Chewbacca took Lumpy’'s place at the exit and found hinsel f | ooking
down an enpty corridor, with only two doors on the garage side and a broken turbolift at
the end. He knew the |ift was broken because soneone had pushed a scrap-netal |adder up
the shaft. [What did It |ook Iike? ]

[Kind of spidery, with a shiny black body and lots of long legs, ] Lumpy said.

[ Sounds Iike an I T-one of the interrogator series, ] Chewbacca said, struggling to figure
out why an outdated torture droid would take it into its programm ng to do sonething |ike
this. [You did well. The I Ts are very clever-which is why you nmust do exactly as | say
from now on. ]

[Don't worry, ] Lunpy said

[Weare worried, ] Malla said. [If you had obeyed just once today, we wouldn’t be in this
nmess. ]

[And then we woul dn’t know where Princess Leia s datapad-]
[ Lumpy! ] Chewbacca gl ared down at the cub. [You are making ne worry. ]

Wthout waiting for a reply, Chewbacca |ed the way down the corridor. Concerned as he was
about what the IT droid might have planned for the banquet that evening, his first
priority was escaping the detention center with his famly. Getting killed trying to be
her oes woul d save no one.

Both doors in the corridor proved to be | ocked fromthe other side, so the only possible
escape route was the turbolift. Chewbacca kept expecting a gang of underdwellers to enter
the hall behind themor drop out of the lift itself-and attack, but they reached the
corridor’s end without incident.



He nmotioned Malla and Lunmpy to wait while he clinbed the nakeshift |adder to be sure the
area was clear. He could no | onger hear the blaster cannons runbling out in the garage,

but there were other sounds-nmuffled whirrings and nuted shouts, and the unm stakabl e crack
of a droid' s voice giving orders.

At the top of the |adder, Chewbacca found hinself on the command deck he had seen earlier

| ooki ng out across a nurky junble of desks, control panels, and blaster stations. Wen the
facility was new, the observation walls to either side had afforded uni npeded vi ews of
both the cell block and garage. Now the transparisteel was so begrinmed he could make out
only nebul ous shapes and ghostly stirrings.

On a brightly lit desk near the center of the room a small, vaguely bird-shaped droid was
squatting over a datapad, humm ng and chirping and blinking to itself as its nanipul ator

di gits danced across the keypad. Unlike nearly everything else in the detention center,
the droid s body casing was polished and gleanm ng, its servo-systens obviously |ubricated
and wel I mai ntai ned.

Chewbacca descended the | adder again and turned to Lunpy. [Was there another droid with
the I'T? ] he whispered.

Lunpy nodded. [A little slicer. ] He answered just as quietly. [It was with the thieves
i nside the Sol os’ apartnent building. ]

Chewbacca nodded. He renmenbered glinpsing a sinilar droid near the overpressure pipes
bef ore Lunmpy was taken, and a slicer would certainly explain howthe Solos security
system was di sarmed. Probably, the slicer even expl ai ned why the maintenance droids had
been covering the thieves' tracks in the physical plant. The only thing its presence did
not explain was who was supplying underdwellers with mllion-credit slicer droids.

[ The slicer is up there working on a datapad-]

[What are we waiting for? ] Lunpy denmanded. The cub junped on the makeshift |adder and
started to scramble up. [Let’s go! ]

This time, Chewbacca was ready. [Get down! ] He plucked Lunpy out of the turbolift and
planted himfirmy on the floor. [You re going to get soneone killed! ]

Lunpy’s eyes grew round and liquid, and his |ip began to trenble. Chewbacca instantly felt
guilty, but being harsh seermed the only way to get through. He pointed a finger in the
cub’s face

[You're not ready, ] he said firmy. [You stay with your nother. Understand? ]

Lunpy nodded, sullenly, staring at the fl oor

Chewbacca | ooked to Malla and rolled his eyes, then asked, [WII| you be all right here? ]
[1"1'l know where to find you, ] Malla replied. [But hurry. ]

Chewbacca ruffled Lunpy’s fur, then clinbed the | adder and began the slow, silent advance
of a Wboki ee on the stal k. Once he was cl ose enough to be certain of hitting his target,

he raised the blaster rifle and trained it on the desktop. Wen he had approached to
within three paces, Chewbacca stopped and cleared his throat.

The slicer droid continued to work. "Busy.

Chewbacca zinged a blaster bolt past its cognitive processor housing. The mani pul at or
digits went notionless, then the thing hopped around to face him

"What is it? " it denmanded. Noticing Chewbacca's species, the droid switched to
Shyriiwook. [I'’mon a deadline here. ]

[ You are not going to make it, ] Chewbacca said. [Trip your circuit breaker, and you m ght
survive to be reprogranmed. ]

The droid squatted on the datapad. [|I’'m programred to self-destruct upon capture-but it
doesn’t have to come to that. | can get you out of this place alive. ]

[ That inpliesyou will be |leaving-and the only way that will happen is slung over ny back



] Chewbacca eased forward and began to inspect its casing. [Wat nodel are you?
| SB-one-twenty? ]

[One-twenty? ] the droid scoffed. [Don't insult nme. My processor speed is
fifty-point-three-two tines faster than the one-twenty’s. ]

[ Then you nust have the GmendoLyn Six, ] Chewbacca said.

[That's right, ] the droid said proudly. [Tachyon processing bands, quantum RAM bi ocel
storage. ]

[Nice chip, ] Chewbacca observed. It was also one that the maker, the Inperial droid
supplier MerenData, had devel oped in the last two years. [You nust have set Ysanne |sard
back the price of an entire assault conpany. ]

[ wouldn’t know, ] the droid replied-clearly oblivious, despite its processing power, to
how much it had just reveal ed about itself. [Cost has never been one of ny operationa
paraneters. ]

Chewbacca smiled at the droid s tacit adm ssion. The forner director of Inperia
Intelligence, Ysanne Isard had-for a tinme-been the glue holding the Enpire together in
Pal pati ne’s absence. Fortunately for the New Republic, she had perished a year and a half
earlier, when her shuttle expl oded near the end of the Bacta War.

As Chewbacca was puzzling out the details of the plot, he heard a gentle thunp behind

himit was probably just a granite slug falling off a wall. The inportant thing was that
he now understood the basics of Isard’ s plan: send a slicer to update the programm ng of
an | T droid still lurking in one of the Enpire’s secret detention centers, then sit back

and watch as it executed its new prinme directive-to destroy the governnment of the
fledgling New Republic

[ have heard that Ysanne |Isard never worried about cost, ] Chewbacca said, still holding
his blaster on the slicer. [How]

Chewbacca dropped the question when he felt the nuzzle of blaster touch the small of his
back.

"I think you two have done enough tal ki ng, a raspy voice said.

[1 agree. ]

Chewbacca pulled the trigger-slagging the slicer droid, the datapad, and much of the
desk-then spun on his anbusher, pivoting his body aside and bringing one armaround to
knock the bl aster away. He made contact with his el bow and felt the cracking of a brittle
skul I -then found hinself | ooking down the barrel of a second underdweller’s weapon.

This one was a hunan fenmal e, just as gaunt and pale as the others, but taller, with a
sharp nose and icy white eyes. She gestured at the blaster in Chewbacca’ s hands.

"Drop it. " Behind her, two furry figures appeared at the top of the stairs and began to
stalk silently toward her.

Chewbacca shook hi s head.
"I won’t ask again. "

He dropped the blaster at his feet.
"Good. \Were are the other two? "

Chewbacca shrugged.

The wonman’s eyes narrowed, and she pointed her blaster at his head. "Then | guess there’s
no reason..."

She was interrupted by the IT droid’ s sharp voice, coming froma comink on her belt.
"Report. | saw blaster flashes. "

Bei ng careful not to aimher blaster away from Chewbacca s head, she raised the comink to



her lips. It was one of the short-range, direct-beam nodels, ideal for conditions this
deep in the city.
"You were right, "
slagged it. "

the woman sai d. "The Woki ee went straight for that slicer droid. He

Mal | a t ook advantage of the woman’s distraction to slip the last two paces forward.
Nonet hel ess, Chewbacca began to have the sinking feeling that he had fallen into another
trap. Silently, he begged the woman to nention Princess Leia’ s datapad, to say that it was
sl ag, too.

I nst ead, she gl anced down at her unconsci ous partner, then added, "So's Rath. "

"No matter, " the IT said. "ISBy’s work is conplete. | can handle the interface with the
Princess’s datapad. Have you elim nated the Wokiees? "

"Not yet. "

Mal | a reached over the woman’s shoul der and plucked the bl aster away, at the sane tinme
using the other hand to cover her nouth. The underdweller started to struggle, but quickly
st opped when Chewbacca wagged a finger at her. Lunpy followed a nonent |ater, carrying her
partner’s bl aster.

"What are you waiting for? " the |IT demanded. "Am | going to have to burn you again? "

Chewbacca pointed at the blaster rifle in his son’s hand and raised three fingers. Lunpy
fired three shots into a nearby desk, and Chewbacca began to groan as though in pain

"Much better, " the IT said. "Make sure they are dead, then return to the garage. The
underdwel l ers’ time is at hand. When the Rebels are gone, your loyalty will be richly
rewarded. "

Chewbacca sneered in disgust, then took the woman’s conmlink and snapped it between his
fingers.

[ Fear and hope. ] Chewbacca extended a knuckl e and struck the worman beneat h the ear
knocki ng her instantly unconscious. [They are the tools of the torturer and the tyrant.
When you hear themtogether, it is tine to reach for your bowcaster. ]

Lunpy nodded, still staring at the floor.

Chewbacca frowned. [What is this? If you are angry, at |east have the courage to | ook ne
in the eyes. ]

["’mnot angry. ] Lunpy met Chewbacca’'s eyes, but there was no flash of defiance in them
only apology . . . and perhaps even enbarrassnment. [l just wanted to show you. That’'s all

]

[ Show nme? ]

[ That | can handle myself, ] Lunpy said. [Like you and Han. ]

[ Ah. ]

Chewbacca shook his head in surprise. Malla was right after all-Lunpy’ s rebellious streak
had nmore to do with trying to please his father than with asserting hinself. That did not
bode well for his rrakktorr in a few years, but it did nean that Lunpy had a generous

heart-and that would carry himsafely down nore dark paths than any amount of rrakktorr

Chewbacca ruffled Lunpy’'s head fur. [My son, you truly are confused. This isn’t your
fault. ]

[It isnt? ] Lunpy and Malla asked this at the sane tine.

[Did you steal Princess Leia's datapad? ] Chewbacca asked. [This is just how things happen
around the Solos. If you hadn't gone after that thief, the situation would have been a | ot
worse. We might have | ost the whole Provisional CGovernment. ]

Thi s thought seenmed to pl ease Lunpy enornously. [So | kind of saved the New Republic? ]



Chewbacca smiled. [Not yet. ] He checked his comink and, still not finding a signal
started for the front observation wall. [First we have to steal an airspeeder and get out
of here. ]

Mal |l a cast a | onging eye on the broken turbolift. [Couldn't we just clinb? ]

[ wish we could, ] Chewbacca said. [But even if we knew our way around, it would take
hours-and this is a detention center. It probably doesn’t even open into the floors above.

]

[And we have to get Princess Leia s datapad back, ] Lunpy added.
[Ifwe can, ] Malla said. [There's only so much-]

[ No, we have to, ] Lunpy said, peering through a blast hole. [They' re already |oading the
zemex. |

Chewbacca's throat went dry. [Zemex? ]

Lunpy turned to face him [I forgot-as we were com ng down the tunnel, the IT droid told
one of the underdwellers to ready the zemex for |oading. ]

Mal | a j oi ned Chewbacca at the wall. [That’'s bad? ]
Chewbacca nodded. [Inperial nerve agent. ]

He found a blast hole and peered down into the garage. In a work area near the center of
the floor, several underdwellers were renoving the seats fromthe passengers’ box of one
of their black-arnored airspeeders. Coser to the command deck, a dozen of their fellows
were carefully ferrying durasteel zemex canisters to the edge of a |oading dock. Wth a

rounded nose and four fins to keep them standi ng upright, the cylinders had the | ook of

primtive bonbs.

A snmal|l droid was supervising the operation closely, Princess Leia's datapad clutched in
its grasping claw. Its body was the sanme gl ossy, sensor-studded orb of the standard IT-O
I nperial interrogator droid, but it carried the tools of its trade-needles, torches, and
| aser scal pels-on long nultijointed |inmbs that resenbl ed insect |egs.

Mal | a si ghed and gl anced over at Chewbacca. [| take it the fate of the New Republic rests
in our hands? ]

[Yes. ] It was an answer that frightened Chewbacca, but there was really no other choice.
He had to stop the droid, and that nmeant his famly had to help him as unfamliar as
Mal | a and Lunmpy were with Coruscant’s particular kind of forest, he did not think they
woul d make it back to the civilized layers without him [And Han's life, too. He will be
at that banquet. ]

Mal | a nodded. [| suppose we nust. ]

[ITis our problem ] Chewbacca said. [W can't give the droid a chance to activate the
gar age defenses again. ]

[Way not just blast the thing now? ] Malla asked.

[ Because getting home is the npst inportant part of the mission, ] Lunpy said, [unless
you' re dumb enough to play an lInperial. ]

Mal | a | ooked to Chewbacca for a transl ation

[We don’t want to be trapped up here, ] Chewbacca said. [W have to be closer to that
ai rspeeder when the fighting starts. ]

Everyone was quiet for a nmonent, then Lunpy said, [I can get us there.]

Chewbacca |istened-patiently, he thought-while Lunpy expl ained how he could draw the IT
droid into a trap of their own for a change.

VWen the cub finished, Chewbacca shook his head. [Absolutely not, ] he said. [I thought



you were through playing hero. ]

Lunpy’s expression fell, but he |l owered his head and said, [I am It kind of scared me
anyway. |

[ Good, ] Chewbacca said.

Mal | a thought for a monment, then said to Chewbacca, [That must nean you have a better
i dea. ]

They were all silent while Chewbacca tried to think of one.

Finally, Malla said, [I thought so. ] She turned to Lunpy. [Go ahead. It’'s the one thing
the droid will never expect. ]

Lunpy’s eyes grew nervous. [Really? ]
When Mal | a nodded, Lunpy turned to Chewbacca.

Chewbacca gl anced at Malla, then grunted his permission. [I have no better ideas, so it
seens | am outvoted. ]

Lunpy rose and stepped over to a sizable blast hole above the | oading bay. [Then I'l| see
you in a mnute. ]

[1"I'l be covering you, ] Chewbacca answered. [If you get trapped-]

[ know. Don’t grovel, ] Lunpy finished. [Interrogation droids aren’t any different from
sonme of the Wbokiee bullies | know. Things go worse if you give themwhat they want. ]

Wth that, Lunpy turned to clinb through the blast hole. Neither Chewbacca nor Milla
enmbraced him nor did they tell himhow much they |oved him That woul d have inplied they
did not think they would be seeing himagain. They sinply took a position ten neters away
at a much smaller hole, where they were less likely to be seen, and watched as Lunpy
careful ly began to | ower hinself.

The sight of his young son taking such a risk was al nost nore than Chewbacca coul d bear
and it only nade matters worse that even Malla had agreed that it was necessary to prevent
a devastating blow to the New Republic. How often, he wondered, would he find hinself in a
simlar position over the next year or two? Wien it was only his own Iife he was risking,
hi s thoughts renmai ned focused and his nerves steady. Now his mind was racing, |ooking for
another option long after the time for such decisions had passed. Hi s hands were trenbling
so badly that he had to nove his finger away fromhis blaster’s trigger for fear of firing
it accidentally.

Chewbacca started to speak at the sane tine as Mall a.
[You first, ] he said.
[Just a question, ] she said. [How often does this sort of thing happen? ]

[Around the Solos? | Though Chewbacca's next words were painful, he spoke them w t hout
hesitation. [Too often for Lunpy to stay. ]

Mal | a took his hand. [Thank you for being the one to say it. ]

[But he still needs to learn to clench fight, ] Chewbacca said, grinning. [Wen we are
done here, | will see about com ng hone to Kashyyyk for a few weeks so | can teach him

Han can stay out of trouble that |ong-I hope. ]

Malla smled. [Okay. Hone it is, then. ]

Lunpy’'s rear claws screaled on the transparisteel as he felt for the seamat the bottom of
the observation wall, startling the underdwellers so badly that one group nearly dropped a
cani ster of zenmex. Al eyes turned toward the noi se. Lunpy found the seam he was seeking
and reached down to hook his hand claws into the gap

The I T droid yelled, [Stop! ]



Lunpy swung out of sight beneath the deck
[Time to go, ] Malla said.

They rushed out of the room and cl anbered down the broken turbolift, then went to the
nearest door and, finding it still |ocked, stood waiting. A nonment |ater, they began to
hear Lunpy’'s frightened voice echoing fromthe other side, too nuffled to be intelligible.
The I T droid answered in a wheedling tone, Lunpy grow ed rather unconvincingly, and the
door slid open.

Mal | a pul l ed hi m back through the doorway. Chewbacca opened fire, and half a dozen
underdwel | ers tunbl ed back onto the | oading dock. The IT droid went bouncing along the | ow
ceiling, sparks and snmoke pouring froma gaping hole in its side, then reached the high
spaces in the main part of the garage and floated into the rafters, still clutching
Princess Leia' s datapad.

Chewbacca | ed the charge through the door, taking the underdwellers so conpletely by
surprise that those who did not scatter quickly enough sinply died. He glinpsed the IT
droi d weavi ng and bobbing its way out over the |oading bay and blasted it again, sending
casi ng shards, scal pel arns, and el ectroshockers flying in all directions. He did not see
any datapad parts.

A stream of blaster bolts erupted fromthe work area. Chewbacca returned fire, |o0sing
sight of the IT droid, but reducing the dangerous streamto an inaccurate dribble. Wth
Mal | a and Lunpy cl ose behind, he darted across the |oading bay and took shelter behind the
Zemex cani sters.

The underdwel | ers ceased firing altogether.

[Like the nmallakin that hides behind the katarn, ] Mlla observed. [But how do we escape
the nest? ]

Chewbacca stuck his head up. Ten neters away, the barrels of half a dozen blasters were
pointed in their direction over the airspeeder the underdwel |l ers had been working on

[We take the nest with us. ] Chewbacca passed his blaster to Malla and said, [Just shoot
at the floor and scare them ]

[ What about the datapad? ] Lunmpy asked. [As |long as we don't have that-]

[The IT will cone to us, ] Chewbacca said. [W're threats to its prinmary objective. It
won't let us |eave here alive. ]

[ wish you had put that another way, ] Malla said.

Chewbacca picked up one of the heavy zenmex canisters and cradled it across his arns. The
thing wei ghed as nmuch as a speeder bi ke, but he was halfway to a battle rage and had no
trouble carrying it.

[Follow . . . me. ]

Chewbacca started toward the airspeeder at a trot, Malla and Lunmpy to either side of him
hi di ng behind the canister.

The horrified underdwel |l ers renmained behind the airspeeder, watching himapproach with
gape- mout hed expressions of disbelief. Wien Malla began to spray bolts in their direction
they snapped out of their trance and fled for the exit.

As Chewbacca and the others approached the airspeeder, |T-or rather, what renai ned of

| T-fl oated over and settled on the neck of the canister. It still had three |inmbs, one of
them clutching Leia' s datapad. But npbst of its outer casing was m ssing, |eaving burned
wires and fused circuit boards to dangl e uncerenoniously outside its body.

The droid turned its visual input eye on Chewbacca and, in a barely conprehensibl e croak
said, "You used himfor bait . . . your own offspring? "

Chewbacca stopped at the back door of the airspeeder and, keeping a close eye on the
droi d, nodded.



"I didn't expect . . . that. " As it spoke, it was drawing one of its remaining |inmbs back
toward its body. "And you won’'t expect..."

But Chewbaccawas expecting it; he had already noticed the heat rings inside the leg's
hollow tip. As the tiny fusioncutter flickered to Ilife, he dropped the canister and | ashed
out, catching the droid by the base of its cutting armand snmashing it against the franme
of the airspeeder.

The I T brought its fusioncutter around and burned a | ong, deep gash across the back of
Chewbacca’s wrist. Chewbacca’'s hand opened of its own accord, but he was al ready sweeping
the other down to recapture the droid as it sank toward the zenmex cylinder. This tinme, he
caught it by the grasping claw.

[Hol d steady, ] Malla said.

She jamed the blaster barrel through the droid s shattered body casing and squeezed the
trigger. The IT vanished in crackling blue flash that |eft Chewbacca blinking the spots
fromhis eyes . . . and trying to slap enbers out of his snoldering armfur.

[Didn't you hear me tell Lumpy to never do that? ] he conpl ai ned.

[Unl ess he had to, ] Malla corrected. She pulled the grasping clawstill clutching
Princess Leia's datapad-fromhis hand and tossed it into the front of the airspeeder. [And
I had to. Now stop conpl aining and take us horme. ] She pushed Lunpy to the airspeeder and
clinmbed in after him

[ Home. ] Chewbacca craw ed into the driver’s seat and started the speeder, accel erating
into the exit tunnel so fast he had to roll the floater pads up at the crash-corners and
bank off the walls. [Hone it is. ]

An interview with Troy Denning, author of Star Wars: Tatooi ne Ghost

Del Rey: Star by Star was your first book in the Star Wars : The New Jedi Order series.
Now cones Tatooi ne Ghost , a novel set nany years earlier, just after Han and Leia's
marriage. Were you able to apply any | essons | earned from Star by Star in witing Tatooine
Ghost ? How was this experience different?

Troy Denning: | had a better idea of how the review process worked and knew how supportive
it would be. The editors at Del Rey and Lucasfilm are focused on helping the witer tel
the best possible story, and their support nmakes a huge difference. Wth Star by Star , |
was a worried about making continuity gaffs and a little hesitant to take detours that
weren’t in the outline; withTatooine Ghost , | felt free to do whatever the story needed
because at worst someone woul d say, "That doesn’t work because of X; maybe you should try
Y instead. " And | knew that if Idid make a continuity error, there would be a dozen pairs
of very sharp eyes ready to catch it!

Qoviously, | also had to adjust my thinking about Han and Leia. This story occurs in a
much happier tine for the Sol os, before Chewbacca's death forces themto cone to terns
with their own nortality. InTatooine Ghost , they still have that youthful feeling of
invincibility, and the confidence that everything will work out fine in the end.
Qoviously, it sets a little lighter tone; while the enotional stakes are still very high

the conplications are not quite so shattering.
DR. How woul d you descri be Tat ooi ne Ghost ?

TD: The basic idea was pitched to me as a "Classic Bridge" novel, one that ties elements
of the Prequel era to the Classic era, and | think that’s a pretty good description of how
the book turned out. The story is basically an accident-adventure driven by the conpl ex

rel ati onshi ps between characters fromtwo different eras. On the surface, it's a classic
guest-the heroes nust recover a physical artifact in order to prevent a terrible harmfrom
befalling their people. But success hinges on resolving the enmotional and spiritua
conflicts that arise fromtheir relationship to the past; until they are able to reconcile
thenselves to their personal histories, they cannot save the day for the New Republic

DR. That's one of the things | enjoyed nbst about the book: the way that bits and pieces
fromthe past keep popping up as inportant elements in the plot and in the growth of Han
and Leia toward the people we know they will becone. In a way, both the past and the
future of these characters are known to readers, but not to the characters thensel ves.
That nust have made an interesting challenge! How did you find roomfor creativity with



the demands of continuity pressing in fromtwo sides?

TD: | enjoy tough witing problens because they demand creativity. One of ny favorite
projects isPages of Pain , where | was given the assignment of witing a novel fromthe

vi ewpoi nt of an enigmatic character who never speaks, with the stipulation that the reader
know | ess about her at the end than at the beginning. It required me to rethink the way I
approach a story, and every book I've witten since has benefited fromthat experience.

DR Can you give us an exanple of how it changed your thinking?

TD: I'm nore conscious of the narrator as a character, for one thing. Mddern readers
prefer to identify as closely as possible with the protagonists; and they really don't
want a third person filtering the experience for them So, in rmuch-probably nost-nodern
fiction, the author strives to make the narrator invisible, to convince the reader that
there isn't a narrator at all. Butsonebody has to tell the story, choosing which details
to pass along, hinting at whether a frown is angry or sad, deciding whether to pick up the
pace with short sentences and punchy witing. Those choices create a personality, and that
personality is the narrator. Even if the author tries to hide him it is the narrator who
gives the story its shape and feel. Try to imagine, for instance, how differentStar by
Star woul d have been if | had envisioned a Yuuzhan Vong telling the tale instead of
someone synpathetic to the Jedi. The book woul d have included all of the same events, but
the story would have been an entirely different one.

But |'mstraying pretty far fromyour question. Itwas a challenge to wite a story in
whi ch the characters’ future is so well-known to the readers. | had to use the Sol os’
relationship inHeir to the Enpire as a sort of guiding beacon forTatooi ne Ghost . Kathy
Tyers did a wonderful job setting up Leia' s internal conflict over her heritage inThe
Truce at Bakura , and to a large extent it was nmy job to resolve that conflict and nove
the Solos to where they are at the beginning of the Thrawn trilogy. The chall enge was to
put sonething at stake inhow they got there.

DR: Approaching this fromthe opposite direction, Episode Ill won't be in theaters for a
while yet. But the events of Tat ooi ne Ghost happen after Episode VI, The Return of the Jed
, SO Han and Leia, as well as other characters, mght very well know details from Epi sode
1l that arenot known to readers. | inagine that you had to be careful not to give
anything fromEpisode Il away . . . while at the same being equally careful not to
contradict anything. It makes ne dizzy just to think about. How did you walk this
tightrope in a novel that is so nuch a dialogue-alnost literally in the case of Leia and
Shm ' s pal m di ary-bet ween past and present?

TD: Avoi di ng spoilers was easy-l1 don't know what happens in Episode Il1l. | just focused on
Episodes | and Il and tried not to contradict anything there. O course, | also had De
Rey and Lucasfil m | ooking over ny shoul der, and presumably they know a | ot nore than | do.

DR Who or what is the ghost of the title? Is it Shm? Is it Anakin?

TD: As Han says sonewhere in the story, it depends on how you | ook at it. To ne, the ghost
is sonething nuch | arger than either Anakin or Shm.

DR Do you mean the Force?

TD: Yes and no. | don't really want to say, because the ghost is going to be sonething
different for everyone. You could even nmake a case for it being Cbi-Wan or the Tuskens,
and all of those interpretations might be valid.

DR | thought it was interesting to see Leia westling with the sanme difficulty that
troubles so many fans of theThe Phant om Menace andAttack of the Clones : nanely, howto
reconcile the immensely |ikeable young Anakin Skywal ker with Darth Vader, the living
enbodi nent of the dark side that he becones.

TD: Yes, that’s the heart of Leia' s struggle. You can't reconcile the coexistence of good
and evil unless you | ook beyond preconceptions.

DR. O course, there’'s always the danger that she’s inherited this propensity from her
f at her.

TD: Thereis that danger, yes. In fact, as the novel begins, Leia has already started to
follow in her father’s footsteps precisely because she has fallen into the trap of narrow
thi nki ng, of believing that a person is either one thing or the other



DR In Leia s Force-visions, you give readers an unusual glinpse into the nysterious
nature of the Force. W know that the dark side of the Force can be a terrifying thing,

but here you show us that it’'s not just the dark side. Leia is resisting what the Force is
trying to show her . . . and the Force doesn’t like to be resisted

TD: This touches on a thene close to ny heart, the idea that life is a current. You can
either fight the current or go with it. If you fight it, life will be a battle, but you
stand a good chance of ending up sone place close to your goal (although you may be too
tired and battered to enjoy it). If you go with the current, life will be easier, but you
have no idea where you' |l end up-it could be bad, it could be good. The conpronise is to
work with the current, to guide yourself within it to soneplace you |l be happy. Leia, of
course, has been a current-fighter all her life; the realization she reaches inTatooine
Gnhost is that her particular current is a very strong one.

DR. At one point, the Force seens to be warning Leia that her brother, Luke, may go over
to the dark side. | know that this did in fact happen in the Dark Horse Dark Enpire comc
series, but | was wondering if this was a bit of foreshadowi ng for a future exploration of
t hose events in book forn?

TD: The vision you re talking about is a direct reference to the comc story, but | doubt
it will be explored any further in novel form (In fact, | think Lucasfilmeditors have
sai d they have no plans to turn comic stories into novels.) | utilized that scene solely
because it already existed in theStar Wars continuity, so it would have been redundant to
make up sonething sinilar

DR You're probably best known as a fantasy witer fromyour work in theForgotten Real ns
series. How different is it to wite science fiction? O do you considerStar Wars fantasy
as some witers and readers do?

TD: | go back and forth on this. I'"msure |’'ve taken opposite positions in different
interviews. At the monent, | guess | think of Star Wars as space opera rather than
fantasy-if for no other reason than it doesn’t feel like fantasy when | wite it. There
are certainly fantasy parallels: an epic plot, larger-than-life heroes, a concern for the
spiritual elenment of the quest. But, at its heart, | thinkStar Wars is very concerned with
the rel ationship between technol ogy and spirit, which fantasy is not. Besides, | just
can’t bring nyself to think of the Force as magic. Magic is beyond nature, while the Force
is intimtely connected to |life and therefore very much a part of nature-even if it is
beyond our under st andi ng.

DR How did you get your start as a witer? Wat advice do you have for aspiring witers?

TD: | started witing stories in 8th grade, when our English teacher assigned us the task
of keeping a journal (at first, | don't think he realized the entries were fiction). |I’'ve
been at it since. Eventually-fifteen years later-I was able to put together a

decent -enough story that TSR asked ne to wite one of the Forgotten Real ns Avatar books.

The best advice | can give to any aspiring witer is to stop aspiring and start doing! You
have to wite every day. You have to ignore the little editor in your head that tells you
to rewite each paragraph before you nobve on to the next one. You have to study your craft
by reading the fiction of other witers, but al so books and nagazi nes on howto plot, to
create believable characters, to establish viewpoint, etc. Fictionreally is an art, and
it takes a lot of study to do it well.

DR Which witers’ work was the nost hel pful for you as far as | earning your craft?

TD: If | had to pick just one-and thankfully I don’t-it would be WIIliam Gol dman. The

things he did withThe Princess Bride are just brilliant; | find nmyself going back to study
the sword fight scenes every few nonths. He makes it | ooks so easy and spontaneous-whi ch
of course, is a tribute to how |long and hard he nust have worked on that book. | think

nost witers would agree that the nost difficult thing to do is nake your prose | ook
effortless.

But when | tal k about studying the craft, | really do neanstudying . My favorite books
above all are booksabout witing: Rober MKee sStory , Wayne C. Booth’ sThe Rhetoric of
Fiction, Joseph Canpbell’s booksThe Hero with a Thousand Faces . It’'s not enough just to

read fiction; you have to step back and |l ook at it fromthe outside.

DR You've also witten an eBook novella, A Forest Apart , that takes place i mediately



prior toTatooi ne Ghost and features Chewie, his life-mate, Mllatobuck, and their son
Lunpy. It’s good to see Chew e again, and especially taking the starring role!

TD: One of the highlights of Tat ooi ne Ghost was that Chewbacca would be back, and | really

wanted to do himjustice. In ny early drafts, | overdid his part a bit-he was appearing in
scenes where he didn't belong, and in other places | was straining to give hima |arger
part than his role warranted. | fixed this before the editors saw the manuscript, but |

| oved witing himso nmuch that | wanted to do nore. So, when we tal ked about an eBook,
realized this was the perfect opportunity to explore his character. | have to say it’s not

easy to wite an all-Wokiee story, but itwas a |lot of fun.

DR. What are you working on now? WIl you be returning to that galaxy "far, far away"
anyti me soon?

TD: My next project is a Han and Leia story, tentatively titledNever Trust a Squib , for
thelnsider . It should cone out a nonth or so afterTatooine Ghost . Then I'I| probably
start work on an epic fantasy series that |’'ve been putting together for a couple of
years. Beyond thelnsider story, | don't have any current plans to return to the GFFA, but
I"mdefinitely open to the possibility. I'"'maStar Wars fan fromway back, and | |ove where
the stories are going now.



