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Nearly every world in the Videnda sector had something to recommend itwarm
saline seas, verdant forests, arable grasdands that stretched to distant

horizons. The outlying world known as Dorvallahad atouch of dl of those. But
what it had in abundance was lommite ore, an essentid component in the
production of transparisteela strong, transparent metal used galaxywide for
canopies and viewports in both starships and ground-based structures. Dorvalla
was 0 rich in lommite that one-quarter of the planets scant population was
involved in theindustry, employed either by Lommite Limited or its contentious
riva, InterGaactic Ore.

The chalky orewas mined in Dorvalastropica equatoria regions. Lommite
Limiteds base of operationswasin Dorvallas western hemisphere, in abroad

rift valley blanketed with thick forest and defined by steep escarpments. There,
where ancient seas had once held sway, shiftsin the planetary mantle had thrust
huge, sheer-faced tors from the land. Crowned by rampant vegetation, by trees
and ferns primevd in scale, the high, rocky mountainsrose likeidands,

blinding white in the sunlight, the birthplace of dender waterfalsthat

plunged thousands of metersto the valley floor.

But what was once awilderness was now just another extractive enterprise. Huge
demolition droids had carved wide roads to the bases of most of the larger
cliffs, and two circular launch zones, large enough to accommodate dozens of
ungainly space shuttles, had been hollowed from the forest. The tors themsdlves
were gouged and honeycombed with mines, and deep cratersfilled with polluted
runoff water reflected the sun and sky like fogged mirrors.

The ceasdless work of the droids was abetted by an al but indentured |abor
force of humans and diens, to whom the mined ore served as agreat equdizer.
No matter the natural color of aminersskin, hair, feathers, or scales,

everyone was rendered white as the galactic dawn. All agreed that sentient
beings deserved more from life, but Lommite Limited wasnt prosperous enough to
convert fully to droid labor, and Dorvallawasnt aworld of boundless



opportunities for employment.
Stll, that didnt stop some from dreaming.

Petch Bruit, Lommite Limiteds chief of field operationshuman benegth aroutine
dusting of orehad long dreamed of starting over, of relocating to Coruscant or
one of the other Core worlds and making anew lifefor himsalf. But such amove
was years away, and not likely to happen at dl if he kept returning his meager
wagesto LL by overspending in the company-run stores and squandering what
little remained on gambling and drink.

He had been with LL for aimost twenty years, and in that time had managed to
work hisway out of the pitsinto aposition of authority. But with that

authority had come more responsibility than he had bargained for, and in the
wake of several recent incidents of industria sabotage his patience was nearly
Spent.

The boxy control station in which Bruit spent the better part of hisworkdays
looked out on the forest of tors and the shuttle launch and landing zones. To

the stations numerous video display screens came views of repulsorlift

platforms devating gangs of workersto the gaping mouths of the artificid
cavesthat dimpled the precipitous faces of the mountains. Elsawhere, the
platform lifting was accomplished with the hel p of strong-backed beasts, with
massive curving necks and gentle eyes.

The technicianswho worked dongside Bruit in the control station were fond of
listening to recorded music, but the music could scarcely be heard over the
unrelenting drone of enormous drilling machines, the low bellowing of thelift
beasts, and the roar of departing shuttles.

Thewalls of the control station were made of transparisted, thick asafinger,
whose triple-glazed panels were supposed to keep out the ore dust but never did.
Fineasclay, the resinous dust seeped through the smallest openings and filmed
everything. Ashard as hetried, Bruit could never get the stuff off him, not in
water showers or sonic baths. He smelled it everywhere he went, hetasted it in
the food served up in the company restaurants, and sometimesit infiltrated his
dreams. So pervasive was the lommite dust that, from space, Dorvala appeared to
be girdled by awhite band.

Fortunatdly, everyone within ahundred kilometers of Lommite Limiteds operation
was in the same predicamentminers, shopkeepers, the beings who tended the
cantinabars. But what should have been just one big happy lommite family
wasnt. The recurrent incidents of sabotage had fostered an atmosphere of
wariness and distrust, even among laborers who worked shoulder to shoulder in
the pits.

Group Two shuttles are loaded and ready for launch, Chief, one of the human
technicians reported.

Bruit directed his gaze to the droid-guided, mechanized transports that were
respongblefor ferrying the lommite up the gravity well. In high orbit the

payloads were transferred to LLsflotilla of barges, which conveyed the
unrefined ore to manufacturing worlds aong the Rimma Trade Route and
occasiondly to the distant Core.

Sound the warning, Bruit said.

The technician flipped a series of switches on the console, and loudspeakers
began to hoot. Miners and maintenance droids moved away from the launch zone.
Bruit looked at the screens that displayed close-up views of the shuttles. He
Sudied them carefully, searching for anything out of the ordinary.



Launch zoneis vacated, the same technician updated. Shuttles are standing by
for liftoff.

Bruit nodded. Issue the go-to.

It was aroutine that would be repeated a dozen times before Bruits workday
concluded, typically long past sunset.

The eight unpiloted craft rose from the ground on repul sorlift power,
pirouetting and bringing their blunt noses around to the southwest. Theair
beneath them rippled with heat. When the shuttles were fifty meters above the
ground, their sublight engines engaged, flaring blue, rocketing the shipshigh
into the dugt-filled sky.

The ground shook dightly, and Bruit could fed areassuring rumblein his
bones. He took adeep breath and let it out dowly. For the next hour, he could
relax somewhat. He had turned from the view of the launch zone when his bones
and hisearsderted him to ashift in theroaring sound, adight drop in

volume that shouldnt have occurred.

Sudden apprehension tugged at him. His forehead and palms broke an icy sweet. He
whirled and pressed hisface to the south-facing transparisted pand. Highin
the sky he could see two of the shuttles beginning to diverge from course, their
vapor trails curving away from the straight-line ascent of the rest of the

group.

Fourteen and sixteen, the technician affirmed. Im trying to shut down the
sublights and convert them back over to repulsorlift. No response. Theyre
accderating!

Bruit kept his eyes glued to the sky. Give me aheading.

Back at us!

Bruit ran his hand over hisforehead. Enable the self-destructs.

The technicians fingers flew across the console. No response.

Employ the emergency override.

Still no response. The overrides have been disabled.

Bruit cursed loudly. Vector update.

Theyre aimed directly for the Cadtle.

Bruit glanced at the indicated tor. It was one of the largest of the mines, so
named for the natural spiresthat graced its western and southern faces.

Order an evacuation. Highest priority.

Srens dhrieked in the distance. Within moments, Bruit could see workers
hurrying from the mine openings and legping onto waiting hover platforms. Two
fully occupied platforms were aready beginning to descend.

Tdl those platform pilots to keep everyone doft, Bruit barked. No onell be
any safer on the ground than in the mines. And start moving those droids and
lift beasts out of therel

A colossa bipedd drilling machine gppeared a the mouth of one of the mines,
engaged its repulsorlift, and stepped off into thin air.

Thirty secondstill impact, the technician said.

Jettison the shuttles guidance droids.

Droids away!

Bruit clenched his hands. The two rudderless shuttles were plummeting side by
sde, asif in araceto reach the Cagtle. The technicians had aready managed
to shut down fourteens sublight, and sixteensflared out while Bruit watched.
But there was no stopping them now. They werein balistic freefal.

In the control station, droids and beings aike were crouched behind the
instrument consolesall except for Bruit, who refused to move, seemingly



obliviousto thefact that concussion aone could turn the booths

trangparisted panelsinto ahall of deadly missles.

The shuttles struck the Castle at dmost the same ingtant, impacting it above
the loftiest of the mines, perhaps fifty meters below the tors jungled summit.
The Castle disgppeared behind an explosive flare of blinding light. Then the
sound of the collisions ped ed across the landscape, reverberating and
crackling, echoing thunderoudy from the twin escarpments. Immense chunks of
rock flew from the face of the tor, and two of its elegant spirestoppled. Dust
spewed from the mine openings, asif the Castle had coughed itself empty of ore.
Theair filled with billowing clouds, white as snow. Almost immediately the ore
began to precipitate, faling like volcanic ash and burying everything within

one hundred meters of that side of the mountain.

Bruit ill didnt budgenot until the roiling cloud reached the control station

and the view became awhiteout.

Lommite Limiteds headquarters complex nestled at the foot of the valleys
western escarpment. But even there ahaf a centimeter of lommite dust covered
the lush lawns and flower gardens LLs executive officer, Jurnd Arrant, had
succeeded in coaxing from the acidic soil.

The soles of Bruits boots made clear impressionsin the dust as he approached
Arrants office, with its expansve views of the valey and far-off tors. Bruit

tried to scomp, brush, and scuff as much dust as he could from his boots, but it
was a hopeless task.

Jurndl Arrant was standing at the window, his back to the room, when Bruit was
admitted.

Some mess, Arrant said when he heard the door sedl itsalf behind Bruit.
Youthink thisisbad, just waitll it rains. Itll be soup out there.

Bruit thought the remark might lighten the moment, but Arrants piqued
expression when he turned from the view set him straight.

Lommite Limiteds leader was atrim, handsome human, just shy of middle age.
When he had first come to Dorvalafrom his native Corellia, he had not been
aboverolling up his shirtdeaves and pitching in wherever needed. But asLL had
begun to thrive under his stewardship, Arrant had become increasingly fastidious
and removed, choosing to let Bruit handle day-to-day affairs. Arrant favored
expendvetunics of dark colors, the shouldersinvariably dusted with lommite,
which he wore as abadge of honor. If his nonindigenous status had been held
agang himinitidly, few had anything disparaging to say about the man who had
sngle-handedly transformed formerly provincia Lommite Limited into a
corporation that now did business with ahost of prominent worlds.

Arrant glanced at the white prints Bruits boots had |eft on the carpet. Sighing
with purpose, he motioned Bruit to achair and settled himself behind anold
hardwood desk.

What am | going to do with you, Bruit? he asked thestrically. When you asked
for enhanced surveillance equipment, | provided it for you. And when you asked
for increased security personnd, | provided those, aswell. Isthere something
else you need? I sthere something Ive neglected to give you?

Bruit compressed hislips and shook his head.

Y ou dont have afamily. Y ou dont have agirlfriend that | know about. So
maybe you just dont care about your job, isthat it?

Y ou know that isnt true, Bruit lied.

Then why arent you doing it? Arrant put his elbows on the desk and leaned



forward. Thisisthethird incident in as many weeks, Bruit. | dont understand
how this keeps happening. Do you have any leads on the shuttle crashes?

Well know moreif the guidance droids can be located and andlyzed, Bruit

sad. Right now theyre buried under about five meters of dust.

Wéll, get onit. | want you to devote al your resources to rooting out the
saboteurs responsible for this. Do you think you can do that, Bruit, or do |
haveto bring in specidiss?

They wont be able to learn any more than | have, Bruit rejoined.

InterGalactic Oreisbecoming as desperate as LL is successful. Besides, its

not just amatter of indugtrid rivary. A lot of the familiesthat work for

InterGal have vendettas with some of the familieswe employ. At least two of
these recent incidents have been motivated by persona grudges.

What are you suggesting, Bruit, that | terminate everyone and shipinten
thousand miners from Fondor? Whats that going to do to production? More
important, whats that going to do to my reputation on Dorvalla?

Bruit shrugged. | dont have any answersfor you. Maybeitstime you brought
thisto the attention of the Gaactic Senate.

Arrant stared at him. Bring thisto Coruscant? Were not in the midst of an
interstellar conflict, Bruit. Thisis corporate warfare, and Ive beenin the
trenches long enough to know that its best to resolve these conflicts on your
own. Whats more, | dont want the senate involved. It will comedown to a
contest between Lommite Limited and InterGaactic, asto who can offer the most
bribes to the most senators. He shook his head angrily. Thatll bankrupt us
quicker than this continued sabotage.

Bruit had his mouth open to reply when atone sounded from Arrants intercom,
and the voice of his protocol droid secretary issued from the annunciator.

Im sorry to disturb you, sir, but you have a priority holotransmission from a
Neimoidian, Hath Monchar.

Arrants fine brows beetled. Monchar? | dont know the name. But go ahead, put
him through.

From a holoprojector disk set into the floor at the center of the office rose

the life-size holopresence of ared-orbed, pale-green Neimoidian draped inrich
robes and wearing a black headpiece that aspired to be a crown.

| greet you in the name of the Trade Federation, Jurnel Arrant, Hath Monchar
began. Viceroy Nute Gunray conveys hiswarmest regards, and wishes you to know
that the Trade Federation was sorry to learn of your latest setback.

Arrant scowled. How isit that whenever tragedy strikes, thefirst ones| hear
from arethe Neimoidians?

We are a compassionate species, Monchar said, his heavily accented Basic
elongating the words.

Compassionate and Neimoidian dont belong in the same sentence, Monchar. And
just how did you come to hear of our setback, asyou cal it? Or wasit that

the Trade Federation had a hand in the matter?

The nictitating membranes of Monchars red eyes began to spasm. The Trade
Federation would never do anything to impair relations with a potential

partner.

Partner? Arrant laughed ruefully. At least have the decency to speak the

truth, Monchar. Y ou want our trade routes. | dont know how much you had to pay
the Galactic Senate to obtain afranchise to operate with impunity in the free
trade zones, but youre not going to buy your way into the Videnda sector.

But you could ship ten times as much lommite oreinside one of our freighters



asyou can in twenty of your largest barges.

Granted. But at what price? Before long it would cost us more to ship with you
than we could possibly earn back. Y ou wouldnt be wearing those expensive robes,
otherwise.

Monchar took a moment to reply. We would much prefer that our partnership
begins on solid footing. We would hate to see Lommite Limited become ensnared in
adgtuation that allowsit no recourse but to join us.

Arrant bristled and shot to hisfeet. Isthat athreat, Monchar? What do you
intend to do, send your droids down here to invade us?

Monchar made amotion of dismissal. We are merchants, not conquerors.

Then stop talking like aconqueror, or 111 report thisto the Trade Commission
on Coruscant.

Y oure upset, Monchar said, nervoudy stroking his prominent muzzle. Perhaps
we should spesk at some later date.

Dont contact me, Monchar. 11l contact you.

Arrant deactivated the holoprojector and dropped back into his chair, forcing a
long exhalation through pursed lips. Scavengers, he said after amoment. Id
sooner see LL go under than sl out to the Trade Federation.

Into abrief succeeding silence came a persistent plopping sound from outside
the offices floor-to-ceiling viewpanes. What now? Arrant asked, swiveling his
chair toward the sound.

Rain, Bruit muttered.

Despiteitsrich deposits of lommite, or the recurrent attention it received

from the Trade Federation, Dorvallawas to most observers an inconsequential
speck in the sweep of star systems that made up the Galactic Republic. But among
the few who had been monitoring the events on Dorvalla, none had followed them
askeenly as Darth Sidious, the Dark Lord of the Sith.

Thisrivary between Lommite Limited and InterGaactic Oreintrigues me,

Sidious was saying as he moved about the cavernous den that was both his
sanctuary and repository. The hood of his cowl wasraised over hislined face,
and the hem of hisrobetrailed on the gleaming floor. Hisvoice was arasp,

absent emation but not without instances of intentiond inflection.

| see away that we might exploit this entanglement to our own gain, he

continued. A push here, ashove there, and both mining companieswill collapse.
Thus, we will be ableto deliver Dorvallato the Trade Federationthe ore, the
trade routes, Dorvallas vote in the senateand, in so doing, gain the further
dlegiance of Viceroy Gunray and hislackeys.

Sidious removed his hands from the ample deeves of hisrobe. Viceroy Gunray
clamsto be persuaded of the worth of serving us, but | want him fully in our
grasp, so that there can be no doubt of his heeding my commands. With Dorva la
secured, hewill likely be promoted to a permanent position on the Trade
Federation Directorate. We can then further our larger plan.

Sidious cast his hooded gaze across the room to a deeply shadowed areain which
Darth Maul sat sllent as astatue, his tattooed face lowered, so that all

Sidious could see was the crown of vestigia horns that sprouted from his

hairless skull.

Y our thoughts betray you, my young apprentice, he remarked. Y ou are puzzled
by my steadfast interest in the Neimoidians.

Darth Maul lifted hisface, and what scant light there was seemed to recoil.

Where his Master represented all that was concedled and mysteriousin the Sith,



Maul wasthe personification of al that wasto be feared.

From you, Master, | cannot hide what | feel. The Neimoidians are greedy and
weak-willed. | find them unworthy.

Y ou left out duplicitous and sniveling, Sidious said.

Mogt of dl, Master.

Sidious came as close as he ever cameto grinning.

Lessthan admirabletraits, | agree. But useful for our purposes. He
approached Maul. To redize our god, we will beforced to dea with dl
classes of beings, each less noble than the last. But thisis what we must do. |
assure you that the Neimoidianswill cometo play animportant rolein our
effort to bring new order to the galaxy.

Maulsyelow eyes hed Sidiouss perceptive gaze. Master, how will you help
Viceroy Gunray and the Trade Federation secure Dorvala?

Sdious cameto ahdt afew metersaway. Y ou will be my hand in this, Darth
Maull.

Instantly, Maul bowed his head once more. What is your bidding, Master?
Sidious put hishands on his hips. Stand, Darth Maul, and face me. He gave his
gpprentice amoment to comply before continuing. Thusfar your gpprenticeship
has been impeccable. Y ou have never wavered in your intent, and you have
executed your tasks flawlessy. Y our skill as asword master is peerless.

My Master, Maul sad. | liveto serveyou.

Sidiousfdl briefly slentnever agood sign. There are certainties, Darth

Maul, he said at last. But there is also the unforeseen. The power of the dark
gdeislimitless, but only to those who accept uncertainty. That meansbeing
able to concedeto possibilities.

Darth Sdiousraised hisright hand, pam outward.

Before Maul could prevent iteven if he had chosen to do sothe long cylinder
that was his double-bladed lightsaber flew from its hitch on his belt and went
directly to hisMaster. But instead of grasping it, Sidious stopped the

lightsaber in midflight, centimetersfrom hisraised hand, and directed it to

spin and rotate before him, leaving Maul to gaze a him in unabashed awe.
Sidious bade the lightsaber to ignite. From each end blazed a meter-long blade
of rubicund fire, hypnatic in the intengty of itsburning. The free-floating
wegpon pivoted left, then right, diciting athrumming sound that was as
menacing asit wasrousing.

An exquisite wegpon, Sidious said. Tell me, my young apprentice, what were
you thinking when you fashioned it? Why this and not asingle blade, asthe Jedi
prefer?

The single blade has limitations, Magter, in offense and defense. It made sense
to me to be able to strike with both ends.

Sidious made asound of approval. Y ou must bear that in mind when you go to
Dorvdla, Darth Maul. But remember thisWhat is done in secret has great power.
A sword master knows that when he flourishes his blade, he reveds hisintent.
Bewatchful. It istoo soon to reveal ourselves.

| understand, Magter.

Sidious deactivated the lightsaber and sent it back to Maul, who received it as
one might acherished possession. Then Sidious approached Maul and handed him a
datadisk. Study thisasyou travel. It contains the names and descriptions of
the beings you will encounter, and other information you will find useful.
Sidious beckoned Maul to follow him to thefar wall of their murky lair. Asthey
approached, agrest pand drew open, reveding alofty view of the planetwide



cityscape that was Coruscant.

Y ou will find Dorvalato be amuch different landscape than Coruscant, Darth
Maul. Sidiousturned dightly in Maulsdirection, gppraising him from beneath
the cowl. | sugpect that you will savor the experience.

And you, my Master, where will you be?

Here, Sidious said. Awaiting your return, and the news that your mission was
successful.

It had taken two daysto locate and exhume the guidance droids from the crashed
shuttles, and it had rained the entire time. The soup in the shadow of the

Cadtle was three metersthick. Bruit had ingsted on overseeing the
search-and-recovery operation. He wanted to be on hand when the droids were
andyzed.

Few of Lommite Limiteds employees had access to the launch zone, and fewer
gtill had access to the mechanized shuttles themselves. Tampering of the sort
that had brought down the crafts would have |eft characteristic Sgns of the
computer dicer who had effected previous acts of terrorism and sabotage.
Bruits sources had dready established that the dicer was an agent of
InterGaactic Ore, but the saboteursidentity had yet to be ascertained.

The team Bruit had assigned to the retrievad wasamix of beingsfrom the
rdatively nearby star systems of Clakdor, Sullust, and Mdastarethat wasto
say, Bith, Sullustans, and transplanted Gran. All were suited up in goggles,
respirators, and large-format footwear that kept everyone from sinking too
deeply into the gelatinous mess the rain had made of the ore. All except Bruit,
who was sporting thigh-high bootsin an effort to stay clean.

No doubt about it, Chief, one of the limpid-eyed Sullustans said, after

running aseries of tests on one of the R-series guidance droids. Whoever
diced hisway into thislittle guy isthe same one who shut down the conveyors
last month. 11l stake my wageson it.

Dont bother, Bruit said. Y ouve only corroborated what al of us aready

knew. He gave hishead an angry shake. | want the launch zones shut down until
further noticeoff-limitsto everyone. Then | want every member of the launch
prep and maintenance crews brought in for questioning.

What about the ore, Chief? one of the Bith asked.

Well import temporary crews, even if we have to go to Fondor to stock the
crews we need. Once were up and running, well have to doubl e the shuttle
flights

Knowing what doubling the flights would entail, everyone groaned.

Whats the boss going to say about this? the Sullustan asked.

Bruit glanced in the direction of headquarters. Arrant aready knew that the
guidance droids had been located, and waswaiting in his office for Bruits
report.

1l tell you when | get back, Bruit said.

He st off for the landspeeder he had | &ft at the control booth, but he hadnt
gone ten meters when his|eft boot became hopeesdy cemented in the mucky soup.
He grabbed the thigh-high cuff of the boot, hoping he could smply pull it free,
but helost his balance and pitched to one side, sinking up to hisright

shoulder. He maintained that indecorous pose for some moments, while he
daydreamed of what life might be like on Coruscant.

Y ou were right about things getting worse, Arrant said when Bruit entered the



office, muddy and in his stocking feet.

| was aso right about InterGalactic. The guidance droids show exactly what we
expected to find.

A grim expression marred Arrants handsome face. This has gone far enough, he
sad after amoment. Bruit, you know that Im a patient man, and basicaly a
peaceful one. Ive tolerated these acts of vandalism and sabotage, but Ive
reached my limit. Theloss of those two shuttles. . . . Look. Corellian
Engineering just turned to InterGaactic for a shipment we couldnt provideno
doubt, just as InterGa actic anticipated would happen.

It wont happen again, Bruit interjected. Ive shut down the launch zones,

and Im bringing in replacement crews.

Y ou have one day, Arrant said.

Bruit gaped a him.

Eriadu has placed mgjor orders with us and InterGalactic, Arrant explained.
Were expected to ddiver by the end of the week, which gives usjust enough
time to get the barges |oaded and jumped to hyperspace. Thisis amake-or-break
contract, Bruit, and Eriadu is going to award it to whichever one of uscan
ddiver on time and without incident. LL needsto get therefirst, do you
understand?

Bruit nodded. |1l have the shuttles up and running in one day.

Thats only the beginning, Arrant said carefully. Its a sure bet youre not

going to root out the saboteurs by then, so instead of that | want you to
arrange for usto reply in kind to InterGaactics actions. He waited for Bruit
to absorb hisintent. | want to hit them hard, Bruit. But | dont want usto do
the hitting directly.

Bruit consdered it. | suppose we could turn to one of the criminal
organizations. Black Sun, maybe.

Arrant waved his handsin agesture of dismissa. Thats your area of
expertise. Theless| know about it, the better. | just dont want usto beina
position where we can be blackmailed afterward.

Then were better off using fredancers.

Do whatever you need to doand no matter what the cost.

Bruit took abreeth. Ive afeding that Dorvalaisnt going to be the same

from this point on.

Dressed in alightweight utility suit and ablack overcloak, its hood raised

againgt teeming rain, Darth Maul strode down the main street of the company town
Lommite Limited had assembled in the midst of what had once been atrackless
tropical forest. Beneath the cloak, he wore his double-bladed lightsaber hooked
to hisbelt, within easy reach should he need it. Dorvalas gravity was

dightly lessthan what he was accustomed to, so he moved with an extrameasure
of grace.

A grid of permacrete streets, the town was awarren of prefabricated domes and
rickety wooden structures, many of them lacking transparisted in their windows.
Music spilled from the entrances to cantinas and eateries, and folks of all
description meandered tipsily down the raised walkways. The place had the
feding of frontier towns throughout the outlying star systems, with the routine

mix of diens, humanoids, and older-generation droids; Sterility and
contamination; repulsorlift vehicles operating a ongside four- and six-legged
beasts of burden.

Theresdents, al of whom ether worked directly for Lommite Limited or were



there to defraud those who did, projected the same mix of autonomy from the laws
that regulated life on the Core worlds and endavement to perpetua toil and
poverty.

Unlike Coruscant, where beings hustled to and fro with determination, here
reigned an atmosphere of purpose essness, of accidentd life, asif the pitiful
beings who had been born here, or who had arrived for whatever reason, had
resigned themsalves to the depths. Like the bottom feederswho dwelled in the
lawless bowels of Coruscant, they seemed to be going through the motions of
living, rather than grasping life and turning it to their own purposes.

The revelation fascinated Maul as much asit disheartened him. He decided that
he needed to gaze beyond appearances.

Theair wasthick with heat and humidity, and the buzzing and chirping sounds of
the surrounding forest played at the edge of his hearing. He could sense the
interplay of life there, thefights and flights, and the ongoing struggle for

surviva. And the forest had imparted some of itsdf to the town. For herelived
beings who were not above hunting and killing to obtain the sustenance they
required. A veneer of laws regulated such things, but benegath that veneer lurked
amore base mordity that allowed opponents to settle their matters without fear
of intrusion by keepers of the peace, judicids, or even worse, the Jedi

Knights.

Lifewas cheap.

Maul threw out hisright hand and snatched afigt-szed insect in midflight.
Dazed, theflitter lay in his padm, perhgps wondering on some primitive leve

just what make or manner of predator it had blundered into. The crestures six
legswriggled and its pair of antennae twitched. Itstwin eyespots and carapaced
body glowed with afaintly green bioluminescence.

Darth Maul studied the insect, then sent it on itsway to rgjoin the multitude

that buzzed about the town.

His Master had shown him many places, but always under escort, and now he was
suddenly on hisown, astranger on astrange world. He wondered if he might have
found hisway to aplace like Dorvalahad it not been for Darth Sidious and the
life he had provided. He had been raised to believe that he was extraordinary,
and he had come to accept that. But every so often doubt would drift in of its
own accord, and he would be |eft to wonder.

He shucked the menta intrusion and quickened his pace.

His Sith training alowed him to spot weaknesses of character or condtitution in
each of the various beings he passed. He drew on hisdark-sdeingtinctsto
guide him to the best means of carrying out hismisson.

* k% %

Maul cameto ahdt at the entrance to anoisy cantina. It was the sort of place
where anyone who entered would be appraised by the clientele within, so he moved
quicklyablur to mogt; to others, just another |aborer hurrying in out of the

rain. Hedid onto astool at the bar, keeping hishood raised and hisfacein
profile when the human fema e bartender approached.

What can | get you, stranger?

Pure water, Maul growled.

Big spender, huh?

Maul made anegligent motion with hisfingers. Y oull bring my drink and leave
meaone.

The muscular, tattooed woman blinked twice. 111 bring your drink and leave you
done.



Maul expanded his periphera vision to take in the two adjoining rooms. He made
use of the mirror behind the bar to see what his eyes could not, and he drew on
the dark sdetofill intherest.

The cantinahad an air of benign neglect, asmdl of liquid inebriants and

greasy food. Thelighting was ddliberatdly low. Flying insects of various Sizes
circled theilluminators, and children of severa speciesranin and out. Maes

and fema esfraternized openly, with asense of levity or abandon. Music was
provided by aragtag band of Bith and fat Ortolans. Along the length of the bar
Weeguays conversed with Ugnaughts, Twileks with Gands. Maul wasthe only
Iridonian in the place, but he was not the only sole representative of a

Species.

If some of the residents he had passed on the street were the hunters, the manka
cats, here were the nerfs the cats fed onthe ones who gave themselves over to
intoxicants and games of chance and other vices. It was the sheer absence of
disciplinethat sickened him. Discipline was the key to power. Unflinching
discipline was what had forged him into asword master and warrior. Discipline
was what enabled him to defy gravity and dow the inrush of sensory input, s
that he could move between the moments.

Maul sharpened hisfaculties, extending the range of his hearing to monitor
nearby conversations. Most were as prosaic as he had expected them to be,
revolving around gossip, flirtation, petty complaints, and future plansthat

would never beredlized.

Then he heard the word sabotage, and his ears pricked up. The customer who had
uttered it was a stout human, seated off to Maulsright in abooth along the
cantinas rear wal. Another human sat opposite him, tal and dark complexioned.
Both men wore the gray lightweight coverdlsthat were sandard issue for
employees of Lommite Limited, but the lack of lommite dust in their hair or on
their clothesmade it clear that they werent miners.

A third man, straight-backed and robust-looking, approached while Maul watched
out of the corner of hiseye. Maul took asip of water and turned dightly in

the direction of the booth.

| figured Id find you two here, the new arrival said.

The stout one smiled and made room on the padded bench seat. Step into our
officeand wdl buy you adrink.

The third man sat, but declined the offer with a shake of his head. Maybe

leter.

The other two traded looks of surprise. Maul reaed the lip movements of the
taller onelf hesnot drinking, then something serious has come up.

The third man nodded. The chief has cdled a specid meeting. Hewants us at
hisplacein haf an hour.

Any ideawhat its about? the stout one asked.

It hasto be the shuttle crash, the man opposite him surmised. Bruit probably

has aline on the culprits.

Maul recognized the name. Bruit was Lommite Limiteds chief of field operations.
The three men were probably security personnel.

Like there was any question about the cul prits, the stout one was saying.

Its bigger than that, the third man said, lowering hisvoice dmost to the

point where Maul had to strain to hear him. Word has come down from Arrant on
how were going to respond.

The stout man sat away from the table that bisected the booth. Well, its about
time



Id say that callsfor another round of drinks, his partner said.

Maul continued listening, but his eyes were no longer fixed on the men but on
something he had glimpsed on the wall above the booth. It resembled the
bioluminescent flitter he had captured earlier on. This one, however, wasnt
moving from its spot on the wall. The reason became apparent once Maul probed it
through the Force. Not only was it afdbrication, it was also alistening

device.

Maul scanned the room, then turned to face the mirror. The device wasnt very
sophigticated; itslarge size was evidence of that. Even o, that didnt mean

that whoever was eavesdropping on the security men had to be insgde the cantina.
But Maul suspected that they were. Without looking &t it, he focused his
attention on the artificid flitter and screened out al extraneous soundsthe

pulsing music, the dozens of separate conversations, the noises of glasses
clinking or being filled with one inebriant or another. Once he could discern

the muted beeping of the devices tranamitter, he listened for signs of the

receiver with which it wasin communication.

At around table in the adjoining room sat a Rodian and two Twileks, ostensibly
engaged in agame of cardssabacc, in dl likelihood. Maul watched them for a
moment. Their playing was desultory. He observed their facial expressons asthe
Security agents continued to converse. When one of the men said something of
interest, the Rodians faceted eyes would flash and his short snout would curl

to one side. At the sametime, the Twileks head-tailswould twitch and their

pasty faceswould flush ever so dightly.

The Rodians | eft ear was sporting an earbead recelver, while the Twileks
receiverstook the form of derma patches, disguised aslekku tattoos.

Maul was certain thet the trio were in the secret employ of Lommite Limiteds
onworld competitor, InterGalactic Ore. He recognized the Rodian from the disk
Sidious had given him. It was possible that they were the saboteurs themselves.
His eyes darted back to the listening device and the security men. Creatures of
habit, they probably occupied the same booth night after night, completely
unaware that their conversations were being monitored. Such carelessness
exasperated Maul to the point of fury. The men were deserving of whatever harm
would surely cometheir way.

The three security men left the cantina on foot and wended their way to aribbon
of trail that wove through a dense stand of forest. Maul followed froma

discreet distance, keeping to the shadows when Dorvalas moon came up, full and
glver-white.

Thetrall eventudly arrived a atight-knit community of flimsy dwellings, many

of them raised on siltsto keep them above pools of runoff water |eft by the

rain. The humidity was oppressive.

The dwelling that was the trios destination was an elevated cube with ameta

roof angled to channd rainwater into aferrocrete cistern. The cubes only door
was accessed by means of aladderlike stairway. A rusted landspeeder with a
cracked windscreen was parked in amuddy front lot.

Maul kept to the treeswhile athickly built human responded to the stout

agents raps on the door frame.

Come on up, the man said. Everyone eseisaready here.

Bruit. Darth Maul waited until the three agentswere insgde, then he hurried

from the shadows and planted himself under an open sde window. Not content with
his choice, he ducked beneath the house and clambered up one of the tiltsto



wedge himself between the floor joists of the front room. In the room above,
someone was pouring liquid into severd glasses.

Maul extracted aminiature recording device from the breast pocket of his
utility suit and placed it againgt the underside of the rough-hewn floorboards.
Heresthelong and short of it, Bruit said while the glasses were being

filled. Arrant has decided that we need to level the playing field. Were going

to grike at InterGal at Eriadu. Our shipmentswill reach the planet, and theirs
wont.

Someone whistled in astonishment.

Doesthe bossredize what hes letting |0ose? perhaps the same man asked.
Thisisgoing to lead to a shooting war.

This comes straight from Arrant, Bruit said. Hes been in the trenches

before. Those are hiswords, and thisis his show.

His show and our livelihood, someone pointed out. There hasto be a better
way of settling this. What about petitioning the senate to intervene?

A curethat can be worse than the disease, another answered, much to Mauls
amusement. The senate will defer to committees run by corrupt bureaucrats. It
will take monthsfor it to get to the courts.

No senate, no courts, Bruit said. That much has aready been decided. Itsup
tous.

So what happens at Eriadu?

Weve been able to learn the hyperspace route InterGals ships are going to
take. Theyll arrive by way of Rimma 13, and are scheduled to decant from
hyperspace at 1400 hours, Eriadu local time. The folks were employing to
execute the strike will be able to cal culate the precise reentry coordinates.

Who are we employing?

TheToom clan.

Expressonsof dismay flew from dl corners.

Cutthroats, someone said.

Exactly, Bruit said. But we need to team up to accomplish this, and Arrants
willing to spend the necessary credits. By using them, no one will suspect us,
and Arrant doesnt care, because he doesnt want to know any more than he has
to. He wants to keep his hands clean while | make the connections. Besides, the
Tooms have the meansto get the job done.

And no scruplesto stand in the way.

Have they agreed to terms?

At firgt contact, Bruit said. Although | haveto say that | sometimeswish |

could see both Lommite and InterGal brought down, so that someone with regl
foresight could build a better organization from the dregs.

Severd glasses clinked together.

So whats our part in this, Chief, if the deal has already been struck?

Bruit snorted. We need to prepare oursaves for InterGal's counterpunch.

Maul peeled the recorder from the floorboards and dropped down to the loamy soil
bel ow the house. He remained till for along moment, crouched in the darkness,
lislening to sounds of distant laughter and the Stridulations of profuse insect

life. Then he thought back to Coruscant, and the question his Master had put to
him regarding his double-bladed lightsaber.

It made sense to me to be able to strike with both ends, Maul had answvered.
With anote of gpprova, hisMaster had said, Y ou must bear that in mind when
you go to Dorvalla.

Maul reached within his cloak and unclipped the long cylinder from hisbelt. One



end, then the other, Maul told himsdlf. Both, to effect asingle purpose.

Maul waited until the moon was low in the sky before he went to Lommite
Limiteds headquarters at the base of the escarpment. Theincidents of sabotage
had caused the complex of buildingsto be placed on high alert. Armed sentries,
some accompanied by leashed beasts, patrolled, and powerful illuminators cast
circesof brilliant light over the spacious grounds. A five-meter-high

electrified stun fence encompassed everything.

Maul spent an hour studying the movements of the sentries, the periodic sweeps
of theilluminators, the towering fence, and the motion detector lasers that
gridded the broad lawn beyond. He was certain that infrared cams were scanning
the grounds, but there was little he could do about those without leaving
evidence of hisinfiltration. A probe droid would have been abletotdl him dl

he needed to know, but there wasnt time and he wanted to do this persondly.
To test the possibility that pressure detectors had been ingtaled in the

ground, he used the Force to propel stones over the fence. Asthey struck
specific places on the lawn, he waited for some response, but the guards
sationed at the entry gates smply continued to go about their business.

When he was satisfied that he had committed the results of his reconnai ssance to
memory, he shrugged out of his cloak and legpt Straight up over the fence,
landing precisaly where some of the rocks he had tossed rested. Then he sprang
to aseries of other stesthat ultimately carried him to thewall of the

principa building, moving with such speed the entire time that whatever
holorecordings were being made wouldnt show him unlessthey were played in dow
motion.

He reached one of the doors and found it locked, so he began to work hisway
around the building, testing other doors and windows, dl of which were
smilarly secured.

He tested the buildings flat roof for motion and pressure detectors as he had

the lawn. Vaulting to the top, he was confronted with an expanse of solar

arrays, skylights, and cooling ducts. He moved to the nearest skylight and
ignited hislightsaber. He was ready to plunge the blade through the
trangparisted pand when he stopped himsdlf, and peered more intently at the
panel. Embedded in the trangparisted were monofilament chains, which, when
severed, would trip an alarm.

Deactivating the blade, he reclipped his lightsaber and sat down to think. It

was unlikely that Lommite Limiteds central computer was a stand-alone machine.
It would have to be accessible from outside locations. Bruit would have remote
access. Maul berated himself for not having recognized that fact earlier. But it
wasnt too lateto rectify hisoversight.

Maul returned to Bruits dwelling just before sunrise. Unlike the headquarters
complex, the tilted house had no security. The chief of field operations either
didnt have enemies or didnt care, one way or the other. Perhaps Bruit was that
resgned to fate, Maul thought. It scarcely mattered, in any case.

He circled the house, occasiondly chinning himsdf on the windowsilIsto peer
insde. In arear room Bruit was sprawled atop a knocked-together bed, haf in,
half out of anet tent that was meant to keep nocturnal insects from feasting on
his blood. He wasfully clothed, snoring lightly, and dead drunk. A haf-emptied
bottle of brandy sat on asmdl table dongside the bed.

Maul gritted histeeth. More carelessness, more lack of discipline. He couldnt



summon any compassion for the man. The weak needed to be weeded out.
Maul let himself in through the unlocked door and scanned the front room. Bruit
was aman of few worldly possessions, and not a particularly orderly one. His
dwelling was as chaotic as hislife appeared to be. The confined space smelled
of spoiled food, and lommite dust coated every horizonta surface. Water dripped
from asink faucet that could have easily been repaired. Arachnids had woven
perfect websin al four corners of the room.

Maul searched for Bruits personal computer and located it in the bedroom. It
was a portable device, not much longer than a human hand. He caled the machine
to him and activated it. The display screen cameto life and amenu presented
itsdlf. It took only momentsfor Maul to find hisway to Lommite Limiteds

central computer, but for the second time that night he found himself locked

out.

The computer was demanding to see Bruitsfingerprints.

Maul might have been able to dice hisway inside the central computer, but not
without leaving an easily followed trail. What isdonein secret has grest

power, hisMaster had said.

Maul gazed at Bruit. With ascant motion of hisleft hand, he caused the man to
roll over onto his back. Born of some uneasy dream, a prolonged groan escaped
the human. Maul gestured for Bruitsright arm to rise, wrist bent, with the

pam of hishand facing outward. Then he stedlthily carried the computer to
Bruits hand, easing the digplay screen into gentle contact with the

outstretched fingers. When the machine had toodled an acknowledgment, Maull
dropped Bruits arm and rolled him back onto hisside.

By thetime Maul |eft the bedroom, the directoriesfor the database were
scrolling onscreen. Maul pinpointed the files reaing to the imminent Eriadu
delivery and opened them.

The cantinawas doing abrisk lunchtime businesswhen Darth Maul stole through
the entrance and took a sest at acorner table in the smaller room. Outside, a
gloomy downpour was inundating the town. He kept the dripping hoo d of his cloak
raised, and he angled himsdlf away from the crowd, ignoring the few second
glances he received.

Two of Lommite Limiteds security men occupied their usua booth, feeding their
faces with fatty foods and talking with their mouthsfull. Not far from where
Maul was seated, the Rodian and the two Twileks he had identified the previous
evening as agents of InterGaactic Ore were gathered around a card table.
Shortly the three were joined by a dark-haired human femae, who placed a stack
of company credits on the table and joined the sabacc game in progress. Maul
recognized the piece of cuff jewdry that adorned the womans I eft ear asa
receiver.

Hewaited to act until the four of them were engaged in monitoring the security
agents conversation. Then, with adight motion of his hand, he Force-summoned
the listening device to ped itsdf from the wal above the booth, zip into the

smal room, and aight at the center of the card table.

The Rodian sat back, startled, clearly failing to recognize the artificia bug
astheir own device. A new player joinsthe game.

One of the Twileks raised his open hand to shoulder level. Not for long.

The Twilekslong-nailed hand was hdfway toward smashing the flitter when the
human female grabbed hold of hiswrist and managed to deflect the downward
drike.



Hold on, she whispered urgently. | heard your voice.

Thats because | said something, the Twilek said.

Inmy earpiece, the woman said, gesturing discreetly. And now Im hearing my
voice.

Im hearing your voice, the Rodian said, confused.

What inthenameof . . ..

The Twilek allowed hisvoiceto trail off, and al four of the agents sat back

in ther stiff wooden chairs, gazing in astonishment & thelistening device.

Its ours, thewoman said findly.

The Rodian glanced a her. Whatsit doing here?

Maul caled on the Force to move the bug.

Its crawling around, is what its doing, one of the Twileks said, with a

measure of distress. He glanced over his shoulder at the preoccupied security
men, then at his comrades,

Maul activated the remote control he had tuned to the frequency of the insect
transmitter.

This comes straight from the Toom clan, the bug sent to the earpieces and
derma audio patchesworn by the conspirators, al of whom traded wide-eyed
looks.

Heresthelong and short of it. Arrant has decided to move againgt
InterGalactic Ore shipments. No petitioning the senate. Hesletting loose a
shooting war. That much has aready been decided.

Absorbed in what she was hearing, the woman used her right forefinger to tilt
the ear cuff for clearer reception.

The Toom clan hasaway of settling thisa cure for the disease. InterGal can
leved the playing field by employing usto Strike a Eriadu. We of the Toom clan
wishto seeLL brought down. Someone with redl foresight could build a better
organization from the dregs.

Weve been able to learn the hyperspace route Lommite Limiteds ships are going
to take to Eriadu, and the precise reentry coordinates. Theyll arrive by way of
Rimma 18, and are scheduled to decant from hyperspace at 1300 hours, Eriadu
locdl time.

Weve been in thetrenches. Thisisour livelihood. We can intervene and
execute the strike. The Tooms have the meansto get the job done. No one will
suspect us. We have no scruples about what happens.

To team up to accomplish this, be willing to spend the credits necessary.
Contact us.

Maul had spent al morning adulterating the recording he had made during the
meeting at Bruits dwdlling, and modifying the resequenced phrasesto sound as
if they had been uttered by asingle individual. The result appeared to be
having the desired effect. The four agents were continuing to Sare at the bug
they themsalves had ingtdled. The womans mouth was dightly gar, and the
Twileks head-tailswere twitching.

Maul was pleased to hear the Rodian say, This hasto go directly to the topand
| mean now.

The Toom clan had amotto Pay us enough and well make worlds collide.

They had started out as legitimate rescue workers and salvagers, using a
powerful Interdictor ship to retrieve ships stranded in hyperspace. By mimicking
the effects of amass shadow, the Interdictor had the ability to pull endangered
ships back into realspace. While the rewards for such work were substantia,



they were never substantial enough to satisfy the desires of the clan, and over

the course of severd years, the group had launched a second career as pirates,
employing their Interdictor against passenger and supply ships, or hiring
themsdlves out to crimina organizationsto interfere with shipments of spice

and other proscribed goods.

However, unlike the Hutts and Black Sun, both of which could usudly berdied
upon to honor the terms of any agreement, the Toom clan was motivated solely by
profit. A smdl outfit, they couldnt afford the luxury of turning down jobs out

of respect for some hazy crimina ethica stance that had made them outcasts
even among their own kind.

Headquartered in an underground base deep in Dorvallas unpopulated northern
wadtes, the clan received routine payoffs from both Lommite Limited and
InterGalactic Ore, to ensure the safety of their shuttles and ore barges. The
Tooms used much of the funds to bribe the commanders of Dorvallas volunteer
gpace corps to ensure the clans own safetywith the understanding that the clan
would refrain from operating within the Videnda sector.

Because Eriadu was outs de the sectorand notwithstanding the fact that they
were dready receiving payoffs from InterGalacticthe clan had accepted Lommite
Limiteds generous offer of Republic creditsto perform abit of sabotage work.
InterGal actic would smply have to understand that the nature of their
arrangement with the Toom clan had changed. More important, the contract with LL
didnt preclude the possibility of the clans entering into asimilar contract

with InterGaas certainly might be the case after the Eriadu operation. In

fact, the clan had every intention of contacting InterGal to suggest as much.

No onein the clan had expected InterGal actic to contact them before Eriadu.

A leather-faced Weequay, Nort Toom himsdlf accepted the holotransmission from
CabaZan, head of security for InterGalactic Ore. The clan was mostly made up of
far-from-home Weequay and Nikto humanoids, but Aqualish, Abyssin, Barabels, and
Gamorreans a so numbered among the mix.

| want to discuss the most recent offer you tendered, CabaZans holopresence
began. He was a near-human Falleen, burly and green complexioned.

Our most recent offer, Nort Toom said carefully.

About destroying Lommite Limiteds shipsat Eriadu.

Tooms deep-set eyes darted between the holoprojector and one of his Weequay
confederates, who was standing nearby. Oh, that offer. We have so many
operationsin the works, its sometimes hard to keep track.

Im glad to hear that businessis good, CabaZan said disngenuoudly.

Ive afedling its about to get even better.

The Fdleen came directly to the point. Were willing to pay one hundred
thousand Republic credits.

Toom tried to keep from celebrating. The offer was twice what Patch Bruit had
paid. Youll haveto go to two hundred thousand.

Cabazan shook his hairless head. We can go as high as onefiftyif you can
guarantee results.

Done, Toom said. When we see that the credits have been transferred, well
make the necessary arrangements.

Cabazan looked dubious. Y oure certain about the reentry coordinatesfor LLs
ships, and the time of their decanting & Eriadu?

Maybe we should go over that one moretime, Toom said.

You said Rimma 18, at 1300 Eriadu loca unless something has changed.

Only for the better, Toom said reassuringly. Only for the better.



And youll makeit ook like an accident.

Thats probably the best way of handling it, dont you think?

We dont want InterGal actic implicated.

Well make certain.

Toom deactivated the holoprojector and sat back, clamping his huge hands behind
his head.

Do you think they know about L Ls hiring us? his confederate asked in obvious
incredulity.

It didnt sound that way to me.

InterGaactic is offering three times as much as Lommite. Are we going to

return Bruits money?

Toom sat forward with determination. | dont see any reason for that. We just
have to make sure we can execute both contracts. He grinned broadly. | haveto
admit that this appealsto my sense of unfair play.

Y ou mean

Exactly. We sabotage everyones ships.

Eriadu was an up-and-coming world in the outlying star systems. Situated close
to the intersection of the Rimma Trade Route and the Hydian Way, Eriadu
demonstrated afierce devotion to industry, in the hope of achieving itsgod of
becoming the most important planet in the sector. To that end Eriadu had even
developed asmal shipbuilding enterprise, owned and operated by distant cousins
of Supreme Chancellor Vdorum, who chaired the Galactic Senate on Coruscant.
Eriadus orbitd facilities paled in comparison to smilar onesat Cordliaand

Kuat, but among the smaller shipyards, Eriadus were second only to those a
SuisVan, rimward and just off the principa trade routes.

Eriadus lieutenant governor had done much to facilitate the burgeoning
partnership between Eriadu and Dorvalla, emphasi zing the sensd essness of
Eriadusimporting lommite from the Inner Rim when Dorvalawas practicaly a
celestid neighbor. The quantities of ore required by Eriadu Manufacturing and
Vaorum Shipping were such that neither LL nor InterGa could havefilled the
orders on their own, but Lieutenant Governor Tarkin saw no dilemmain that. He
inssted that he hadnt set things up as a contest, but there was no denying

that it was anything but. Tarkin was even on record as saying that the company
awarded the lucrative contract would probably be able to effect afinancia
takeover of theloser.

Tarkin had arranged for one of Eriadus orbital habitats to host aceremony to
endorse the potentid partnership, with al the cardind players present Jurnel
Arrant and his counterpart at InterGalactic, the executive officers of Eriadu
Manufacturing and Vaorum Shipping, a plethoraof business personnd who stood
to gain from the new partnership, and, of course, Tarkin himsdlf, representing
Eriadus politica interests.

Sporting the finest in robes and tunics, everyone was gathered on the esplanade
leve of the orbita facility, awaiting the arrival of the ore bargesLL and

InterGal had dispatched. The separate flotillas were scheduled to arrive within

an hour of each other, locd time.

Im certain that thiswill be an auspicious day for dl of us, the lieutenant

governor wasteling Arrant and the head of Eriadu Manufacturing. Tarkin wasa
dight man, with aquick mind and an even quicker temper. He stood asrigidly as
amilitary commander, and his blue eyes hed neither humor nor empathy.

Tdl me, Arrant, the manufacturing executive said, do you foresee atime when



Lommite Limited, on its own, could supply enough ore to meet the demands were
projecting for the near future?

Of course, Arrant answered confidently. I1ts Smply amaiter of expanding our
operations. He turned and tugged Patch Bruit into the conversation. Bruit,

here, isour field supervisor, among other things. He has just notified me of a
rich find, not ahundred kilometers from our present headquarters.

Bruit nodded. Our survey teams he started to say, when one of LLs security
agents cut him off.

Chief, Im sorry to bust in, but we need to talk in private.

Arrant watched worriedly as Bruit dlowed himsdf to beled away.

Whats going on? Bruit demanded when he and the security man were just out of
earshot.

Something has yanked the barges out of hyperspace short of their reentry
coordinates. We dont know the cause. It might be a problem with the hyperspace
generators, or maybe an uncharted mass shadow.

Bruit heard people gasp behind him. When he turned, everyones attention was
fixed on the huge monitor screensthat displayed views of the orbital shipyards.
Some distance from the shipyards, and way off course, severa lackluster space
barges were reverting to realspace.

Bruit, are those our vessels? Arrant asked in mounting concern.

Y es, but there has to be agood reason for their decanting early.

Thisis most unexpected, Tarkin remarked. Most unexpected.

The well-bedecked crowd gasped again. Bruit watched in shock as a second group
of ships began to emerge from hyperspace.

InterGaactic, his security man said in disbelief.

Theyre going to collide! someone said.

Bruit! Arrant screamed, asthe color drained from hisface. Do something!

What Bruit did was ook away.

The screams and cries, the groans and sobs, the strobes of explosive light
flashing across the polished floor of the habitats esplanade deck told him
everything he needed to know. LLs and InterGals barges had been manipul ated
into mass collisons. Without looking, Bruit could see the lommite ore streaming
from fractured hulls, turning loca space as white as the molten anger that
seethed behind Bruitstightly shut eyelids.

The Toom clan, he barked to his security man. Theyve double-crossed us.
Someone collided with Bruit from behind. It was Jurnel Arrant, backing away from
the display screensin numb horror.

Were ruined, he mumbled. Were ruined.

Bruit cleared his head with ashake and clamped his hands on the shoul ders of
the security man. Send a message to CabaZan at InterGalactic, he ordered.

Tell him that we need to meet as soon as possible.

Lovingly crafted, the listening device was a perfect facsmile of afire

flitter. It sat between Bruit and CabaZan on alow tablein Bruitsliving

room, Snging itssong

Heresthelong and short of it. Arrant has decided to move against
InterGalactic Ore shipments. No petitioning the senate. Hes | etting loose a
shooting war. That much has already been decided . . . .

CabaZzan ran ahand over hisbad pate. Strange. It dmost sounds like your
voice.

Bruit squeezed his eyes shut, then opened them and looked the Falleen in the



eye. Thats because underneath the warping, it ismy voice. | spoke those
wordsmost of them anywayright in thisroom.

CabaZans forehead wrinkled. | dont understand.

| was briefing my men about the plan for InterGals ships at Eriadu. Someone
recorded the conversation.

One of your men?

Bruit shook hishead in dismay. | dont know.

One of the Toom clan, then.

Bruit took hislower lip between histeeth. Then why the need to warp the
recording, and put on a song-and-dance show for your peoplein the cantina?
Besides, theres no way the Tooms could have gained accessto L L s database and
gotten the reentry coordinates for our ships. Theyre not that clever. It hasto
have been one of your men.

Theyre not that clever, CabaZan said. Or that industrious. We wouldnt have
known anything about your plansif it wasnt for the bug.

Bruit Slenced the facsmileflitter and worked hisjaw in vexation. Il|

figure out who it was later on. After | deal with the Toom clan.

Cabazan narrowed his eyes. They played us both for fools, Bruit. If youre
implying vengeance, | want some of the action.

Secreted beneath the stilted dwelling, Darth Maul smiled to himself, dropped to
the ground, and hurried into the darkness.

Maul never doubted that the Toom clan would enter into contracts with both
mining companies. Nor did he think that the clan would fail to ddiver onits
promise to sabotage the ships. Thus he had had no need to go to Eriadu to
witnessthefata collisons. Instead he had passed the time watching members of
the Toom clan shut down and abandon the base on Dorvalla. Surmising correctly
that their betraya would unite LL and InterGa against themeven brieflythe
mercenaries had decided to abscond while they could.

Maul had trailed them to Riome, asmall, ice-covered world deeper in the
Dorvalla system, where the clan dready had established a secret base.

A more astute group of outlaws might have eected to put as much distance as
possible between themselves and Dorvalla. But perhaps the Toom clan was
convinced that even the combined security forces of Lommite Limited and
InterGalactic Ore wouldnt be amatch for them. Whichever, Mauls next task was
to make certain that Bruit learned the location of the Riome sanctuary by
planting evidence at the Site of the clans former base.

Maul spent afull day in frigid temperatures and howling winds, waiting for

Bruit and hismen to arrive. Armed with blasters and an assortment of more
powerful wegpons, they raced from the shuttle that had delivered them from
Dorvdlas equator and stormed the underground base. Accompanying them wasa
male Falleen and saverd dienswho answered to him, including the four

saboteurs Maul had deceived in the cantina

Frustrated to find the base deserted, they began a search for clues asto the
mercenaries whereabouts. For too long Maul was convinced that he would have to
intrude on their doppy search and rub their nosesin the evidence he had so
artfully sown. But ultimately they discovered it on their own.

Maul wasingde his ship when Bruit and the rest reboarded the shuttle and
launched, presumably for Riome. The thought of the impending contest invigorated
him. He thrilled at the prospect of being able to participate.



Riome loomed white as degth in the blackness of space.

In hissmaler and faster craft, Maul arrived ahead of Bruits mixed squad of
would-be avengers. His ship hugged the snow-covered terrain, racing over rolling
foothills and skirting the edge of aturbulent gray seastudded with idands of
craggy ice. Maul had seen no sign of the clans Interdictor ship in orbit, and
assumed that the mercenaries had concealed it in the asteroid field coreward of
Riome.

In establishing a base, the mercenaries had found the warmest spot on the small
world. It was an area of active volcanism, with immense glaciers pocked with
ice-bluelight, and patches of coarse grassand, through which bubbled dark
pools of magma-heated water. The base itself was a series of interlinked
semicylindrical bunkersthat had once sheltered ateam of scientists. Through
the long intervening years, the scientists abandoned droids and equipment had
become outlandish ice sculptures.

Maul landed his ship akilometer from the base. Ason hisfirst visit, hefound

no evidence of aradar ingtallation. He watched Bruits shuttle drop from azure
skies, fly over the complex, and set down on acircle of permacrete, dongsde a
disk-shaped Cordlian freighter and agunship of equd sze.

The Toom clan could not have been unaware of the shuttles arrival, but Bruit
had managed to catch the mercenaries unprepared nevertheless. Hisforce of
twenty emerged from the shuttle aboard atroop carrier equipped with both
repulsorlift engines and weighty tracks for surface-effect locomotion. The clan
ralied aquick defense, loosing blaster bolts from retrofitted firing holes and
asdlf-contained laser cannon emplacement. The aggressors answered with the
troop carriers top-mounted repeater blasters and rocket launchers, making it
abundantly clear that they were resolved to win the day.

Cyan laser bolts clipped the carriers repulsorl ifts and sent it coiling deeply

into the snow. Clothed in cold-wegther gear and helmets fitted with tinted face
bowls, Bruitslegion legpt from ranks of bench seats. A direct hit from the

laser cannon blew the carrier to pieces. Molten bits of dloy fountained into
thethin air, 9zzling asthey showered to the frozen ground.

The forces of the mining companies fanned out and began amethodica advance on
the bunkers, finding shelter behind boulders that had been carried down the
mountaingdes by glaciers. What Bruit didnt know, however, was that the base
couldnt be taken by afrontal assaultnot, in any case, by a mere handful of

men wielding twenty-year-old wegpons. The lead bunker had been fortified with
blast doors, and the coarse grass gpron that fronted it was impregnated with
fragmentation mines and other traps.

Maul decided that he had to show himsdif.

He appeared briefly on arise, east of the base, atwo-legged stranger dressed
inalong cloak, deep black againgt the snowfield. The assallantstook him for
one of the clan and immediately opened fire. Maul propelled himself over the
rise with legps and bounds, though scarcely of the sort of which he was capable.
Bruit did thewise thing and split histeam, figuring, as Maul predicted he

would, that the lone enemy knew another way into the base.

Maul kept himself in plain sight, dodging the blaster boltsfired by his

pursuers, without using his lightsaber. He couldnt have been abetter guideif

he had been one of them. Briefly hidden by a snowdrift, he called on the Force
to twirl himsdf deeply into the white wave. From the depths of his
self-excavated tomb, he heard Bruits men dash for the relatively undefended



entrance to which he had led them.

Maul waited until he was certain that the last of them had disappeared through
the entrance. Then he corkscrewed out of theice cavity and followed them
ingde. The sibilant reports of blasters and the acrid smdll of fire and

cauterized flesh had brought his blood to anear boil, and he came closeto
drawing hislightsaber and rushing headlong into the fray. But daughter was not
hisintent. His Masters plans would be better served if the miners and the
mercenaries killed each otherthough Maul might yet have to dispose of the
ultimate victors.

Judging by the way the assault was progressing, it was Bruits forces that would
be |eft standing at the end. Despite being outgunned and outnumbered, the
miners assault was invigorated by the wrath of the betrayed. Even with athird

of their group aready wounded or dead, Bruit and his InterGalactic andog
persevered, continuing to bring the fight to the Toom clan, which held the rear

of the bunker, behind overturned laboratory counters and assorted pieces of
insrumentation.

Explosionsfrom the front bunker indicated that Bruits teammates had blundered
their way into the minefield. Shortly, the survivors were turning their wegpons
loose againgt the blast doorsin an attempt to burn their way through.

Maul scampered aong thelong wall of the centra bunker and found a place from
which he could observe the fighting. To contain his eagerness, he gave himself
over to evauating the combat techniques of one contestant or another, making
something of agame of anticipating who would be killed by whom, and & just
what moment. His predictions grew more and more accurate as the opposing sides
drew closer together.

A powerful detonation rocked the front bunker. The blast doors did open with a
prolonged grating sound, and five assailants stormed through a swirling cloud of
dense smoke. Two were cut down before they had gone ten meters. Therest angled
for the sdes of the bunker and began to work their way forward.

Theferocity of thefighting made it apparent that neither sde would tolerate
surrender. It was a battle to the deathas Maul preferred it, in any case. His
attention was drawn time and again to Patch Bruit. For dl the disorder in his
life, Bruitsdisplays of daring made him deserving of the lofty position he

held in Lommite Limited. Maul wasimpressed. He didnt want to see Bruit fdl to
the mercenaries, who were nothing more than the blasters they cowered behind.
Bruit and the Falleen led thefina charge, their combined forces going hand to
hand with Weequay and Aquaish members of the clan, whose wespons were
exhausted. The miners showed them no mercy, and in moments the battle was over,
with Bruit, the Falleen, and five others|eft tanding amid the carnage.

Maul wondered briefly if he could leave things as they stood. Bruit would report
back to Lommite Limiteds executive officer that the Toom clan had
double-crossed both companies, and that they had paid with their livesfor their
betrayd. But it was unlikely that Bruit would let it rest at that. He would

want to know who had assembled the adulterated recording, and he might even
learn that the information about L L s shipping route to Eriadu had been accessed
through his persona computer. Then he would begin to think again about the
cantinabug, and perhaps he would scrutinize whatever surveillance recordings
were available. For dl Maul knew, images of an Iridonian with aface full of

red and black tattoos might appear in one them.

Of course, there was no danger of his being traced to Coruscant, much lessto
hisMasterslair. But the last thing he wanted was for Darth Sdiousto see his



apprentices face turn up on some HoloNet most-wanted li<t.

Maul had to finish what he had begun.

Hedrew hislightsaber, ignited it at both ends, and legpt down to the floor of
the prefab bunker.

Bruit, the Falleen, and the others spun around when they heard the resonant
thrumming of hisweapon, which Maul whirled over hishead and around his
shoulders. But no onefired. They stood staring at him, asif he were some
hallucination born of bloodlust or snow blindness.

Maul redlized that he would have to goad them into doing what he needed them to
do. He began to march forward, glowering a them with hisyellow eyesand
showing histeeth, and at |ast someone firedthe Rodian from the cantina. Maul
deflected the bolt straight back at him with the lower of his blades and kept
coming.

We have no fight with you, Jedi, the Falleen ydled.

The remark brought Maul up short.

Thisisour business, the humanoid went on. It doesnt concern Coruscant.
Maul growled and advanced.

Crouching suddenly, aTwilek fired, and Maul twirled, deflecting the boltswith
histwin crimson blades. The Twilek and another security man dropped.

Then the rest opened fire a once. Maul legpt and jinked, spun and rolled, an
acrobatic wonder, impossible to target. He stopped once to raise his hand and
pepper his opponents with aflurry of Force-hurled glassware and sharp
instruments. He turned blasters againgt each other and wrenched one fighter down
onto atable with enough force to snap the mans spine.

His hand weapon depleted, the Falleen rushed him. Maul spun through afleet
kick, breaking the Falleens arm. Then, without lowering hisleg, he broke the
security chiefs neck.

Only Bruit remained. Gaping at Maul in dishelief, he let his blaster drop from
hisrigid hand. Maul continued to gpproach, the lightsaber held off to one side,
its blades horizontd to thefloor.

| dont know how, and | dont know why, Bruit began, but I know that you must
be responsible for everything thats happened.

Maul decided to hear him out.

Y ou recorded my conversations. Then you dtered the recordingsto trick the
saboteurs you had identified in the cantina. Y ou probably arranged for usto
find this place. Bruit gestured broadly. Can | at least know why before you

kill me?

It is something that had to be donefor alarger purpose.

Bruit cocked his head, asif he hadnt heard Maul correctly.

Maul gazed at him. Y ou neednt dwell onit.

Heraised hisenergy blade, preparing to thrust it into Bruits chest, then
restrained himsdlf. A lightsaber wound wouldnt do, not at dl. Deactivating the
blade, he raised hisright hand and made avise of his gloved fingers. Bruits
hands flew to hiswindpipe, and he began to gasp for bresath.

Jurnd Arrant wasin his office when he received the details of Bruits death on
Riome. The messenger was ajudicia agent, who had been dispatched from
Coruscant at Arrants request.

Im to blame for this entire business, Arrant said in atone of anguished
confession. Im guilty of ordering Bruit to bring in outsdersto do the dirty
work. | escalated this conflict.



The lommite ore could still be mined, but LL no longer had enough bargesto
trangport it. Replacing them would cost more than the company was currently
worth. From what Arrant had learned, InterGaactic wasin the samefix.
Anger gripped him. Im convinced that the Neimoidians with the Trade Federation
got to the Toom clan and paid them to sabotage our ships, along with
InterGalactics.

That will be difficult to prove, thejudicia said. The Toom clan has been
effectively wiped out, and unless you can produce evidence to support your
theory, we cant show good cause for interrogating the Neimoidians. He was
about to add something when Arrant cut him off.

Bruit was agood man. He shouldnt have died ashe did.

Thejudicia frowned, then prized awafer-thin audio device from the pocket of
histunic and placed it on Arrants desk. Before you besat yoursdlf to a pulp,
you might want to ligen to this.

Arrant picked up the device. What isit?

A recording found at the Toom clans base, here on Dorvalla. Itsincomplete,
but theres enough to warrant your attention.

Arrant activated the wafers play function.

| wish to see both Lommite and InterGal brought down, am devoice said, so
that someone with redl foresight could build a better organization from the
dregs.

Arrants eyes widened in nervous astonishment. Thats Bruit!

| understand, a second male voice was saying. | want some of the action.
Arrant paused the playback. Whos

Cabazan, the judicia supplied. Former head of security for InterGalactic

Ore.

Reluctantly, Arrant reactivated the device.

We need to team up to accomplish this, Bruit said. No one will suspect us,
and Arrant doesnt need to know any more than he hasto.

Hes not that clever.

The Tooms have the meansto get the job done. Were going to make amove
agang everyone at Eriadu

Arrant sllenced the device and pushed it away from him. | dont know what to
sy.

Thejudicia agent nodded, tight-lipped.

Arrant got to hisfeet and spent along moment gazing out the window. When he
turned, his expression was bleak. He touched akey on the intercom pad, and
seconds later his protocol droid secretary entered the office.

How may | be of service, Sir?

Arrant glanced up a the droid. | need to make two holocalls. Thefirst will be
to the chief executive of InterGalactic Ore, to discussterms of apossible
merger.

And the second, Sir?

Arrant took amoment to reply. The second call will beto Viceroy Nute Gunray,
to discussterms of granting the Trade Federation exclusverightsto the
shipping and distribution of Dorvalaslommite ore,

In adank, fungus-encrusted grotto on the Neimoidian homeworld, Hath Monchar and
Viceroy Nute Gunray received agtartlingly sudden holovisit from Darth Sidious.

First to reach the holoprojector and the cloaked apparition that was the Dark

Lord of the Sith, Monchar inclined hislumpish head in aservile bow and spread



his thick-fingered hands.

Welcome, Lord Sidious, he said.

Though his eyes remained concedled by the cloaks raised hood, Sidious seemed to
be gazing through Monchar a Gunray, who was perched atop his claw-footed
mechno-chair afew meters away.

Viceroy, Sidious rasped. Dismiss your underling, so that we may spesk in
private about recent events on Dorvalla.

Monchar stared openly at Sidious, then whirled on Gunray. But, Viceroy, | was
the one who made contact with Lommite Limited. | deserve at least some of the
credit for what has occurred.

Viceroy, Sdious said, with abit more menace, advise your underling that his
contributionsin this matter were inconsequentia.

Gunray glanced nervoudy a Monchar. Y ou had better leave.

But

Nowbefore he gets angry.

Monchars gut sack made a sickening grow! as he hurried from the grotto.
Gunray did off the mechno-chair and approached the holoprojector. He had a
jutting lower jaw, and histhick lower lip was uncompanioned. A deep fissure
separated hisbulging forehead into two lateral |obes. His skin was kept a
healthy gray-blue by means of frequent meas of the finest fungus. Red and
orange robes of exquiste hand fell from his narrow shoulders, dong with a
round-collared brown surplice that reached his knees.

| gpologize for theindiscretion of my deputy, he said. Heis high-strung

from too many rich foods.

Sidiouss face betrayed nothing. Apology accepted, Viceroy.

Hath Monchar regards me much as| regard you, Lord Sidiouswith amix of awe
and fear.

Y ou need fear me only if you fal me, Viceroy.

Gunray seemed to take the remark under advisement. | have been anticipating
your visit, Lord Sidious. Though | confessthat | had no ideayou were aware of
events on Dorvalamuch less that the Trade Federation had an interest in the
planet.

Y ou will find that there are few matters of which | am unaware, Viceroy. Whats
more, we have not seen thelast of Dorvala. Thereis something we will need to
attend to in due course.

But, Lord Sidious, the matter has been resolved. Lommite Limited and
InterGalactic Ore have merged to become Dorvalla Mining, but the Trade
Federation will trangport the ore, and will now represent Dorvdlain the
Galactic Senate.

More important, you have a permanent place on the directorate.

Gunray bowed his head. That, too, Lord Sidious.

Then the stageis set for the next act.

May | ask what that will entail?

| will inform you at the appropriate time. Until then, there are other matters

| will seeto, to secure the power base of the Trade Federation and to
strengthen your persona postion.

We are not deserving of your attention.

Then strive to make yoursdlf desarving, Viceroy, so that our partnership will
continue to prosper.

Gunray gulped loudly. | will dolittleelse, Lord Sidious.



In hislair on Coruscant, Darth Sidious deactivated the holoprojector and turned
to face Darth Maul.

Do you find them any more trustworthy than before?

More frightened, Magter, Maul said from his cross-legged posture on the floor,
which may achieve the same end reault.

Sidious made an affirmative sound. We are not through with them yetnot for
sometimeto come.

| begin to understand, Master.

Sidiouss mouth approximated agrin of approva. Y ou did not disappoint me at
Dorvdla Darth Maul.

My Master, Maul said, dightly bowing his head.

Sidious studied him for amoment. | sense that you enjoyed being out on your
own.

Maul lifted hisface. My thoughts are open to you, Magter.

| see, Sidious said dowly. Temper your enthusiasm, my young apprentice. Soon
| will have another task for you to discharge.

Maul waited.

Familiarize yoursdf with the workings of the crimind organization known as
Black Sun. And while youre doing that, return to your warrior training. Y our
lightsaber may very well comein handy for what | require next.
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