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PROLOGUE

Fresh air blew through the open windows, filling the smal workshop with

the beautiful scent of flowers.

Thegnglefigure in the workshop ignored the scent. He had more

important thingsto do.

He sat down before alarge, clear case. Within it, two tiny creatures

franticaly tried to crawl up the smooth sdes. Wings fluttered on ther



backs, but they had nowhereto fly. They were his prisoners, but he had no

intention of hurting them. He thought of himsdlf astheir caretaker.

Don't be afraid, the caretaker said to the two beetle like creaturesin a

language only they could understand.

Immediately, the two crawlers stopped moving. On their heads, sl

antennae waved back and forth.

| am here to help you, the caretaker said.

The crawlersfluttered their wings and moved sharp-looking pincers back

and forth.

The caretaker opened the glass case and reached insde. The two creatures

jumped onto hisarm and quickly scurried up to his shoulder.

| am your friend, the caretaker said. I'll do whatever you need meto do.

The creatures fluttered their wings again.

Outsde the workshop, more wings fluttered in answer. Thousands upon

thousands of wings.

A dark cloud of wingsfell over thelittle workshop, covering it ina

blanket of crawling crestures.



Insde, the caretaker laughed.

CHAPTER 1

The hum of starship engineswas music to Zak Arrandasears.

He sat in the rear compartment of the Shroud, the ship in which he
traveled with hissister, Tash, and his uncle Hoole. Hewas as close to the
engines as he could be-probably closer than it was safe to be while they were
operating. A thick layer of heat-resstant shielding separated him from the
actua ion engines. Even 0, the heat leaking through the durasted walls was

aready making him and his clothes sticky with sweet. But Zak didn't care.

" S0 the hyperdrive motivator must connect to the main thrusters here," he
sad to himsdf, looking up from his small datapad and poking a finger & a

thick piece of cable.

After alot of searching through the ship's computer, Zak hed findly
found adiagram of the Shroud's engines. The diagram should have shown him
everything he needed to know, but unfortunatdly, the Shroud's previous owner
had made alot of changes. And the changes were what interested Zak. To a
twelve-year-old boy who loved to take things apart and put them back together

again, the starship was aflying playground.



One particular wire-athick green-and-white-striped cable-caught Zak's

eye.

"Y ou know," said Zak to no one in particular, "Il bet if | just

connected this wire to the back-up power system, | could-"

Suddenly, the door behind him did open. His Sister stood in the doorway,
her hands on her hips. "There you are," Tash Arrandasaid. ™Y ou know, we have

alesson with Uncle Hoole"

"Oh, yeah," Zak sighed. Hoole was astickler for education. Even though

Zak and Tash traveled congtantly with their unde and had not attended a

regular school in months, they probably did more homework then any other

twelve-and thirteen-year-oldsin the galaxy. "When does it start?" he asked.

"Fveminutesago,” Tash replied. "You'relate."

"Beright there,” Zak said.

Tash leaned over his shoulder and looked at the tangle of wires running

through the wall to the powerful engines beyond. "Are you sure you should be

messing around with that?'

"No problem," Zak said confidently. "Go on ahead. I'll beright there."

Tash gave her younger brother adoubtful look, then Sghed and turned



away. "Just be careful .

Zak grunted and waited until he heard the door dide shut. It wasn't that
he didn't like Tash. He did. Shewas hissster and his best friend. They'd
been through more together than most brothers and ssters. Their parents hed
died severd months before when the Empire destroyed their homeworld,
Alderaan. Luckily, Tash and Zak had been offworld at thetime. And now they
lived with their anthropologist uncle, Hoole-which meant they traveled dl

over the gdaxy with him.

Even though Zak and Tash were brother and sgter, they were very
different from each other. Tash wasn't asinterested in machines as Zak was.
Sheliked to read and study. She was dways using brainpower-especialy snce
she'd become interested in the old Jedi Knights. Zak preferred anything thet

he could take apart and put back together with his own two hands.

"I'm sure | can boost the ship's power if | just disconnect thiswire...,

" he said. He plucked the wire from the wall. Nothing happened.”

.. And connect it over here." He moved the thick wire to another pand in

thewall, and looked for theright outlet. "There" he said, and stuck the

wireinto thewdl.
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Electric current ran up Zak's arm, through his neck, and right into his
head. Lightning flashed behind hiseyebdls. A loud pop! followed, and Zak

jumped backward as though a bantha had kicked him. Sparks flew from the pandl.

The dectrica tinglein Zak's body lasted only afew seconds. He checked

his hands. They were hot, but he wasn't burned.

He had afeding he was lucky:

Ancther loud pop! exploded from the panel in a shower of sparks. Zak

froze. What had he done to the engines? What had he done to the ship? He

waited amoment, but the engines continued to hum with their usua strength.

He had afeding hewasredly lucky.

Zak hurried out of the engine room and down the corridor. A thin trail of

smoke and the smell of burning meta followed him. What had caused that pop?

Wheat had he done wrong? And, more important... Should hetell Uncle Hoole?

Probably, was Zak's firgt thought.

But his second thought was, Why bother?

After dl, the engineswere il running perfectly. Whatever hed done

couldn't bethat bad. It might not be worth mentioning. Besides, if he told

Uncle Hoole, Tash would be sureto find out, and the last thing Zak wanted to



hear was"| told you s0" from her.

He decided to keep the accident a secret. The next time they landed, held
givethe enginesacloser look and repair whatever little problem he might
have caused. Aslong asthe mistake wasfixed, hetold himsdlf, no one dse

needed to know.

"Zak, you'relate," Uncle Hoole said as Zak entered the Shroud's smdll
lounge area. Hisuncle cast aglance a Zak, hislong, gray Shi'ido face

looking stern asusudl.

"Sorry, UncleHoole," Zak replied. "I didn't mean to miss the beginning

of thelesson."

Hoole gave a smdl nod. "I'm afraid you've missed something ese

important. | just finished telling Tash about our destination.”

"Dedtination?" Zak asked. "Have you found a safe place for usto hide

from the Empire?’

Severa months ago, Tash, Zak, and Hoole had become entangled in an
Imperid plot. In the end, they had hel ped the Rebelsfoil the schemes of an
Imperid scientist, but unfortunately they had also attracted the attention of
the Emperor's most powerful servant-Darth VVader. Now they were on the run,

traveling through the most remote parts of the galaxy, trying to avoid any



Imperia contact while Hoole searched for asafe placeto live.

"I'm afraid | haven't located agood hiding place as yet," the Shi'ido
admitted. "But in the meantime, I've received word that the Empireis planning

to establish amilitary outpost on the planet Skrrr*

Zak had never heard of Skrrr, but that didn't surprise him. There were

thousands of civilized planetsin the Empire. "So?" he asked. "The Empire has

outposts everywhere."

"Not on Skrrr" Tash said. "At least not yet."

"Indeed,” Hoole agreed. "And the redl tragedy isthat if the Imperias
take over this planet, they will certainly destroy one of the most beautiful
placesin the entire galaxy-the Sikadian Garden. Thisgarden is the culturd
landmark of the people of Skrrr" Hoole paused. "I am determined to make sure

the Empire doesn't destroy any more cultures.”

Zak nodded. He knew hisuncl€'s sad story dl too well. Y ears ago, Hoole
had been a scientist working for the Empire. The Empire had dlowed one of
Hool€'s experiments to turn bad, and the resuiting accident wiped out an
entire race of beings. From that day on, Hoole had sworn he would protect as

many civilizations as he could from Imperid cruelty.

A soft darm sounded on the lounges wall pand. "We're dropping out of

hyperspace,” Hoole said. "We must be near the planet now."



They hurried to the Shroud's cockpit just in time to see the planet come
into view. Skrrr was a beautiful blue-green world, with raling clouds

covering continents and oceans.

Zak felt hisheart beat nervoudy as Hoole guided the ship down to the
planet's surface. What if hislittle accident had damaged the landing gear?
But the ship continued to glide smoothly through the air as Hoole spoke to

Skrrr's planetary landing control.

The speaker on the other end of the link seemed to be expecting Hoole.
"The area near the Sikadian Garden isusualy redtricted,” the voice said,

"but you have permission to land just outsde the garden walls."

Tash and Zak were impressed. "Do not be," Hoole advised. "It is Smply

that my reputation as an anthropologist gets me into some restricted spaces.”

In minutes, the Shroud was zooming over the surface of the planet. On the

horizon, they could see awide, multicolored patch of ground that extended for

severd kilometers. Even at adistance, the Sikadian Garden looked beautiful.

The Shroud touched down outside ahigh wall covered in green vines. Even

before they had come to a stop, a swest, powerful smell filled the cabin.

"What's that?"' Tash asked.



"Howersfrom the garden,” Hoole replied. "The scent is quite pleasant.”
"And gtrong,” she added, "if we can smdl it right through the ship!*
"It probably camein through the air vents," Zak guessed. "I opened them

up aswe landed.” Zak had opened them to help the engines cool-and to let the

fresh air blow away the scent of burning wires. But he had decided not to tell

Tash and Uncle Hool e about that.

Asthe ship findly settled on itslanding gear, Zak let out asoft Sgh

of relief. Whatever he had done had obvioudy not hurt the ship.

"Zak, please go lower theramp,”" Hoole requested.

"You bet!" Zak replied. He was so relieved he dmaost skipped down the

corridor. At the exit hatch, he punched in the code that lowered the ramp and

waited as the door did open.

He stepped out into abright, sunny day and smelled the scent of hundreds

of growing flowers drifting toward him. He took a deep breath.

And then dmost choked onit.

A giant insect, taler than Zak, came scuttling up the ramp. Its daws

reached out to grab him.



CHAPTER 2

"Look out!" heydled, sumbling back insgde the ship and running into

Hoole and Tash. "Theresagiant bug out there! Close the door!"

It was too late. The creature had reached the doorway. It rubbed its two
forelegs together, then jabbed one of the sharp, bladelike arms forward. Zak

shrank back. "Uncle Hoole, help!”

Instead, Hoole reached out his own hand and touched the tip of the giant

insect'sleg.

"Wecometo Skrrr," theinsect said in a soft, careful voice "l an

cdled VVroon."

Hoole bowed his head dightly. "I am Hoole. Thisismy niece, Tash. And

thisone," he added with adisgpproving frown, "iscaled Zak."

"Welcome," the insect repested.

The insect-Zak soon learned that they were cdled Skrrr, just like their
planet was shorter than Hoole and alittle taler than Zak and Tash. The
Skrrr walked-scuttled-on two legs, but its movements were very quick. Instead

of hands, Vroon's arms ended in two bladelike tips that seemed to bend, so



that he could pick up objects. His entire body was covered by a hard shell.
Zak tried hard to think of theword for it. He was sure he had heard it during
abiology lesson. Exoskeleton. That wasit. A skeleton on the outside of the
body. The Skrrr's entire body was hard and green except hisbelly, which was

asoft, paleydlow.

Vroon's head was shaped like atriangle. Two enormous black eyes stared
out fromit. Vroon's mouth opened sideways, instead of up and down like a
human's. Because of that, Zak couldn't tell if the Skrrr was amused or angry.

Hisinsectlike face wasimpossible to read.

Tash laughed. "Zak, | guessthat'll teach you to missalesson.”

"Right," wasal he could say. "Sorry."

"No offense was taken," said the Skrrr in his soft voice. Something
fluttered on his back, and for thefirst time, Zak noticed that the Skrrr had
wings. They were smdll, pae, and transparent. It was obvious they would not
dlow Vroonto fly. But when hefluttered them together, the wings made a
sound that was even softer than hisvoice. Zak heard a gentle skrrr fill the

ar for just amoment.

Then Vroon said, "However, you will have to move your ship.”

Hoole raised an eyebrow. "We received permisson from the planetary

landing control-"



"The planetary landing control,” Vroon said, hiswingsfluttering again,
"controls planetary landing. It has no authority over the Sikadian Gardens. |
do. | am the caretaker here, and I'm afraid that your ship istoo close. The
garden isamost delicate habitat, and the ship's noise and machinery might

upset that balance. Please moveit.”

Hoole agreed. Zak could tdll that hisuncle didn't want to anger the
garden's caretaker. Hoole entered the cockpit and tried to activate the

Shroud's repulsor lift engines.

Nothing happened.

Zak felt his stomach drop out.

"Strange," they heard Hoole mutter from the controls. Again they heard

him throw the switch to activate the ship's engines, and again, nothing

happened.

Hoole stepped out of the cockpit. "These engines were working & top

performance only afew moments ago. | can't imagine what the problem might be.

Zak swalowed. Now he had to say something. "Urn... | think | know what

the problem might be."



"Yes, Zak?' Hoole asked.

"l think it might be me," he admitted. "I was-| was doing some work on

the engineswhilewewerein flight.”

"l see" That wasdl Hoole said, but the Shi‘ido had a habit of making a
few words mean alot. Zak almost wished he would shout, or a least get
frustrated. Hool€'s cam but disappointed face made Zak fed worse then any

scolding.

Quickly, Zak told about the flying sparks and the loud popping sound.
Hool€e'slook of concern deepened with every word. "Anyway," Zak sad, “the
engineswere working fine afterward, so | figured nothing waswrong. | thought
| could just fix it when we landed, and | wouldn't have to bother you with the

problem.”

Hoole shook hishead. "That was amistake. The ship's computer probably
compensated for the problem during flight. But once we shut the ship down, the

computers shut off."

Zak |ed the others to the engine room and showed Hoole what he had done.

After amoment's study, Hoole shook hishead. "I'm afraid thiswill take some

timeto correct.”

Vroon'swings fluttered apprenensively. "Are you saying you cannot move



your ship? That is unacceptable.”

"] gpologize," Hoolereplied. "1 would movethe ship if | could, but that

isimpossibleuntil itisrepared.”

Again, the usdesswings flapped quickly, which obvioudy meant VVroon was
angry. "Clumsy offworlders,”" he muttered. "I expect you to do your best to

remove this machine as soon as possible”

With that, the Skrrr turned and stalked away.

"l had better follow and make sure he does not take away our visting
privileges dtogether," Hoole said. He hurried after their host, pausing only
long enough to cast awarning glance at Zak. "Please make sure thisisa

lesson you don't miss.”

"Wait!" Tash cdled out as Hoole walked away. "What are we supposed to

do?'

"L ook through the garden,” their uncle suggested. "But be careful. Don't

touch anything!"

Sincethe ship's power was out, none of the computers, games, or

equipment worked. There was nothing to do but follow Hool€e's suggestion.



Zak and Tash left the ship and walked toward the green wal thet
surrounded the garden. Asthey got nearer, they could see that the wall was
actudly atdl, thick hedge. Set into the hedge was an arched opening. The
hedge wall looked very old, and Zak and Tash sensed that the Skrrr had been

tending this garden for hundreds, maybe even thousands of years.

Passing under the arch, they entered the Sikadian Garden. Tash gasped.
Even Zak, who was more interested in mechanical things than plants, whispered,

"Prime”

The Sikadian Garden was the most beautiful place either of them had ever
seen. A rock-lined path stretched out before them, winding through a grassy
field and into adistant grove of trees. In various aress, thick patches of
flowers of different shapes and sizes sprang up. Some were wide and flat like
tabletops, othersrose long and narrow, like the blade of a vibropike. They

could hear thetrickle of awaterfdl in the distance.

The garden seemed completely natura. Tash and Zak walked for nearly a
kilometer before they spotted anything artificidly made. It wasasmal stone
statue, sitting on the ground next to asmall pond. It was covered with maoss,
and so crudely shaped that Zak thought it was just arock. But on closer
ingpection, he saw that it was a carved stone statue of a bug. It looked

somewheat like the Skrrr, but it walked on six legsinstead of two.

"It looks old," Tash noted admiringly. "It's pretty good, too.



"Yeah," Zak sad. "Someoneredly liked bugs, | guess. | wonder how
they'd fed if they knew their art had ended up asamound of moss." He turned

and looked across the garden. "Now what?"

"Let's check out the flowers," Tash suggested.

"I'd rather look at rocks," her brother groaned. "Actudly, | want to

find that waterfdl. I'l meet you back here."

The sound of trickling water seemed to come from beyond agrove of huge
trees. Zak jogged down the path until he reached the shade of the trees. They
had trunks as wide as a bantha's body. The leaves grew so thick and the

branchesrose up so high that benesth the tree it was as dark as nighttime.

But what caught Zak's eye was a strange mushroom thet seemed to grow
among theroots of the tree. The mushroom was gray, with a cap bigger than
Zak's head. Dark spots covered the gray mushroom and Zak redized what had

atracted his attention.

One of the spots was moving.

Creeping closer, Zak saw that the spot was abig beetle, about aslong as
hisfinger. Two large, pale wingswere folded over its back. Sx double-
jointed legswiggled beneath itsbody as the insect scrambled across the

mushroom cap. Two sharp pincers snapped open and shut asit crawled, asthough



it planned to eat the air. Three short, sharp antennae-amost like horns-
jutted from its head. Now and then, the bug stopped to take a bite out of the

mushroom with its sngpping jaws.

Fascinated by the creature, Zak cautioudy reached out to touch it. To

his surprise, the bug crawled right onto his hand and continued walking.

"Hey, youreanicelittle felow, aren't you?' Zak said.

As he spoke, something big dropped from the trees above his head. With an

ear-piercing shriek, the dark shape dammed into Zak's face.

CHAPTER 3

Zak didn't know what was worse, the shrieks coming from the creature's
mouth, or thefed of itsthick, leathery wings dapping againgt hisface. He
felt something sharp scratch his cheek and he threw his hands up to protect

himsdif.

Theflying creature swerved away, flapping furioudy to gain some height.
For an instant Zak got agood look at the creature. Its body was about one
meter long, and it had even longer black wings. Its neck ended in atiny head.

A thintail snaked through theair behind it.

The thing flapped up into the darkness of the tree. But amoment later it

plunged down again.



Zak threw himsdf to the ground as the beast swooped over him again. He

grunted asthe diving creature struck his back, then flapped away again.

"Help!" Zak yelled, but he could barely hear himsdlf over the creature's

weird shrieking noises.

Panicking, Zak felt around for something he could useasa shidd or a
wegpon. Hisfingers wrapped around something dry and hard. A stick. A second
later Zak nearly dropped the stick as he felt something sticky crawling dong
the back of hishand. Hetried to shakeit off, but it held on tight. It was

the beetle.

The flying creature screeched and dove again. Desperately, Zak swung his
stick around, hoping it would scare the creature away. His eyes were closed,
but he felt the creature dam hard into his stick, sngpping it in two. The

shrieking stopped ingtantly. Then something fell to the ground with athud.

Zak opened his eyes. He looked up. The creature was not there. He got to
his knees and looked around, scanning the areauntil his eyes cameto rest on

adark lump quivering on the ground.

"| don't bdieveit," he muttered as hetried to catch his breath. "What

alucky shot!"



But he knew it wasn't luck. The creature had swooped right into him,

amost likeit wanted to attack the stick, or hishand.

Zak got to hisfeet and stood over the creature. At first he'd thought it
was some kind of bird, but now that it was still, he could see that it had no
feathers. Instead, its body was covered with alayer of soft biuish har
except for itstail, which was thick and smooth like adianogas tentacle. Its
head was long and narrow, and two rows of tiny, razor-sharp teeth stuck out
from its mouth. The creature's wings were outspread, and its chest rose and

fell rgpidly asit panted for bregth.

A second later, the panting stopped. Zak leaned closer-the creature

wasn't breathing. It was dead.

"Oh, no," Zak groaned. Thefirg thought that passed through his mind
was, Uncle Hooleisredlly going to be mad, a me! Hoole had warned them not

to touch anything in the garden.

But his second thought was for the motionless cresture. He hadn't meant
tokill it. Hewas only trying to scare it away. But he wasn't going to waste

time mourning. The creature had attacked him, after all.

Zak felt something tickle hisfingers, and he glanced down intimeto see
the beetle hop off his hand and dart into the tall grass beneath the trees. "'|
don't blame you," Zak said, imagining Uncle Hool€'s stern expression. "Maybe

should look for aplaceto hide, too."



Something gtirred in the branches. Zak looked nervoudy up into the
trees, wondering if there were more flying shriekers. Deciding that he didn't
want to stick around and find out, Zak turned and hurried back the way he hed

come.

Hefound Tash just where held | eft her, admiring a patch of multicolored
flowers. But Tash had been joined by a Skrrr. From the distance, Zak thought
it was Vroon, but as he drew nearer he saw that this Skrrr was a few
centimeterstaller than the caretaker, and his hard shell was a darker shade
of green. Still, this Skrrr'sface looked exactly like VVroon's, and Zak

wondered if al the Skrrr looked dike.

"Zak," Tash sad, "thisis Sh'shak.”

"Greetings," said the Skrrr in an elegant voice, accompanied by the soft
skrrrr sound as his amdl wings fluttered. "I am pleased to make your

acquaintance.”

"Helo," Zak answered as naturdly as he could manage. He found it
dightly uncomfortable talking to the Skrrr. Their hard-shelled faces were

impossibleto read. Zak could see his reflection in Sh'shak's large black

eyes.

"Sh'shak isaceebrity here on Skrrr," Tash said. "He's afamous poet.”



"Redlly? That'sprime,” Zak said without meaning it. He hated poetry.

Tash, however, loved reading, o it didn't surprise Zak when she asked

the Skrrr, "Could you recite one of your poems?"

Sh'shak's dark eyes stared blankly at her. "I'm afrad you would not

understand,” hereplied. "The poemsare dl in wingsong."

"Wingsong? What's that?" Zak asked.

In answer, Sh'shak fluttered hiswings. As he listened, Zak heard the
soft skrrrrrrrr sound changeitstone and pacing. By moving his wings at
differing speeds, now rubbing them together, now fluttering them apart,
Sh'shak created a series of intricate tones and humming noises. Even Zak had

to admit that it was beautiful.

"That iswingsong,” Sh'shak explained. "It isthetraditiona language of
my people, alanguage we use to speak to each other. Of course, offworlders
don't understand it and can't imitate the sounds, so we of Skrrr have learned
the Basic language of the gdaxy. But we till use wingsong, especidly in

writing poetry.”

"Areyou visiting the garden to look for new poem ideas?' Zak asked.

"Inasense," the Skrrr replied. "I come here to cdm my mind and



achieve baance. The garden isgood for that. Baance is very important here."

Zak didn't undergtand. "Why?"'

Shi'shak waved his sticklike forearm across the beautiful scene, takingin

groves of trees, watery ponds, half a dozen patches of well-groomed flowers,

and adoping field of grass.

"This garden disolays a ddicate baance of nature,” the Skrrr

explained. "No modern technology isused here."

Boring, thought Zak. I'd rather study power plants than living plants.

Sh'shak continued. "No chemicalsto make the flowers grow better, no

insecticides are used to kill weeds or pests. Everything isdone naturally.”

"Wow," Tash said. "'l remember our morn and dad once tried to grow a

garden in our backyard at home. We had more weeds than vegetables!™

"And the bugs were theworst," Zak recalled. "They were everywherel™

Sh'shak nodded. "Here in the Sikadian Garden, we encourage some insects

tothrive. A certain type of beetle called adrog pollinates the flowers-"

"Pollinate?' Zak asked.



"Yes, they travel from plant to plant, spreading the pollen of oneto the
another. This helpsthe plants grow. But the insects themsaves reproduce very
quickly. They would soon overrun the entire garden, if they weren't kept under

control."

"But you don't use pesticides?’ Tash asked.

"Wedon't," Sh'shak replied. "The drog beetles have a naturd enemy-the

shreevs. Shreevs hunt the beetles, keeping the population under control. And

thisiswhere the true beauty of the garden takes place. The baance between

the shreevs and the drogs is extremely ddlicate. In fact, legend has it that

if even one shreev iskilled beforeits naturd time, the garden's baance

will be destroyed.”

"Redly?' Tash asked, impressed. "Isthat true?'

Shishak tilted histriangular head. "It isan old story, but who knows?”

"What do these shreevs ook like?' Zak asked.

"Why, they look just likethat," Sh'shek replied.

He pointed to anearby tree. Clinging to ahigh branch sat asmal, dark

creature.



Just like the one Zak had killed.

CHAPTER 4

Zak's mouth went dry. He felt something heavy settle into the pit of his

stomach.

"Th-That'sashreev?' Zak ssammered. "And they're not supposed to be

killed?'

"Not for any reason,” Sh'shak replied.

"But what if one attacked us or something?' Zak asked. The feding of

dread in his somach was growing. "Would it be al right then?"

Sh'shak considered. "It seems unlikdy. Shreevs would never attack
anything aslarge asa Skrrr or ahuman. They only hunt drogs. Besides, a
shreev couldn't do any real damage to creatures our size. It would be wisest

just to find cover or run away. The shreevs are protected by law."

Tash asked another question, but Zak didn't hear her. He was too busy

listening to his pounding heart.

He had killed ashreev.



He'd broken the law.

But no one knew abott it.

The thought crept into hisbrain like awhispered secret. No one knew.
Besides, it was an accident. He had only meant to scare the shreev away, but

the cresture had flown right a him. It wasn't hisfaullt.

"Zak, issomething wrong?' Tash asked him, looking at him strangely.

Zak shrugged. "Wll, yeah. A littlewnhile ago, | was-"

"Zak, Tash, thereyou are," Uncle Hoole said. He was hurrying down the
path with Vroon at his side. Despite the difference in their heights, the

Skrrr moved quickly on its sharply-jointed legs. The caretaker had no trouble

keeping pace with Hooles gliding steps.

" have excdllent news," Hoole said. "Vroon has seen fit to dlow the

ship to remain whereit isuntil it isfixed and we are ready to depart.”

"Aslong asit isn't activated,” Vroon said. "I don't want your energy

fieldsharming my garden.”

"Certainly not," Hoole agreed dryly. He looked at Sh'shak. "1 see you two

have made an acquai ntance of your own.



Tash introduced them. "Thisis Sh'shak. Sh'shak, thisis our uncle Hoole.

"Uncle?" the Surr looked a Tash questioningly. ™Y ou are human, are you

not? And you, Sr, are-"

"A Shi'ido," Hoole confirmed.

"Uncle Hoole adopted us,”" Zak explained. "Our parents died about eight

months ago-"

"Nine monthsnow," Tash put in.

"-nine months," Zak agreed. Sadly, he redized how quickly the time had
passed since it had happened. "They were on Alderaan when the Empire destroyed

the planet.”

Sh'shak paused amoment, then bowed his head. Hiswings fluttered a low,
sad note. But in Basic, hisvoice was hard. "These are sad times,” the Skrrr

sad.

Zak thought he heard anger in Sh'shak's voice and looked a Tash. The
Arrandas knew that they weren't the only people in the galaxy who'd been hurt

by the Empire. Zak wondered if Sh'shak might be a Rebe sympathizer.



"Areyou the Sh'shak?' Hoole asked. "I have heard your name mentioned

severd timessince | began studying your planet. Y ou are quite famous here.”

Sh'shak ran hisarm across the top of hishard shell head. "I am known

among my people,” he said modestly.

"Poetry must beredly popular here," Zak said, raisang his eyebrows.

Vroon spoke up. "Oh, it's not his poetry that's made him so famous here.

Hehasafar more... aggressive talent.”

Sh'shak's forearms twitched. "As| said, | have the honor of being known
among my people. But perhapsthere are more interesting thingsto talk about

than ahumble Skrrr such as me. Have you seen the garden yet, Hoole?”

Zak could tell Sh'shak wanted to change the subject, but now he was

interested in what Vroon had said. What did he mean by an "aggressive tdent”?

But he had no timeto ask as Vroon eagerly led them back down the garden

path and toward asmall cottage.

The cottage was very old-fashioned. Therewasn't abit of durasted or
plastic anywhere on the outside-just moss-covered stones and a danted wood
roof. Vroon explained why. "All natural materids are used to ensure that no

technology interferes with the true course of nature.”



Eventheingdeof the cottage was old-fashioned. The doors didn't
automaticaly dide open and shut-they had to be opened and shut by hand.
Wooden tables lined the walls, and on these tableslay trays of seeds, and

potsfilled with small, growing flowers.

"Therésno glass or transparasted on the windows" Zak noticed.

"Everything iswide open.”

"Of course, of course," Vroon hummed. "The shreevswould not be able to
seetheglass.” Vroon made aquick, high-pitched fluttering sound with his
wings that sounded amost like achuckle. "The supid creatures would fly

right into them. And of course we can't have that.”

The visitors continued touring the cottage, as Vroon showed them his
various projects. One particular plant had caught Tash's attention. Next to it
sat the only redl piece of scientific equipment in the workshop. Severd wires
had been attached to the broad green leaves of the plant. Thewiresled to a

small recording device with adigitd display screen.

As she examined it, and Hoole and Sh'shak entered into a discussion of
their own, Zak decided to get some information from Vroon. "Is that legend
true?' Zak asked as matter-of-factly aspossble. "If one shreev iskilled

beforeitstime, the whole balance of naturein the garden is thrown off?"

"Very true," Vroon said. A gleam appeared in his eye as he turned to



sudy the young human. "The Sikadian Gardens are extremdy delicate. The

dightest change could mean complete and utter disaster.”

Zak swallowed. "I can't believe this placeisthat... urn” - he searched

for aword-"breakable."

Vroon'swings fluttered irritably. " Oh, you can't, can you? Let me show

you something."

Vroon led Zak to atable across the room. On the table, something lay
covered by alarge square of cloth. VVroon pulled back the cloth to reved a
glass container filled with the same large beetles-drog beetles-Zak had seen
earlier. There were many of them, crawling and swarming over one another in
the container. Their legsworked frantically asthey tried to crawl up the
sdes of the glass. Every oncein awhile, one of the drogswould flutter its

wings and leap up, only to dam againgt the top of the container.

Vroon |leaned closeto the container. "Aren't they beautiful 7"

"Urn, yeah, | guess," Zak agreed politely. Beautiful was not the word he

would have chosen.

"How many do you count?' Vroon asked.

Zak paused. "Twelve. No, thirteen.”



Vroon nodded. "Y esterday, there were two. Drog beetles reproduce very
quickly. Fortunately, the average shreev eatsthirty beetlesaday. Then they
generaly deep for therest of the day, which isaso fortunate. If they ae
more than thirty, they might wipe out the drog beetles. As it is, they est

just enough to control the population.”

"Shreevs eat the drog beetles," Zak asked, "but what do the beetles eat?"

"Everything," VVroon replied. "They move from plant to plant, eating the
nectar off the leaves and hdping to spread pollen. But they're dso
scavengers. They'll eat fungus, and even dead animalsif they get the chance.
That's partly why they reproduce so quickly, because they can survive on
anything. Imagine what would happen if every two drog beetles produced twelve

new insects every day. We'd be overrun!™

Zak felt hisheart ank. I'd better tell them, he decided. Maybe there's

something VVroon can

"Excuseme," Tash cdled out. "What'sthis?' Shewas sanding over the

wired plant.

Vroon went over to her. "That is a faled experiment. | was doing
research into plant communication. | was hoping to find a way to talk with

some of theflorawe have here"



"Taking to plants?’ Zak said dishdlievingly.

Vroon'slarge eyesregarded him. "Of course. The plants don't actudly
gpeak, of course. But it'saknown fact that plants react to different types
of music. Some scientists even believe that plants can sense the difference
between an angry, violent person and acam, gentle person. Thisinstrument” -

he pointed at the digital readout - "measures the plant's chemical reactions.

"So you can, in away, tell what it'sthinking, or how it's feding?'

Tash asked.

"Exactly,” Vroon replied. "But the experiment has proved imprecise. It's

too difficult to measure the findings."

Tash turned to look for Hoole, who was dill talking quietly with

Sh'shak. "Hey, Uncle Hoole, you should see thid™

Meanwhile, Zak studied the smdl instrument attached to thewires, "Wdll,

| think part of the problem isthat thiswireisn't attached. Here, try this."

He clipped the wire back into the instrument just as Hoole and Sh'shak
reached the worktable. Instantly, the digita display came dive. A bright
line shot acrossthe smdll screen, bouncing up and down in frantic, jagged

movements.

Tash looked at the plant. It was as till as any potted plant, but the



sensor readout made it look like ajumble of nerves. "This plant is upset,”

she observed.

"Perhapsit isn't used to so many vistors," said VVroon. "l lead arather
reclusve and busy life. Which reminds me, | have much work to do. If youll

excuseme..."

It was clear that Vroon had had enough of them for one day. Unde Hoole
promised the caretaker that his research on Skrrr was for a good cause-he
wanted to make sure the rest of the gdaxy knew about the Skrrr culture
before the Empiretried to destroy it. He a so promised that his work would

only last aday or two, and then they would be gone.

Therest of their afternoon was uneventful. Sh'shak agreed to see them
again soon, and excused himsdlf. Zak and Tash followed Hoole back to the
Shroud, wherethey ate acold dinner ("Thanksto Zak," Tash grumbled), and

went to deep.

For Zak, the evening and the night could not pass quickly enough. Because

Vroon's comments had given him anidea.

The next morning he woke early and pulled on hisflight suit. As quigtly

as he could, he dipped out of the Shroud and headed for the garden.

Thick morning mist had settled over the beautiful grounds, dampening dl



the bright colors of the day before. Zak didn't care. He hadn't come to look

a flowers.

Following the same path he'd chosen before, he entered the grove of trees
and gtarted to look around. At first he couldn't see anything but moring
mi<, the trunks of trees, mushrooms, and flowers. But dowly, his eyes

adjusted, and he detected movements on leaves and petals.

Drog beetles.

Once he got used to looking for them, it became easer to spot the
insects crawling from place to place. Zak picked a flowering bush that was
nearly covered in the bugs. He flicked severd of the insects off their

perches and onto the ground.

Then he crushed them underfoot.

"Sorry," Zak said. He supposed it didn't make any difference to the drog
beetles whether the shreev ate them or he somped on them. All that mattered

was that nature was kept in balance.

Zak kept on stcomping until he'd crushed exactly thirty-the number of drog

beetles the shreaev would have eaten if Zak hadn't killed it.

When he was done, he headed back toward the Shroud. For one day at least,

Zak had been able keep histroubles at bay. He figured he could do the same



tomorrow, and the next day, aslong asthey stayed on the planet. After that,

he didn't know what he'd do.

"I'll think of something,” he muttered to himsdlf. I hope."

The morning mist was dready lifting and the sun had started to warm the
ground. To hissurprise, Zak found Tash and Hoole dready up and Stting on
the grass outside the ship. Bowls and containerswere laid out in front of

them.

"Thereyou arel" Tash cdled. "Since the ship's power isn't working, and

it's such anice day, we thought we'd have apicnic of |eftovers.”

Zak plopped himsdf down beside his sister and picked up abowl. It was
full of leftover Circarpian snake eggs. They were cold, but scrambled just the

way he liked them, and Zak dug in.

Hefdt better. Aslong as he did the work the shreev would have done, no

one would know he'd broken any local laws. He scooped up another spoonful of

eggs, teling himsdlf that everything was going to work out just fine.

Ashe put the eggsin hismouth, he felt something wriggle againg his

lips.

Lowering his spoon, he looked into itsbowl. A drog beetle was digging



itsway out of hisbreakfast.

CHAPTER 5

Zak grabbed a napkin and wiped the egg off hisface.

"Yuck!" Tash sad, scrambling out of the beetl€'s way. The insect

scurried into the grass and vanished. "How'd that get into our food?"

"We are on the edge of the garden, remember,” Hoole said calmly. "We are
bound to encounter some of the more uncomfortable aspects of naure. It is

nothing to worry about.”

Zak shuddered. He could il fed the drog beetl€'s legs scratching

agang hislips. "Easy for you to say. Y ou didn't dmost eat onel™

Suddenly, Tash looked up. "Uh-oh, it looks like that's not the only pest

inthe garden.”

A high-pitched whine grew louder as she spoke. In the distance, an

Imperia shuttle glided toward them. It passed directly over their heads, then

over the garden wall, and sttled to alanding inside the garden.

"Vroon's not going to likethat," said Zak.

"Neither do |, if the Empires after us," Tash replied.



"Remain cam, Tash,” Uncle Hoole advised. "If the Empire knew we were
here and wanted to arrest us, they would have sent an armored gunboat and

stormtroopers, not a shuttle. This could merely be a coincidence.”

"But what if it'snot?' she asked.

Hoole gave adight shrug. "We would not have a chance to escape anyway,

since our shipisnot functiond."

Zak fdt atwingein hischedt. It was hisfault the ship was grounded.
And it was hisfault the shreev had died. He dmost wished he were a drog

beetle, 30 he could crawl underneath the nearest rock and hide.

That feding only grew stronger as three men appeared. They walked out of
the garden through the arch, and marched directly toward the Shroud. Zak,
Tash, and Hoole tensed. Even from adistance, Zak could seethat al three men
wore the uniforms of Imperid officers. Beside him, Uncle Hoole gave a dight
shiver. A weird ripple drifted across his skin, and Zak knew that his unde
was preparing to use the Shi'ido power that had saved them so many times

before-the power to shapechange into any creature in the galaxy.

Thelmperidsreached them moments later. Two of the officers were
typical sharp-eyed, hard-nosed human Imperias. But the third, who seemed to

be the leader, was very unusud. He looked human, except that his skin was



pale blue, and his eyes were as red as blood.

"You there" the blue-skinned Imperid said. His speech reminded Zak of
Hool€e's-short, precise sentences spoken in ahard voice. But unlike Hoole,
this Imperid'svoicewas cold. "I an Cgptain Thravn, commander of the
Imperial Star Destroyer Vengeance. | am looking for the caretaker of this

garden. Whereishe?'

Zak and Tash both sighed with rdief, and even Unde Hoole reaxed

dightly. So this Captain Thrawn wasn't coming for them after .

"The caretaker'snameis Vroon," Uncle Hoole replied. "His workshop is

half akilometer to the west, longside the garden wall."

Thrawn nodded. "Excdlent. | must spesk with him immediately.”

"Why? So you can tell him he's out of ajob?' Tash said. Zak was
surprised at the forcefulnessin her voice. He knew how much she didiked the
Empire, but he couldn't believe she would be so outspoken before the captain

of an Imperiad Star Destroyer.

But she wasn't done. "Are you going to let VVroon know that the Empire is

on itsway to take over Skrrr?'

Thetwo junior officers growled irritebly. "Wolver, Tier, & ease”

Thrawn ordered. The Imperia captain merely gazed at Tash with hisbright red



eyes. "If the Empire ever decided to take over Skrrr, no such warning would
be given," he sated. "Wewould smply takeit. But | assureyou | am as much
avigtor to the Sikkadian Gardens as, | assume, you are. | have cometo sudy

Skrrr art-especialy the garden.”

"How curious, Captain,” said Hoole. "1 am an anthropologigt, and | am
here for much the samereason. | think you will find the garden a most

informative means of studying the Skrrr culture.”

A smdll, evil amile crept across Thrawn'slips. “That iswhat | hope.”

Tash folded her arms across her chest and scowled. "'l never redized

Imperid captainswere art lovers."

Thrawn looked mildy amused by Tadh's defiant tone. "I find the
information useful,” he said. "Themoreingght | have into a culture, the

more easily | can... ded withit.

Theway Thrawn said the word deal made Zak's blood run cold.

Thrawn spun around and marched off without another word, his junior

officersfollowing. As soon asthey were out of earshot, Tash asked, "Unde

Hoole, do you think he'stelling the truth?!

Hoole shook hishead. "'l do not know, but | am sure he has not come to



arrest us. He probably does not redlize we are fugitives from the Empire.”

"Thank the starsfor that,” Zak put in. "Thelast thing | want to see is

theinsde of an Imperia detention center.”

"Indeed,” Hoolereplied. "But till, | am uneasy. Captain Thrawn is here
for some reason, and | am sure it means trouble for anyone who gets in his

way. We must be cautious.”

Hoole insisted that they spend the day near the ship. Zak was happy to
oblige-it gave hm a chance to help repair the Shroud. But Tash was
disappointed. She had wanted to visit Sh'shak in the garden. Instead she was
forced to watch Zak and Hoole tinker with the starship's engines for most of
the day. By thetime they quit that evening, she was bored out of her mind and

restless.

Hoole wasingde the Shroud, using the small emergency generator to cook
their evening medl. The sun had half set, spreading adark orange glow across
the horizon. Tash and Zak lay on their backs on the ship's entry ramp, looking
up at the darkening sky. Above them, dark shapes swooped and whirled in
circdes, sending high-pitched callsinto the cooling air. The shreevs had come

out to hunt.

"It'sjust not fair,” Tash was saying. "Uncle Hoole should have let me go
see Sh'shak. How many chances am | going to get to spend awhole day with a

redl poet and philosopher?!



"One chanceisonetoo many, if you ask me," Zak replied sarcadticaly.

But his mind was elsewhere. The shreevs circling above his head reminded him

that he till hadn't told anyone about his accident.

"Tash, I've got to tell you something-"

"Zak," Tashinterrupted. "1 want to ask you afavor.”

He paused. "Sure. Nameit."

She pushed astrand of blond hair behind her ear. "' want to go check out

the Imperid shuttle tomorrow morning. Will you come with me?”

"What's there to see?' he asked.

"l don't know," hissister admitted. "I just think that Thrawnis up to

something. It'sjust afeding.”

Zak knew dl about Tash'sfedings. She wasin touch with the Force, the

mysterious power that gave the ancient Jedi Knightstheir abilities. Over the

last few months, Zak had learned to listen to Tash and her fedings.

"Okay," hesad.



"Grest. I'll wake you early,” shesaid. "Oh, did you want to tdl me

something?'

"Y our med isprepared,” Hool€'s voice caled from inside the ship.

Zak sighed. "It canwait.”

That evening passed more quickly than the one before. Zak had convinced
himsdlf that aslong as he kept killing beetles, he could prevent the garden
from being damaged. That comforted him enough to help him deep well, until he
felt something tickling hisear well before sunrise. He tried to brush it
away, but it kept tickling him. Finally, he opened his eyes to find Tash

Stting beside his bed.

"Get up,” shesad.

Zak blinked. His eyeswere too full of deep to read his chrono. "Youve

got to be kidding," he groaned.

"You promised,” Tash said.

Grunting, Zak dragged himsdif out of bed and into his clothes. He was

gtill rubbing deep out of his eyes as he followed Tash out of the Shroud and

through the garden arch. The sky was turning from black to gray.

Thelmperia shuttle was not far away. They could see its bulk through



the morning mist, crouched like agiant predator waiting to strike.

Zak yawned. "Gredt, it'san Imperia shuttle. Can | go back to bed now?”

"No," Tashreplied in alowered voice. "l have a feding something's

going to happen.”

"Sure" Zak said. "'If we stand here long enough, we can watch the shuttle

rust. Tash, even secret Imperia plots don't get going until after breskfagt-"

He didn't finish his sentence. With aquiet whirrr, asmall hatch opened

benesath the shuttle. Zak felt Tash pull him down to the ground just as a

shadowy figure dipped out of the shuttle, paused to make sure no one had seen

him, then dashed off into the garden.

Eveninthe misty dawn light, Tash and Zak had both seen the blaster in

his hand.

"] told you!" Tash whispered. "They're up to something!"

"Maybe," Zak whispered back. "But Imperids dways carry blasters.”

"Y eah, but they only draw them when they're going to shoot someone!” Tash

Started after the shadowy figure.



Asloud ashedared, Zak called after her, "Evenif there is something

going on, what are we going to do about it?"

Tash didn't answer until Zak had caught up with her. "I don't know," she
said, "but Uncle Hoole said he was determined not to let the Empire destroy
any more civilizations. Considering what happened to Alderaan, we should do
our part, too. Maybeif wefollow thisImperid, well find out what's going

on, and we can tell Uncle Hoole. Hell know what to do."

The plan seemed harmless enough to Zak. After spending al day yesterday
stuck near the Shroud, he was ready to be talked into awalk in the Sikadian
Garden. And if they were caught, they could claim they had been doing just

that-going for an early morning walk.

It was easy to move quietly on the damp grass, so they ran at nearly full
speed in the direction the shadowy figure had gone. They caught sight of him

once or twice-just aglimpse, but it was enough to keep on histrail.

But the figure didn't seem to have any set route. He was moving quickly,
but amlesdy, dashing in and out of trees, zigzagging among rows of flowers,

and circling around alarge pond.

Tash and Zak followed histral until it ended in some bushes. They
crawled through the thick, prickly plants, and when they came out the other

Sde, the shadowy figure was gone.



"Wdll," Zak panted, "'so much for that plan.”

"Oh, laserburn!™ Tash said, kicking at the wet ground. "1 hope we didn't

miss our chanceto spy on those Imperias.”

A moment later afaint hum drifted toward them, like the soft buzz of a
power generator. Following the sound, the two Arrandas found themsdves
climbingasmal hill coveredin tiny glowing flowers. The hum came from the

top of therise. Slently, they crept upward.

Now they heard soft grunts and quick footsteps. The hum sounded like the

vrrooom of adashing vibroblade. Was there afight going on above them?

Zak and Tash crawled on their hands and knees, Saying low as they

reached the crest of the hill. They gasped when they saw who wasthere.

CHAPTER 6

"Sh'shak!" Tash gasped in spite of hersdlf.

Shi'shak froze ingtantly. He was aone, holding a wicked-looking staff
with ablade at one end. He held the weapon over his head, poised to strike a
small treethat was growing at the top of the hill. The sgling aready had
dozens of marks where Sh'shak's weapon had cut the bark. None of the dashes

were deegp enough to hurt the tree, but all of them were long and precise.



Zak and Tash found it hard to believe thiswas the same peaceful Skrrr
they had met only yesterday. He looked violent and warlike. There was afierce

firein hisblack eyes.

But Shishek's warlike manner vanished the ingant he saw them. In a
smooth, practiced motion he lowered hisweapon and stuck the bladed end into
the ground. His arms dropped camly to hissidesand his face took on the
serene look they had seen when they first met him. In one second he had

changed from awarrior back into agentle poet.

Sh'shak took afew steps away from thetree. "Tash, Zak," he said gently.

Hiswingsfluttered on hisback. "Thisisapleasant surprise.”

"It'sasurprise, anyway," Zak muttered.

"Sh'shak, what are you doing?" Tash asked, pointing & the wegpon

gticking out of the ground.

"Ah, this" hesad. "Jugt practicing.”

"Practicel” Zak scoffed. " Since when do poets practice with vibropikes?”

Sh'shak'swingsfluttered again. "I have many interests. Now, if youll

excuse me, | have work to do elsewhere.” Quickly, the Skrrr pulled his weapon

out of the ground and hurried off. He was gone in a momen.



"Well, Tash, isthiswhat you expected to find?' Zak said. "It lookslike

your friend the poet doubles as atrained killer!"

Tash shook her head. "Remember the other day when Vroon said Sh'shak had

amore aggressve taent? Maybe thisiswhat he meant.”

"Maybe" Zak replied, recdling the scene in the caretaker's hut
yesterday. "And maybe that plant the other day went crazy because of Sh'shak.
Weve both met our share of weirdosin the past few months, and I'm garting

to think your friend may belong onthelis.”

"Because he practices alittle salf defense?' Tash retorted.

"Sef defensa?" her brother replied, pointing to the tree trunk Shishak

had scarred. "Tdll that to the tree!”

By now the mist had cleared and the sun had risen high enough to light
the entire garden. Tash and Zak hurried back to the Shroud, hoping Hoole might

help them make some sense out of what they had seen.

But before they reached the ship, they met another figure sralling
through the garden. Captain Thrawn stood at the edge of one of the many flower
beds that dotted the landscape. In this bed, the flowers had been arranged in

color patterns. Most of the flowers had white petas, but some with blue



petals had been planted to form swirlsin the white fields. Thrawn stood with
his hands behind his back, studying the flowers as though they were the secret

of theuniverse,

"Interesting,” he muttered to himsdlf asthey passed by. "Most reveding.

"What do you know?" Zak whispered to Tash. "He redly is a nut for

flowers”

Thrawn overheard him. Without looking at Zak, the blue-skinned Imperid
replied, "Y ou are only achild, so | will forgive your insolent behavior. This
time." He paused. "What you fail to redizeisthat aculture reveds itsdf
through itsart. If you know how to read the art, you will find everything you

need to know about the people.

Tash frowned. "And that's information you can use againgt them.”

"When necessary,” Thrawn replied. He ill hadn't bothered to look a

them.

"1 knew the Empire was up to something here," Tash said.

Finaly Thrawn turned. Hisred eyes burned into Tash so fiercely that a

first she blushed, then her face went pale with fear. But when he spoke,

Thrawn'svoicewas cam. "l am waiting for amessage from one of my officers,



and | havelittletime, so | will bebrief. | encounter civilianslikeyou dl
thetime. Y ou bdieve the Empireis continudly plotting to do harm. Let me
tell you, your view of the Empire is far too dramétic. The Empireisa
government. It kegps billions of beings fed and clothed. Day after day, year
after year, on thousands of worlds, people live ther lives under Imperid

rule without seeing astormtrooper or hearing a TIE fighter scream overhead.”

Thrawn started to walk away, and motioned for Zak and Tash to follow him.
They didn't dare disobey. "l assureyou, | am part of no plot agang the
Skrrr. | find them amost interesting race. | came here to study them because
they are quite different from most humanoid species. | assume you know that

the Skrrr evolved from insects?"

Tash and Zak nodded. Given the Skrrr's appearance, it was easy enough to

guess.

"Based ontheart I've studied,” the Imperia continued, "and the way
they use this garden as an expression of their culture, I'd say the Skrrr
worship both beauty and violence. The garden iswell-ordered, but it isaso

natural and wild. It shows the two sides of the Skrrr persondity.

"But the mogt interesting thing about the Skrrr,” Thrawn continued,
talking more to himself than to the Arrandas, "isthat for many years a cuit
existed in Skrrr society that worshipped insects. This cult believed that

insects were the Skrrr's ancestors, and should be respected and revered. For



anumber of years, thisworship became the center of thar art. The Skrrr
were forbidden to harm the insects, and the insects were encouraged to expand

and grow."

Zak spoke up. "We found a statue of a bug the other day. It was old and

worn, but you could till tell what it was."

Thrawn nodded. "This garden was originaly the place where the insects

were worshipped.”

"But the Skrrr don't worship insects anymore,”" Tash observed.

"No," Thrawn agreed. "The cult was forbidden when the insects threatened
to overrun the entire planet. But rumor hasit that many Skrrr dill follow

theold beliefs”

He paused amoment. "Y ou seg, that isdl theinformation I'm looking for
here. | smply believe in knowing as much about aculture aspossible. And |
assureyou, that | have no intention of wasting my time with any fiendish

plots”

Tash started to respond, but the words caught in her throat and she

gagged. Beside her, Zak felt his somach legp into histhroat as he saw what

shewaslooking at.

Lying in the path before them was the body of an Imperia officer. They



could barely make out hisface, because almost every piece of exposed skin was

swarming with beetles.

CHAPTER 7

Zak and Tash rushed forward to help the officer. Thrawn remained behind,

studying the scene with cold efficiency.

Zak and Tash both fdll to their knees, trying to brush the swarming drog

beetles from the Imperia's body. Some of the beetleslanded in the grass and

waddled away to investigate other things, but most merely opened their wings

and fluttered back toward the body.

"Help ud" Zak called out to Thrawn.

"Don't bother," the Imperial captain replied. "He's dead.”

Thrawn was right. The body wasn't moving. The officer's skin was dready

pale and cold. Zak could see wriggling bulgesin his uniform where the beetles

had crawled under hisclothes.

Something bit Zak. "Ow!" heydled, legping back.

Tash looked up. "Zak, what's - Ow!" She jumped to her feet, too, sticking

her finger in her mouth. "One of those things bit me!™



"Metoo," Zak said. Helooked at his hand. There was atiny red mark. "I

guessthey don't want usinterfering with their med." He shuddered.

Behind them, Captain Thrawn pulled acomlink from hisbelt and spoke to
someone on the other end, probably on board the Star Destroyer orhiting
overhead. "Thisis Captain Thrawn. Order the entire Skadian Garden sedled.
All shipswithin one thousand kilometers are to be grounded immediately, then

searched. Someone has murdered Lieutenant Wolver."

Thrawn moved with lightning-fast efficiency. Tash and Zak watched as, for
the next hour, Imperid investigators shuttled down from Thrawvn's Star
Dedtroyer to examinethe area. A medical team examined the body whereit lay.
Imperia crewmen cut tree branches and uprooted bushes, using them as brushes

to drive the swarming beetles avay.

Asthey did, Vroon seemed to materidize out of nowhere. His wings hummed
angrily, and hesaid, "I must protest! Thisgarden isa protected area. You

can't just comein here, tearing up the plants. And the beetles! Y ou must not-

Thrawn waved him off. "l will do whatever | must. One of my men has been

murdered. The investigation is more important than your bugs.”

But Vroon continued to complain until Thrawn ordered his men to take the

caretaker away. At that, Vroon hurried off, complaining as he disappeared down



one of the garden's many paths.

Once the drog beetles were removed from the body, the medicd examiner

found severa large wounds.

"What caused the wounds?' Thrawn demanded.

"Difficult to say," the doctor replied. "I'm not sureif they were made
before the beetles did their work, or if theinsects crawled into the existing
holes and made them wider. But | would say that, if anything, the wounds were

made by avery large handweapon, perhaps avibropike.”

Zak and Tash looked at each other, remembering Sh'shak.

Thrawn spoke through hiscomlink. "Thrawn to Star Destroyer Vengeance.
Begin monitoring al planetary transmissions. It's possblethat there is an
anti-Imperia group operating on Skrrr They may have murdered Lieutenant

Wolver. Kegp meinformed.”

Tash and Zak dipped off while Thrawn was giving orders for the body's

removal, and returned to the Shroud.

They found Hoole waiting with afrown etched deeply into hisface. The

interior of the Shroud looked like it had been torn apart by Tusken Raiders,



"Zak, Tash, I'm relieved to see you here. Stormtroopers marched through

here and searched the Shroud. They would not say what they werelooking for."

"They were looking for amurderer!” Zak replied. "We were with Captain

Thrawn. We found one of his officers. The man was dead, and there were drog

beetlesdl over him." She shuddered.

Zak added, "And you won't believe it. Earlier, we saw-"

He stopped. Sh'shak had suddenly appeared.

"Oh," Zak ended lamdly.

"Yes, Zak?' Hoole prodded.

Zak swallowed. "Nothing. It's just that Captain Thrawn thinks there are

anti-Imperia agentson the planet.”

Shishak'swings hummed. "Mogt interesting. If thet is the case, the

Imperiadls may declare acurfew. | must finish some errands before they do s0."

He bowed to Hoole. "It was a pleasure speaking with you. Good day."

Zak waited until the Skrrr was out of sight. "He'sthe murderer!”

Hoole blinked. "Nonsense."



"But we saw him practicing with avibropike!" Zak indsted. "He looked

likeakilling machine."

" think Zak may beright, Uncle Hoole," Tash admitted. "Sh'shak told me

he was a poet, but after what | saw today..."

Hoole shook hishead. "Zak, Tash, thisiswhere an understanding of dien

cultures can help you. Y ou see, the Skrrr are-"

Hool€'s sentence was cut off by the sound of pounding on the ship's hull.
Hoole looked outside to find Thrawn's other lieutenant, Tiers, waiting. "You

areto comewith me," he said to Hoole.

"But | have not done anything,” Hoole replied.

"Captain Thrawn is questioning everyone,” Lieutenant Tiers declared. He

pointed at Zak and Tash. "They can remain behind."

Hoole was gone along time. Zak and Tash could do nothing but wait
impatiently, pacing the corridors of the Shroud, tapping their fingers against

the powerless computer monitors.

"Do you think Sh'shak did it?" Zak findly asked. "Do you think he's a

Rebd?"



"Maybe, to thefirst question,” hissister replied. "But | doubt it to
the second. Think about the Rebelswe've met in the past. Luke Skywaker and
Princess Lea, and even Wedge afew months ago. They werewilling to fight for

what they believed in, but none of them were cold-blooded killers."

"And nether, it seems, an |," said Unde Hoole, suddenly stepping

through the door.

"Uncle Hoolel" the Arrandas shouted together. "Youredl right!™

"Indeed," Hoolereplied, "dthough it was touch and go for awhile |
make rather a suspicious character these days, it seems. Previoudy, | could
use my credentials as an anthropologist to explain My travels. But now it
hardly seemswise to mention my true name, Snce we're dl wanted by the

Empire”

Hoole explained that hed managed to convince the Imperidsthat he and
the two Arrandas were on a cultural field trip. Since he could prove heldd been
a the Shroud working on the engines dl morning, the rest of his story

worked.

Tash tried to bresk in. "Uncle Hoole, there's something we should tell

you about Sh'shak..."

But Hoole was dready heading toward hiscabin. "I'm afraid it will have

to wait until morning, Tash. | am quite weary from the questions, and | mugt



congder how we can leave this planet safely, and soon.”

Ashe entered hisroom, he added, "There will be more questions in the
morning. Thrawn has sent most of his men back to his Star Destroyer, but heis
determined to find the murderer. We should dl get some rest to prepare

oursalves for more questioning tomorrow."

Zak went to his cabin, shoved a pile of clothes, datacards, and his
trusty skimboard off the bed, dipped into adeep suit, and findly fell ina
heap on the bunk. He'd gotten up early that morning, and he was tired. Ther
vigt to Skrrr wasturning into anightmare. Now, eveniif they'd fixed the

Shroud's engines, Thrawn could keep them grounded until he found the killer.

Killer! Zak's heart skipped abeat. In dl the excitement, he'd forgotten
about the shreev he killed. Held forgotten to kill thirty beetles!
Frantically, hetried to remember if the Imperids had killed any while they
examined the body. Were the beetles just driven off, or were they crushed?

And if some were crushed, how many?

Zak groaned. "You blew it again, Zak Arranda.”

But then he tried to cm down. Missing one day couldn't be that bad,

could it? After dl, he could dwaystry to get Sixty of the beetlestomorrow.

He nodded. That would do it. Hed smply catch up tomorrow. With thet



comforting thought, Zak drifted off to deep.

He woke up hourslater in the dark. Something wastickling his ear. He

yawned. "Tash, stop it. Go away."

Something tickled hisear again. "Tash, | don't care who you want to oy

on now, I'm staying in bed." He opened his eyes.

Tash wasn't there.

Tiny legs scampered across his cheek and scurried up into his hair.

Sapping at it, Zak sat up and snapped on his cabin lights.

His bed was covered with drog bestles.

CHAPTER 8

A beetle jJumped onto his hand and started to scramble up his deeve.

Another one landed right on the end of hisnose, itswings sill outstretched.

"Help!" Zak screamed. He threw off his bedcovers, sending a shower of
besetles scattering around hisroom. Zak could hear the hard Shdls of the
beetles clacking againgt the floor, and he felt their scratching claws pluck

at hisskin. He dapped at hisarms and chest beneath his shirt.

The door to Zak's room dlid open. Tash and Hoole stood in the doorway .



"Beetles" Zak shouted. "They're everywhere!" He saw abesetle scuttle across
the floor and stepped on it-forgetting he wasn't wearing shoes. There was a
crack! asits shell was crushed, and then Zak felt squishy stuff spread across

the bottom of hisfoot.

Tash didn't know whether to laugh or scream in horror. The wriggling bugs
reminded her of the horrible image of the murdered Imperid, but the sight of
Zak dancing around his cabin scratching at his clotheswas hilarious. "Zak, |

thought we weren't supposed to kill any drog beetles!”

"Tdl them that!" he cried, plucking the last beetle from the indde of
his shirt collar. Hetossed it againgt thewall. The beetle thudded against
thewall and fdll to the cabin floor. Stunned, it turned first one way, then
the other. By thetimeit sarted to scurry away, Zak had crushed it with the

end of his skimboard.

When dl the beetles were dead, Zak gave one enormous, disgusted shudder

and sat down.

"That was not prime," he breathed.

"How did they get in here?' Tash wondered, carefully avoiding dead beetle

bodies as she stepped into the room.

"Moreimportantly," Hoole added, "why did they come in here? These



creatures have no reason to crawl onboard the ship.” He considered. "Curious.
First thing tomorrow morning, we will go see VVroon. Perhaps he can tdl us
something. In the meantime, aslong asyou arein no red danger, | suggest we

al get somerest.”

No red danger, Zak thought. Try telling yourself that when you've got

little creepy-crawlies under your blanket.

Tash helped Zak sweep the remains of the drog beetles from his cabin and

change his bed covers. But once he was back in bed again, Zak couldn't deep.

"l should havetold everyonethat first day," he said out loud. "I should
havetold them I'd broken the law and killed ashreev. It was an accident.
It'sjust likewith the engines. | should havetold them." He scratched his
head furioudy-it il felt like there were bugs crawling through it. "But

how do | tell everyone now? I'd have to admit that | tried to cover it up!"

Za findly fell adeep, hisdreams dternating between images of the
swarming beetles and the disappointed face of Uncle Hoole once he found out

about the shreev. Zak didn't know which was worse.

Zak dept in late the next day. By the time he sumbled out of bed,

rubbing his cheeksto wake up, Tash and Hoole were dressed and ready.

"Hurry, please," Uncle Hoole inssted. "I would like to spesk with Vroon

about these insects, and then depart as soon as possible.”



Zak looked hopeful. "Are the engines fixed?'

"Almog," hisunclereplied. "Another hour or two of work should do it.”

As soon as Zak was dressed they left the Shroud together and headed

toward Vroon's workshop.

Except for Thrawn's shuttle, the Imperias had lft, but the evidence of
their presence was everywhere. Deep gouges had been cut out of the thick

grass, and entire flower patches had been trampled.

"Thisisexactly what | had feared,” Hoole said, a hint of sadness
creeping into hiseven voice. "This garden is hundreds, perhaps thousands of
years old. In one day, the Empire has destroyed part of it. Imagine what would
happen if the Imperiastook permanent control of the planet. That iswhy a

complete record of the Sikadian Gardens must be made and preserved.”

"UncdeHoole. | just thought of something,” Tash said. "Do you think
there's some connection between the Empire and these beetles? We were here for
afull day without any red problems. But the minute the Empire showed up, the
bugs seemed to be everywhere. Zak found one in his food right when they
arrived, they were al over that dead Imperial, and then they swarmed into

Zak's cabin. Maybeit'san Imperid plot.”



No it isn't, Zak thought. It'sjust me.

But he dtill couldn't bring himself to say it out loud.

They reached Vroon's workshop. The door was gar, so Hoole tapped on it

lightly. There was no answer.

"Hello!" Hoole caled out, but till no one responded.

Hoole pushed the door open, then jumped back, startled.

Zak could see just ingde the workshop around the edge of Hoolesarm. He

saw the workbenches and the tables. He saw the plant wired to its digitd

readout. And he saw Vroon sitting on the floor.

Buried beneath aswarming mound of beetles.

CHAPTER9

Vroon's body was nearly covered with alayer of drog beetles three or
four deep. The beetleswere crawling dl over him, but very dowly. Unlikethe
bestles they had found on the dead Imperid, or the beetlesthat had svarmed
on Zak's bed, these bugs did not move in frantic, scurrying motions. They

waddled dowly around Vroon's body likelittle old men waking up from anap.

Zak became aware of a soft sound filling the workshop. It was alow,



steady hum. It was s0 sweet and soothing that Zak began to yawn.

"Ishe-?" Tash whispered.

"No," Hoolereplied softly. "Listen to that sound. It's wingsong. VVroon

isusing wingsong to influence the beetles.

"How can he stand having them crawl dl over hm like that!" Zak

wondered. "It'sdisgusting.”

They watched for afew more minutes, transfixed, as Vroon continued to
soothe the beetles. Sowly, however, the wingsong started to wear off. The
beetl es seemed to become more agitated, moving in faster circles, hopping and

legping over one another.

Then VVroon shook his entire body. All at once, the beetles spread ther

wings, and the swarm lifted away from Vroon like acloud. He dipped out from

beneath them as the drog beetles settled onto the floor.

Only then did Vroon notice hisvigtors. "What do you want?"'

"That was astonishing,” Hoole observed.

Vroon picked up anet and began to scoop up the beetles, depositing them

into the glass container Zak had seen before. "I have been doing communication



experiments with the drog beetles, just as| have with plants. I've found that

these elegant creatures are soothed by the sound of wingsong.”

"How could you stand having them crawl dl over you like that?' Zak

asked. "I mean, they'redisgus...” Hisvoicetrailed off as he redized what

he was saying, and who he was saying it to.

Vroon'sforeegs twitched. "Beauty isin the eye of the beholder.”

"Vroon, we have aquestion for you," Hoole asked, getting to the point.

"Last night aswarm of these beetles crawled into our ship-"

"And dl over my bed!" Zak interjected.

"Y ou didn't harm them, did you?' VVroon nearly shrieked.

Hoole blinked. "Unfortunately, there was no other way to diminae the

problem.”

The caretaker spun away, rubbing his forearms across histriangular head

in asoothing motion, muttering, "No, no, no. Thisisterrible! Tragic!™

"| gpologize for any damage we've done to the beetle population,” Hoole
said. "But we have seen so many beetles, | waswondering if possibly there has

dready been someimbaancein the system.”



Zak held hisbreath. Thiswasit. VVroon would discover that there weren't
enough shreevsto eat al the drog beetles. They would discover thet one of
the shreevs had been killed. He felt his heart pound againg his chest. He

should have learned hislesson. He should have told Uncle Hoole right away.

Instead, VVroon replied, "Thereisno imbalance!”

Zak was astonished. Could | have been wrong about the shreev? Maybe it

was only stunned. Maybe I've been worried for nothing.

Or maybe, he considered, VVroon just hasn't noticed the imbaance yet.

Maybe it takes more than afew days for the beetle population to expand.

Zak didn't know which theory was correct. What he did know was thet his
stomach had suddenly tied itsalf up in knots. Now was his chance to come clean

and confess what he'd done.

But hadn't he wanted to handle this problem himsdf? And hadn't the
problem gone away? If there was no imbalance in the garden, then why should
Zak tel anyone held killed a shreev? Hewould just get into trouble over

nothing.

For thefirst time, it occurred to Zak that he could actudly get away
absolutdly free. He didn't haveto tell anyone. Uncle Hoole and Tash would

never know he'd broken alaw.



Zak wasn't sure he liked the way that made him fed!.

Vroon finished netting al the drog beetles and dropping them back into
their container. Hoole said to him, "Y ou are the caretaker of this garden and
| assume you know your business, but are you quite certain that there hasntt
been an accident? Perhaps some shreevs have taken ill. There have been severd

incidents-"

"Theswarminyour ship is eesly explained,” Vroon said aoruptly.
Although he continued to talk to Hoole, Zak could see that the caretaker
wasn't redly paying attention. \Vroon was staring into the glass case, never
taking his eyes off the beetlesin his collection. "The drog bestles are
attracted to warmith, especially when they are preparing to lay their eggs.
Since your ship ismade of metal-amateria unnaturd to this area, | might
add-it undoubtedly grew hot in the sun. The drog beetles were attracted by the

heat and crawled inside to make nests.”

"They were going to lay eggsin my bed?' Zak nearly choked. Theimage of

drog beetle larvae squirming around in his sheets made him gag.

"Mog likely," Vroon relied. "It is nesting season for the drog beetles

right now. They're probably looking for good stes, that's dl. Hardly an

incident worth recording.”

Hoole considered. "Perhaps you're right. But these bestles did seem



quite... aggressive."

Vroon nodded vigoroudy. Hisvoice grew more excited with each word.
"Indeed. They get that way in large groups, epecidly during the nesing
season. In ones and twos they are docile and hardly move. But the more beetles
there are, the more aggressive they become. A swarm of them might even-" he
stopped. "Well, it doesn't matter what a swarm of them might do. After dl,

the shreevs keep the population down."

"Areyou sure?' said anew voice.

It was Sh'shak. The other Skrrr had entered as Vroon was spesking. "I

walked from the far end of the garden to get here. On the way | noticed a

great many beetles everywhere. | thought you would want to know, Vroon."

"l have everything under control!" the caretaker snapped. "1 know my job.

Everything isexactly asit should be.

"Not quite,” came yet another voice.

Generd Thrawn entered the amdl building holding ablaster in his hand.

Lieutenant Tier followed him, toting a powerful blagter rifle.

"What's the meaning of thisl" Vroon sputtered. "Thisis my workshop!™



"This does not concern you, Vroon," Thrawvn said. Heleveled his blaster
at Sh'shak. "Sh'shak of the Skrrr, you are under arrest. The charge is

murder. The sentenceis death.”

CHAPTER 10

They were aboard the Imperid shuttle Tessera, the craft Thrawvn had
landed right inside the garden. Thrawn and hislieutenant had indsted that
Zak, Tash, and Hoole accompany him as he marched Sh'shak back to his ship.

Once they arrived, binders were placed on Sh'shak's wrists.

"Under my Imperia authority,” Thrawn explained to hiscaptive. "I could
have shot you down where you stood. But | bdieve in falowing procedure
whenever possible, so I've brought you hereto record the evidence agangt
you, and to dlow you to make a statement if you so desire. These threg"
Thrawn said, waving to Zak, Tash, and Hoole, "will serve as witnesses of the

evidence againg you."

Thrawn nodded to hislieutenant, and Tier switched on a smdl recording

device. Thrawn stated his name and rank, and Sh'shak's name, then asked, "Do

you confess to the murder of Lieutenant Wolver yesterday?"

"No, I am innocent,” Sh'shak replied camly.

"Then how do you explain this?' Thrawn demanded. He walked over to a

storage cabinet and removed the wegpon Zak and Tash had seen Sh'shak use the



day before. "For the record, | am holding avibropike of the kind used on
Skrrr," Thrawn stated. "This pike was discovered hidden in some bushesinsde
the garden. We scanned the pike for fibers and skin samples. This pike
definitdy belongsto you." Thrawn leaned forward. "And it could easly have

been used to kill my officer."

"Uncle Hoole, what should we do?" Tash whispered.

"Nothing," her unclereplied in abarely audible voice.

Sh'shak spoke up. "I do not deny that thisis my weapon. But | did not
kill anyone. Y ou say you examined the weapon. Did you find any of the

lieutenant's blood on it?"

Thrawn shrugged. ™Y ou could easily have cleaned the blade of the wegpon
to remove such evidence. Besides," the Imperia captain added, "what would a

so-called poet need with the weapon of akiller?”

"On Skrrr,"” Sh'shak replied, "the most respected of our artigs are
poet-warriors-individua s who have mastered both the good side and the dark
side of their personalities. We strike abalance, just asthis garden strikes
abdance. | have the honor of being recognized by my people as both a poet

and awarrior."

"A convenient story," Thrawn countered, "especidly for someone whose



faseidentity hasjust been reveded.”

Hoole found his chance to speak up. "It'strue. Y ou only haveto look at
the culture of the Skrrr. | have spent quite abit of time over thelast few
daystaking with Sh'shak and studying the Skrrr bdliefs. Ther higory is
full of both beauty and violence. So it isno surprise they have become both
atisgsand warriors. They learn to fight with traditional weapons, and they

perform ritual combats. It ispart of their culture.”

Tash suddenly remembered her conversation with Thrawn. "Captain Thrawn,
you said dmost the same thing yoursaf when you were waking through the

garden.”

Thrawn considered. "Perhaps. But even if thisistrue, and Sh'shak has a
reason for carrying adeadly wegpon near Imperia personnd, it sill doesn't
mean he'sinnocent.” The Imperia captain glanced a a amdl datapad. "My
medica gaff determined that Lieutenant Wolver's desth occurred a

approximately sx o'clock in the morning. Where were you at that time?”

Sh'shak paused. "'l wasin the garden.”

Thrawn nodded. "And what were you doing?'

Again, Sh'shak paused. Zak wondered what Sh'shak would say next. If he

told the truth, it might seal hisfate. And somewhere in the back of hismind,

Zak wondered what he would do in the same situation.



Finaly, Sh'shak said, "1 was practicing with my vibropike."

A brief, thin smile crossed Thrawn'sface again. "'l see. So you were in
thelocation of the murder, with awegpon that could have caused the murder.

And yet you say you're innocent.”

Sh'shak nodded. "That is correct.”

"It'struel™ Zak blurted out. He wanted to help Sh'shak. The Skrrr had
told thetruth, even though it made him seem guilty. It wasn't fair to let him

gtand done. "Tash and | saw him. Hewas practicing on alittle tree.”

Thrawn blinked hisred eyesonce. "Ah, yes. You two were dso inthe

garden that morning,” he said to Zak and Tash. "What were you doing there?'

Zak decided to spesk for himsdlf and his agter. He dso decided to
follow Sh'shak's example and tell the truth. "We were following someone from
your shuttle he admitted. "It was probably Lieutenant Wolver, but we

couldn't see clearly through themis."

The Imperia captain turned squarely toward Zak and Tash. Then he looked
a Hoole. "Simple tourists do not follow Imperid officers. Y our involvement

inthisaffair grows deeper-"



"That seems to happen wherever we go," Zak muttered under his breath.

"-and I'm beginning to wonder just who you are," Thrawvn concluded. "As
soon as we have finished with this Skrrr, I'll have you three taken to my

Star Destroyer for identification.”

Zak and Tash swallowed. Once Thrawn looked into their past, he'd find out
they were wanted by none other than Darth Vader. But there was nathing they

could do aslong as Thrawn and his aide had them covered with their blasters.

"Inthe meantime," Thrawn sad, turning back to Sh'shak, "l have no
intention of killing an Imperid citizen without agood reason. And the claims
of these children are easy enough to verify." The blue-skinned officer pointed
toward the shuttle's exit. " Show me where you practiced. If there's evidence

that you were actualy there during the murder, your life may be spared.”

A few moments later they were waking single file through the garden. Zak
and Tash led theway, with Hoole behind them. Sh'shak followed Hoole, and

Thrawn and Lieutenant Tier brought up the rear, blastersin hand.

Now and then, Zak glanced back at Uncle Hoole. The Shi'ido's expression
was stonier and more unreadabl e than ever. Zak knew that Hoole was preparing
to make amove. There were only two Imperid s-even though they were armed-and

with his shape-changing powers, Hoole could probably overcome them both.

"Lieutenant Tier," Captain Thrawn said asthey marched. "It occursto me



that thereisawild card in this sabacc deck, and | didikewild cards. The

caretaker, Vroon, is not under surveillance.”

"That'strue, Captain,” Lieutenant Tier said. "But you don't suppose that

gardener could have-?'

"l suppose nothing,” Thrawn interrupted. "1 Smply want to have dl

points covered. Go find Vroon and bring him to me."

With aquick salute, Lieutenant Tier marched away and headed back toward

the caretaker's workshop.

Now, if there were trouble, the odds were in Hoole's favor.

Zak and Tash saw the smdl|l hill up ahead. They reached it quickly. At the
top stood the smal sapling, till marked with the cuts of Sh'shak's weapon.
The grass around the tree was torn and chopped up by the quick movements of

the Skrrr'sfeet.

"Therésyour evidence," Tash said. "Thisis where we found Sh'shak

yesterday morning.”

Now that he was done among civilians, Thrawn moved more cautioudy. He
kept a safe distance from the others, and he spared only aquick glance at the

tree and the ground. Buit that glance told him al he needed to know. "It seems



the Skrrr was here," he agreed.

Zak gave an audible sigh.

"However," the Imperia captain continued, "thereis nothing to indicate

how long you were here, or what time. For al | know you practiced on this

tree, then daughtered Lieutenant Wolver and left him for the beetlesto eat.”

"But that is not the case," Sh'shak insisted.

Thrawn shrugged. "'l am making my decision based on the evidence at hand.

That evidence suggestsyou'rethekiller.”

He pointed his blaster at Sh'shak's chest.

"Agoghghhh!”

A gdrangled cry flew up the hill to meet them. It wasfollowed a second

later by Lieutenant Tier. The Imperid aide sumbled to the crest of the hill,

gagging and choking on something. His blaster was gone. His eyes were wild

with fear, and he clutched at histhroat.

"Tier, explain yoursdf,"” Thrawn ordered. "What'swrong?'

Lieutenant Tier opened his mouth to speak, but instead of words, a svarm

of drog beetles spilled from his mouth.



CHAPTER 11

Lieutenant Tier collapsed. Hisbody twisted and turned as more drog
beetles poured out of his mouth. They were dso indde his clothes and

crawlinginhishar.

Seconds later the officer stopped moving. The beetles continued to crawl
over hisbody. Zak was too horrified to go near another beetle-covered body,
but from adistance, it looked like the insects were hiting into Lieutenant
Tier's skin. He remembered something Vroon had told hint The drog beetles

would eat anything. No, not anything-everything.

Hoole and Sh'shak knelt beside the body, flicking beetles away, but it

was usaless. The officer was dead.

"How-how did he die?' Tash asked ungteadily. "Wasit... ISit?| mean..."

"It seems quite obvious now,” Thrawn said. He studied the air, looking
for sgnsof danger. "When we found the first body, we naturally assumed thet
someone had murdered Lieutenant Wolver and left hisbody lying on the ground,

where the drog beetles found it."

"But that is not the case," said Sh'shak.



"No," Hoole agreed. "It isfar worse than that. The drog beetles are

killing people.”

Hool€'s statement hit Zak like a blaster bolt. The beetles are killing
people. Vroon had said that the beetles became more aggressive in large
numbers... and their numbers had grown because he had killed a shreev. Ina

way, he had killed the two Imperids.

"It'sdl my fault!” Thewordsburst out of him. "Everything is dl my

fault." Hefelt ahot tear oring into hiseye and he tried to squeeze it

away.

All eyesturned to him. Hoole stood up from the body and said, "Zak, what

areyou talking about?"

The confession that Zak should have made days ago poured out of him.
"UncleHoole, | really messed up. Thefirst day we got here, | went for a
walk. A shreev attacked me. It was probably only hunting a drog bestle that
had landed on my hand, but | didn't know that. | thought it was after me, and
| hitit withadtick. | killedit. Then, when | found out it was againgt the

law to kill shreevs, | didn't tell anyone. | didn't want to get into trouble.”

"l s2e" Hoole said.

"] thought | could fix the problem mysdlf,” Zak moaned. "Just like with

the ship. | should have known better, but | figured that if | could just kill



as many beetles as a shreev every day, | wouldn't upset the balance of nature.
But then the Imperials showed up, and we found the body, and | didn't falow

my plan. And now the beetles are everywhere. It'sal my fault.”

"Ridiculous," Thrawn snorted.

"What?' Zak asked. He was expecting everyone to be angry. Instead, Thrawn

scoffed at him.

"Y our theory issmply wrong," the Imperid stated. "This garden covers
dozens of kilometers. It's probably home to thousands of shreevs and even more
thousands of beetles. The ideathat theloss of one shreev could cause such a

dragtic increaseisSmply ridiculous. It does not calculate.”

"No, it'struel” Zak ingsted.. "That's how ddicate things are in this

place. Sh'shak, even you said s0."

Shrshak'swings fluttered thoughtfully. "I said that wasthe legend. | am

not sure the truth is quite so clear cut.

"Onethingisclear,” Thrawn said as he holstered hisblaster. "You are

not the murderer, Sh'shak. Y ou arefreeto go." Heremoved the binders from

Sh'shak'sarms.

"Now what?' Tash asked.



"l do not think we arein any immediate danger,” Hoole guessed. "We have
dealt with the drog beetles before. We should get back to the ship as soon as
possible, but | think we should stop by Vroon's workshop firs. Maybe the

caretaker can explain the population increase.”

"Thisgarden ishisresponshbility. He has some explaining to do,” Thrawn

growled. "Two of my men have died here.”

They walked quickly. Theideaof being smothered to degth by beetles made
them hurry-even Thrawn moved with aquick step. They kept seeing smal clouds
of drog beetles take flight and buzz through the air. Each swarm they saw was

bigger than thelagt.

"I'm surprised Vroon would have let things get so out of contral,”

Sh'shak commented. ""He has been taking care of this garden for years.”

"How could he know?" Zak said miserably. Despite what Thrawn had said, he

ill felt uilty.

They arrived at Vroon'sworkshop afew momentslater and burst in without
knocking. Startled, Vroon looked up from hiswork. He was leaning over the
container of beetles, and Zak had aweird feding that, seconds before, Vroon

had been whispering to them.

"What's the meaning of this?' the caretaker demanded. "You can't just



bargein here. | am working."

"We have no time for pleasantries,” Thrawn snapped. "Two of my men have

died in your garden, and | think those beetles had something to do withit."

"Vroon," Hoole said in amore gentle voice, "aswe said before, the drog
beetle population is growing. We've only been here afew days and we've seen
it. They'll soon take over the Sikadian Garden if you don't find away to

destroy them.”

Vroon recoiled asif someone had struck him. He nearly shrieked, "Destroy

them? Degtroy them! | can't destroy them. They're my family!"

CHAPTER 12

Vroon put hisbody between the others and the container of beetlesin his
workshop. "Don't you understand?’ he cried. "The drog beetles are the
ancestors of the Skrrr. We evolved from them. We can't kill them. They're...

they're beautiful!™

"Oh, no," Zak groaned. "Somehow | think they put the wrong person in

charge of the garden.”

"Vroon," Sh'shak sad, "whileit'strue that-"



"l have no timefor this," Thrawn interrupted harshly. Al life evolved
from earlier life. That is basic scientific knowledge. But you don't see other

pecies worshipping insects.

"Weare different,” VVroon ingsted. Hiswings fluttered gently and he
pointed to Sh'shak. ""We can communicate with our ancestors through wingsong.
I've doneit, Sh'shak. I've learned to speak with them. Thereis so much they

can teach ugl"

Shishak nodded. "It is an interesting thought. Perhaps we can take your
ideato our leaders. But that is no reason to |et the beetles overrun the

planet. Some of them must be destroyed. And you must help usdo it.”

"No!" Vroon cried.

"Then you are under arrest,” Thrawn declared, drawing his blagter, "for

the murder of two Imperid officers.”

"No!" Vroon repeated. He dove for one of the open windows. Thrawn fired,

but the Skrrr was too fast. He was out the window and scurrying out of sight.

"Wemust follow," Sh'shak said, dashing for the door.

The others followed as quickly as possible, but none of them could move

asfast as Sh'shak. Zak could see why the Skrrr had become warriors as well

as poets. Sh'shak had gone in amoment from complete sillness to blinding



"We can't lose Sght of him!" Thrawn growled. He was starting to outpace
the others, and it was obvious that the Imperia captain had kept himsdf in

top physica condition. "He knowsthe garden too well. Well never find him!™"

"We haveto," Sh'shak called back without dowing. "He'sthe only onewho
knows how badly the garden's been damaged. He's the only one who will know how

to saveit!"

Zak, Tash, Hoole, and Thrawn soon lost sight of Vroon, but they could

gtill see Sh'shak in pursuit, and they followed hislead.

Thrawn had beenright. Vroon knew every centimeter of the Sikadian
Garden, and he did everything he could to lose them. He ran through thick
brambles, he plunged into thick clumps of trees and bushes, and he scrambled
up and down the sides of steep ravines. But Sh'shak was able to keep up with
him, and aslong asthey kept him in sight, they thought they dill had a

chance.

Findly, they raninto asmdl forest of tdl, pale-barked trees and
found Sh'shak standing in the middle of the path. A dight breeze blew through
the forest, making the tree leaves stir and rustle. Though he had run farther

and fagter than any of them, the Skrrr was hardly breathing hard.



"D-Did you losehim?' Zak panted.

"l am afraid s0," Sh'shak replied. "But that isnot why | stopped. | am
afraid we have amuch more immediate problem. | suggest we abandon our attempt

to find Vroon, and try to save ourselves."

"What do you mean?' Thrawn demanded.

Sh'shak pointed to first onetree, then another, and then another. Zak
looked around. Ashis eyes adjusted to the dm light benegth the tree
branches, he redlized that the firring and rudling hed heard were not
caused by any breeze. Every leaf on every branch of every tree was covered

with bestles.

Thousands of them. Millions of them.

"Thisisnot right," Sh'shak ingsted. "This cannot be dueto the loss of

one shreev. At their fastest rate, the beetles could not reproduce this much

in three days, even if athousand shreevs had been killed.”

"Make no sudden moves," Hoole said quietly. "We know the beetles become
more aggressivein large numbers. A small swarm of them attacked and killed a

full-grown human. Who knows what this many might try?'

Tash sniffed. "What'sthat smdll?It's disgusting.”



The stench drifted through abreak in the treesto thar right. Moving
dowly and trying not to breathe through their noses, they stepped through the
opening and found themsdavesin a amdl dearing. In the center of the

clearing was adeep pit.

The pit wasfilled with the bodies of shreevs. Armies of beetles covered

the pit, eating the creaturesthat usually ate them.

"There must be hundreds of shreevsin there," Tash whispered.

"Thousands," Sh'shak said, bowing his head. "Vroon has been a his work

for sometime, it seems.”

Tash frowned. "Does this mean we won't be able to save the garden?"

"It'sno longer the garden I'm worried about,” Sh'shak said. "We must

hurry."

Turning, they made their way out of the beetle-infested forest. If Zak
hadn't been so frightened of the creeping insects that scurried underfoot and
flew overhead, he would have been relieved. Asthey waked out of the forest,
with the bright sun of Skrrr shining down on the garden, Zak told himsdf
that the shreev he had killed hadn't been the start of this whole mess. At

least that was something.



But Sh'shak's next statement wiped out hisrelief. "If Vroon has been
tampering with the natural balance in the garden for even one year, that would
be enough time for every femae drog beetle to lay hundreds of eggs. And each
of those young beetleswould in turn hatch hundreds. That meansthisisnot a
small overpopulation problem. It means the garden could be infested with

millions upon millions of beetles”

Asif to emphasize the gloom in Sh'shak's words, a cloud passed over the

aun.

"l have had enough of thisgarden,” Thravn said. "Il summon a few

gunboats to come down and scan the entire area.” The Imperia reached for his

comlink, but it was gone. "Blagt,” he muttered. "It must have fdlen during

the chase"

The sky grew suddenly darker. Zak looked up to seeif storm clouds were

movingin.

But the sky was not filled with storm clouds.

It wasfilled with beetles!

CHAPTER 13

The swarm of beetles spun like atornado, and began to twist down out of

the sky toward them.



"Look out!" Zak cried. But it was usdess. The svarm was moving too

quickly, and there was nowhere to run.

Suddenly, Hoole began to shiver, and the skin crawled across his bones.

Aningant later, adark-winged shreev stood in his place.

"By the Emperor!" Thrawn cried. Then he paused and muttered, "A Shi‘ido.

How very interesting.”

Hoole, in the shape of ashreev, launched himsdf into the air and darted

directly at the massive swarm. Zak heard the shreev dhriek as it plunged

toward the cloud of hungry beetles.

It worked. Instinctively, the beetles swerved away from their natura

enemy. The entire cloud veered to the right, heading away from those ill on

the ground.

"Thisisour chance. Run!" Sh'shak urged.

"Where?' Zak asked.

"My ship,” Thrawn ordered. "Well be safe there”

"Wewon't havemuchtime" Tash said.



Shewasright. Hoolein shreev form plunged into the cloud, driking a
thethick wall of beetles. But one shreev could hardly attack the entire
swarm. Although the beetles gave way wherever the shreev flew, the rest of the
cloud leaked around it and continued to pour through the sky toward the

victims on the ground.

Hoole was nearly overwhelmed by advancing beetles. Letting out one more

frustrated shriek, he turned and flapped away. But instead of flying toward

Zak and Tash, Hoole flew off in the opposite direction.

"Wheres he going?' Zak called out as he started to run.

"Tactica retreat,” Thrawn suggested. "Either that or he'sa coward.”

"Uncle Hoole is no coward!" Tash snapped.

Thrawn shrugged. "Either way, your Shi'ido friend won't be heping us

now. Weve got to get to the shuttle.”

It waslikeracing thewind. Zak willed hisfeet to fly asfast as they
could carry him as Thrawn and Sh'shak pulled ahead. Behind him, he could hear
asoft whirrr sound grow into an angry buzz. And then the buzz became a

violent drone.

The swarm was getting closer.



The sun vanished. Zak found himself running in near darkness, hoping he

wouldn't trip over any stray rocks or clumps of grass.

The swarm was directly overhead.

"Theresthe shuttle!" Tash gasped.

Zak fet something bump againgt hisear. He swatted avay a beetle that

had landed on his shoulder. The fastest of the insects had reached them. A

hail of bugsflew down on them from the sky.

Sh'shak and Thrawn had reached the shuttle and hurried up the ramp on the

underside of the craft. As soon as he was ingde, the Imperid turned and

dapped something on thewall. Theramp begantorise.

"Hey!" Zak and Tash shouted.

Thrawn was going to lock them ouit!

CHAPTER 14

Theramp lifted off the ground.

"We're not going to makeit," Zak moaned.



"Yes, weare," Tash encouraged. "Jump!”

Together they legped for the rising ramp. Zak managed to catch hold of

the edge by hisfingertips. Tash grabbed hold, too, but her fingers quickly

started to dlip.

"Help!" she shouted.

Zak let go with one hand and grabbed hold of her tunic. "Gotcha. Climb

up!”

The ramp was hafway closed.

Tash scrambled over the edge and onto the ramp itsalf, then hauled her
brother up. They collapsed, grateful to be insde as the ramp seded itsdf

shut.

Outside, they heard thud! thud! thud! as hundreds of beetles battered

themsdalves againgt the hull of the shuittle.

Tash and Zak struggled to their feet and sumbled toward the cockpit,

where Thrawn had just dropped into the pilot's seat.

"You tried to leave us out therel" Tash shouted a him.



"Tacticd decison," Thrawn explained coldly. "Waiting for you might have

allowed the swarm to get into the ship. | would have done the same thing if

you were my men."

"Wdl, were not your men!" Zak snapped.

Thrawn spared him abrief, disdainful glare. "Be grateful. If you were, |

would have ordered you to stand outside and delay the swarm until | hed

secured the ship.”

Thrawn began to flip switches on the shuttle's control pandl.

"What are you doing?' Sh'shak asked.

"Evacuding,” Thrawn explained.

Zak and Tash ydled together: "Y ou can't!"

"The Shi'idoistill out there somewhere," Sh'shak observed. "He saved

our lives™"

Thrawn hardly paused. "And I'm grateful. | assume he can take care of
himsdf. If not, those are the fortunes of war. But we must retreat before-"

Heflipped aswitch. "Blast!"



There was no power. Thrawn tried severa backup units, and still he could
get no power to the controls. "The comlink's dead, too," he said, checking the

communications setion. "l have no way of caling for help.”

Thrawn pushed past them and headed back for the engine room. The others
followed. Their footsteps on the shuttle's metal floor banged amost asloudly

asthe sound of drog beetles thumping againgt the ship.

Thrawn pried open the maintenance hatch, exposing the man generators,
and jumped back in surprise. A dozen beetleslifted off the cables, fluttering
intheair. They could see dozens more crawling in and out of the wire
systems. Severd of the bugs had been fried by crossed circuits, and sparks

flew from their crigped bodies.

"They've shorted out everything," Zak said. ™Y our whole power supply is

shot.”

"Which makesthis ship asdead asours,” Tash said.

Thrawn replaced the maintenance panel. Although Thrawn wasfar colder and
crueler, hereminded Zak of Hoole. Even in the midst of chaos, with aswarm of
hungry beetlestrying to reach them and a ship that had gone dead, Thrawn

remained cam and collected.

The Imperia ordered them to retreet to the shuttle's smal lounge area.

"We can't move, but at least we're protected,” he observed. "Eventually, when



the Vengeance redizes we have lost contact, they'll send reinforcements down
to look for me. Then well be ableto leave. In the meantime, we should be

sfe"

"What about the air vents?' Zak asked.

"Thevents?' Thrawn repeated.

Zak's heart dammed againgt hisribs. " Standard procedure. Open the ar

vents on landing in a breathable atmosphere.”

"Theventd" Thrawn cursed.

They looked up at atiny grill setinthewadl of the lounge, just as

beetles began to pour through the opening.

CHAPTER 15

The crawling drog besetles spread out like adark stain along thewall of
the room. The only tall person in the room, Thrawn tore a cushion from a sest
and shoved it against the vent. But it did no good - - beetles continued to

wiggletheir way under and around the soft cushion.

Behind Thrawn, Zak, Tash, and Sh'shak tried to fight off the insects.

Sh'shak moved with a combination of lightning speed and perfect grace,



swatting beetlesright out of the air.

Tash found aclipboard on atable top and used it as a shield and weapon,

dapping theinsects out of her way.

Zak tried to say something, but as he opened his mouth to speak, a beetle
flew right into his mouth and clung to histongue. Gagging, he spit the bug
out of hismouth. He pulled histunic up over his head to keep the insects out
of hishair and eyes, but when he did, more landed on his exposed stomach and

started to crawl up his body.

"Agghhh!" he cried, dapping them away. The beetles swarmed so thickly in
the smal room that he could smply swing hisarms and strike a haf dozen,
stunning them to the ground. He swung his arms and stomped hisfeet, hoping to

kill asmany aspossible.

"We cannot stay herel” Shi'shak cried out. "Well be buried aivel"

"Agreed,” Thrawn grunted. "This shuttle has become a desth trap.”

"What about your ship?' Sh'shak asked the Arrandas as he dapped more

beetles out of the air.

"Same problem," Zak replied, trying not to open his mouth too wide. "The

ar ventswill be open. And we need to make afew morerepairs.”



Thrawn snatched up a second cushion and tried to stuff it againgt the air

vent. "That leaves only Vroon'sworkshop.”

"Bad ideal" Tash said. She shuddered as shefelt alarge beetle crawl
across her neck. She managed to grab it before it scrambled down the back of

her shirt. "Therés no transparasted in the windows."

"But thewadls are made of stone," Thrawn countered. "And | think the
wooden roof will hold for awhile. There are workbenches and tables we can use

to sed up the window openings.”

Zak killed another beetle, but it waslike dapping a the ocean-more

beetles just filled the vacant space. "It can't be any worse than daying

herel"

Asagroup they retreated toward the hatchway again. Outside, they could

gtill hear thousands and thousands of beetles bump againgt the hul as they

swirled around the shuittle.

Zak caught Sh'shak and Thrawn speaking warrior-to warrior. "You know,"

Sh'shak observed, "the odds of surviva are not good.”

Thrawn nodded. "But | prefer to dietrying. Let'sgo.”

Since the power was out, Thrawn used amanua control switch to lower the



ramp. Onceit was lowered, it could not be raised again until the ship was
repaired. "Therésno turning back,” he said. Then he plunged into the storm

of insects.

Sh'shak followed, and then Zak and Tash. Taking a deep breeth so he
wouldn't have to open his mouth to breathe for at least afew moments, Zak

charged down the ramp, expecting to runinto aswirling wall of beetles.

To hissurprise, hefelt nothing. The beetles had turned their atention
to the shuttle, and because the ramp was built on the bottom of the craft,
they were actudly running benesth the swvarm. Momentarily free of the
crawling, scratching bugs, Zak ran so fast that he dmost caught up with

Sh'shak and Thrawn. Tash was only a haf-step behind.

But the movement of four figures on the ground caught the attention of
the hungry swvarm. A few hundred drog beetles massed together had become
aggressive enough to attack a human. Now afew million whirred overhead, ready
to attack anything that moved. The cloud plunged like a giant buzzing spear

toward the four runners.

"Were... not going... to makeit," Zak panted.

"Wait!" Tash cried. "Look!"

Another dark cloud appeared. This one was ahead of them and dosing in

fast. For asecond Zak thought he saw even more bestles, but then he redized



that this cloud was different. Within the cloud he could see the flgpping of
hundreds of wings, and instead of droning angrily, thisdark shadow shrieked

asit moved across the sky.

It wasflock of shreevs.

They came by the hundreds, shrieking and diving into the swarm of
beetles. The two dark clouds collided, and the shreevs broke through the wal
of beetleslike abattering ram. The beetle swarm shivered, and suddenly came
gpart. Smaller clouds veered thisway and that, fleeing the shreevsthat tried

to eat them.

One of the shreevs broke off from the main flock and streaked toward Zak

and Tash. At the last possible moment, the shreev pulled out of a steep dive

and landed on the ground. Then before their eyesthe shreev's body quivered

and expanded outward, until it had changed into the figure of Uncle Hoole.

CHAPTER 16

Tash and Zak threw their arms around their uncle. "Are we glad to see

you!" Zak cried.

Thrawn nodded admiringly. "A fine strategy. How did you think of it?"

Hoole shrugged. "It became apparent that one shreev would not hdt the



swarm for long, so | flew off in search of other shreevs. | hoped that by

rousing them, | could get them to hunt.”

Sh'shak watched the skies. Shreevs swooped and dove in dl directions,
feasting on the thick, helpless clouds of beetles. "They seem to be making the

mogt of thair med."

"They arewelcometoit,” Hoole said. A look of mild disgust crossed his

face ashe wiped hismouth. "Believe me, | have eaten my fill."

Tash explained what had happened aboard the shuttle, but Zak was no
longer paying attention. He stared at the sky. There were il plenty of
shreevs hunting the beetles, but something Sh'shak had said bothered him. He
hardly listened as Tash explained that Thrawn's ship had been damaged by the

beetle infestation, and that they were making their way to VVroon's workshop.

"But now that you have broken up the swarm,” Thrawn suggested, "perhaps

we should smply return to my shuttle and make repairs. Then we can fly to

ety

Zak shook his head. Something waswrong. The shreevswere dowing down.

They're making the most of their medl, Sh'shak had said.

Zak saw severd shreevs bresk away and fly heavily, lazily toward agrove

of trees.



They're making the most of their medl...

More shreevs broke away, and suddenly Zak remembered. "Weve got to

hurry!" he shouted in darm. "We don't have much time!l"

Thrawn looked around for some new danger. "What do you mean?"

"The shreevd" Zak said, painting skyward. More of the dark flying
creatures had broken off and were soaring away in search of a resting place.
"Shreevsonly hunt until they get their fill. Thenthey deep off ther ful

gomachs.”

A deep frown sank into Hool€e's long face. "And the beetles by far

outnumber the shreevs. Therewill ill be hundreds of thousands of beetles

left when all the shreevs have goneto take their naps.”

Tash shuddered. "Which is more than enough to come after us.”

Zak looked |&ft, then right. One way led back to Thrawn's ship, the other

toward Vroon's workshop. "Which way should we go?"

"To my ship,” Thrawn ordered. "Now that we have timeto work, | can make

repairs.”

"No-to the workshop," Hoole countered. "Vroon knows more about these



insects than anyone dive. Perhaps thereis awegpon, or some information in

the cottage, that we can use.”

Thrawn wasin no position to argue. None of the others were Imperids,

and no one e'se would follow him. They turned and hurried toward the workshop.

They were still ahundred meters from the old stone cottage when the last
of the shreevs had flown away, leaving the sky gtill buzzing with beetles. At
firg, the insects continued to drift about in amdl clouds. But soon the

cloudsjoined together, turning the hum of their wingsinto alouder buzz.

Anxioudy, Zak, Tash, and the others started to run. They reached the

workshop just as the sun vanished behind the svarm.

They found the workshop door gar. "Maybe Vroon came back," Zak sad.
"Now that his drog beetles are attacking everything in sght, maybe we can

persuade himto help us.”

They pushed the door open.

Just as Zak had hoped, Vroon wasinside. But al that was|eft of him was
his hard, transparent Skrrr shell. His eyes and the rest of hisbody had been

eaten away.

CHAPTER 17



Bestles crawled in and out of Vroon's remains. More beetles fluttered
around the workshop, and for amoment, Zak feared that the swarm had reached
the building before them. Then he saw the glass container that had held

Vroon's own collection. It had falen to the floor and shattered.

"He must have come back for his collection,” Zak guessed.

"So much for finding a weapon here" Thrawn scoffed. "If Vroon hed
anything to use againgt these bestles, it obvioudy didn't work againg the

syvam.”

Quickly, the small group braced itself for the coming swarm of insects.
While Zak and Tash busied themselves somping on the beetlesin the room, the
others overturned tables and workbenches. Then, using toolsin the workshop,
they laid plastoid trays and tabletops-anything flat across the open windows,
sedling them shut. Just as Thrawn dammed the door shut and jammed a bench

behind it, the swarm struck the building.

Thuk! Thuk! Thuk!

Hard, tiny bodies smashed againgt the stone walls of the workshop. Alone,
each beetle weighed dmost nothing. But as hundreds of thousands of them
dammed against the door and windows again and again, they acted like a

battering ram. The walls were already starting to shake.



Zak looked around. "There's got to be something here we can use. Vroon

was an expert on these beetles.”

Thrawn scowled. "Vroon was insane. He worshipped bugs. He miscaculated
and now heisdead. We must be careful not to miscalculate aswell. Our best
chancefor surviva isto wait it out until my ship notices| have not checked
in. They will send down enough forces to wipe out ten million insects, and

well berid of these pests once and for all.”

Zak, Tash, and Hoole exchanged glances. That might be Thrawvn 's best
chancefor survivd, but for them it waslike jumping out of the rancor's
claws and right into its mouth. Once they were on board an Imperid Star

Destroyer, they might never get off again.

Asthewadls continued to shiver and groan under the weight of untold
numbers of beetles, Zak and Tash searched the workshop for anything they had
missed-aweapon or achemical, anything VVroon might have used to keep control

over the beetles.

Zak kndt down and sifted through the piles of objects they had
overturned earlier. He pulled asde alarge plant, and found it connected by
wiresto asmall digital device-the device VVroon had used to measure the

plant's reactions.

He stared at the device so long and hard that Tash findly asked him,

"Y ou find something we can use?'



"No," hereplied. "But | think | have anidea.”

He held up the plant, wiresand al. ™Y ou know, we're going about this

thewrong way. ThisisVroon's workshop. He spent awhole year destroying

shreevs so hisdrog beetles could survive. Were not going to find anything

herethat will do them any harm. He would have gotten rid of it long ago.”

"Right," Tash said, dropping avid of water shed hoped was some more

dangerous chemicd. " So what do we do?"

"We don't hurt the beetles, or scare them off," Zak sad. "We try to

communicate with them."

Tash shook her head and jabbed a finger & the wired plant Zak was

holding. "Y ou can't talk to dl those beetleswith thisinstrument.”

"Not with this”" Zak said. "With those!"

He pointed at Sh'shak. At Sh'shak'swings.

The three adults stopped their work. Sh'shak fluttered hiswings gently,

filling the room with aquestioning skrrrr sound. "'Pardon me?”

"Wesaw Vroon doit!" Zak said excitedly. "Vroon sat here with beetles



al over hisbody. But they were cam.

None of them bit him, they didn't suffocate him. They weren't aggressive

adl"

"l remind you," Thrawn ingsted disdainfully, "that you are suggesting we

follow the example of someone who has recently been eaten dive.”

A wide, thin piece of plastoid that had been fastened across one of the
windows cracked and bent inward. A hundred insects dipped into the room

before Hoole pushed ancther piece of broken tabletop across the hole.

Just as he sedled the opening, something groaned overhead.

"Theroof," Thrawn said. "Thewood is sagging under the weight of the

besetles."

They al looked up. The wooden beams creaked. No one spoke, but everyone
imagined what would happen if the celling collapsed, dropping an avdanche of

beetles onto their heads.

"Clearly, we cannot wait forever,” Hoole said. "And I, too, saw Vroon's
experiment. For ashort time, he did have control over the beetles. The
trouble wasthat it did not last. And againgt such alarge, aggressive, svarm,
| suspect it would work for an even shorter amount of time." He paused. "It is

evident that the Skrrr evolved out of creatures very much like the beetleswe



see here. Therefore, it is possible that Vroon was actually communicating with

them through wingsong.”

Reuctantly, Thrawn added, "Y ou may be correct. When | firs began
studying the garden, | noticed severa patterns in the arrangement of its
various segments. At first | assumed that these patterns were random. But
sincethen I've learned more. The patternsin the garden very cdosdy match

the patterns of the beetles when they're svarming.”

"What do you mean?' Zak asked.

"l mean that, in avery smpleway, the beetles and the Skrrr think

dike" Thrawn concluded.

"Y ou mean Vroon wasright?' Tash asked. "The drog beetlesredly are the

Skrrrs ancestors?'

Hoole nodded in agreement. "Y es. In the sameway a particular squid is
the ancestor of the Calamari, and a certain tree-climber is the ancestor of
the Wookiees." He turned to Sh'shak. "More importantly, it meansthat you may

be able to communicate with them."

"1 will try," Sh'shak agreed. "But | doubt | can make my wingsong heard

over thedroning of the swarm.”



"You'l have help,” Hoole said. The skin shivered over hisbones, and he
transformed into a Skrrr. Hiswingsfluttered ashe said in a Skrrr's soft

voice, "l don't know your language, but | can copy whatever sound you make."

"What will we do once the swarm is calmed down?' Zak asked.

"Simple," Hoolereplied. "While we are communicating with the bestles,
you and Tash will walk quickly and quietly down the path to the Shroud. The
shipisamost fixed. Y ou will finish the repairs and fly the ship back here

tosaveus."

"Y ou want usto what?' Tash gasped.

"Wadk out there?' Zak echoed. He looked down at the shdll that had once

been Vroon. He wondered if the beetles would gnaw at his skeleton.

"Zak, Tash," Hoole said. He looked down a them undergandingly. "I
cannot-1 would not-make you do this. But you may be our only chance. If | stay

here to help Sh'shak, you are the only ones who can fix the ship.”

Zak looked at his sster and knew what she was thinking. After dl the
times Hoole had saved them, how could they refuse hm now? Zak said, "I-I
think | can finish the ship pretty quickly. Especidly if Captain Thrawn

agreesto help.”

"| agreeto nothing,” the Imperid retorted. "The entire venture ill



sounds foolish to me. If you are fortunate enough to cam thisswarm down, |

intend to return to my own ship and fix my comlink as quickly as possible.”

Hoole's Skrrr wingsfluttered irritably. "Very well. Let usbegin.”

Sh'shak seated himsdlf in acomfortable place and took in adeep bresath.

Then softly, hiswings began to tir. At first they could hear nothing but the

familiar Skrrrr. But dowly, over thethuk! thuk! thuk! of svarming beetles

outsde, the sound of hisvibrating wings rose higher, filling the room and

filtering out of the workshop to the garden beyond.

Once Sh'shak's wingsong had reached a steady pattern, Hoole joined in,

imitating the Skrrr perfectly. The sound of their wingswas now so loud thet

Zak wanted to cover his ears, but so beautiful that he wanted to listen.

Outside, the drone of the swarm grew quieter.

Asthe song continued, Hoole signaled to Zak.

Hoping that the song had worked, Zak took a deep breath and opened the

door.

And ingtantly vanished behind acloud of swarming beetles.

CHAPTER 18



Zak dared not open hismouth to call for help. If he had, he would have
breathed in alungful of insects. But just as he started to stagger away from

the siwarm, the cloud of beetles thinned and then vanished.

None of the beetles had bitten him, or even latched on to his clothes.
They had al brushed quickly by him and settled onto every open space in the
workshop. The entire room was carpeted with beetles. Swarms of them had even
landed on Sh'shak and Hoole. They were so artled that they nearly stopped

their wingsong, but managed to keep it up as even more insects covered them.

Not only were the beetles no longer biting, but ther angry drone had

changed to a soft, gentle whrrrr. They were responding to the wingsong.

But for how long?

"Wed better hurry," Zak whispered to Tash.

It wasweird, Zak thought, leaving Uncle Hook buried under a pile of

insects. But hetried to kegp hismind on the job ahead. As carefully as they

could, he and Tash stepped out of the workshop...

... and into awrithing sea of insects.

There were beetles everywhere. Millions of them, wriggling in circles on

the ground, spreading out asfar asthe eye could see.



"Ugh," Tash sad. "Thisisnot going to befun.”

Walking on tiptoes, the two Arrandas made their way down the path, or a
least what they thought was the path. The path had been buried under the

insects.

Wherever they could, they stepped onto rocks or patches of bare ground.
But more often, they smply had to step on the carpet of beetles, snking up
to their anklesin writhing bodies as they crushed dozens underfoot. Soon

their shoes were soaked in goo that Zak didn't want to think about.

They hadn't gone far when they heard Thrawn storming up behind them. He
made no comment as he waded quickly through the beetlefield toward his nearby

shuttle.

"Y ou know what hesgoing to do if he repairs his ship fird," Tash

whispered.

Zak nodded. "Call down his soldiers, and run a security check on us

Wevegot to moveit."

They reached the halfway point between the workshop and their ship. They
could see the garden arch just ahead, and beyond it lay the Shroud. Wingsong

had drifted toward them all the time, keegping the beetles in a trance. But



they could seethat the effect of the wingsong was starting to wear off. The
besetles had difficulty kesping till, and their herky-jerky movements mede

them bump into each other, causing achain reaction.

Worse dtill, the farther Zak and Tash got from the workshop, the fainter
the wingsong became. Asthey reached the garden arch, they could see sl
clouds of beetlesrisng into the air, then settling back down. The insects

were growing restless.

Thewhirr of the swarm began to degpen into athreatening hum.

"We're not going to makeit," Tash whispered fearfully.

"Run!" Zak urged.

The two Arrandas broke into a sprint, smashing through the beetles that
gtill surrounded them. They sprang though the arch. There were fewer beetles

outsde thewall, and their footing was better.

Tash and Zak reached the ship and climbed aboard jugt in time. Behind
them, the beetles rose up from the ground in one giant layer, like a huge
cloak being lifted over the garden. The wingsong was losng its power over

them.

Inside the Shroud, Zak and Tash sealed the door and ran back to the

engine room. "We're going to have the same problem we had on the Imperid



shuttle," Zak reminded hissigter. "If those bugs decide they want in, they'll

comeright through the vents."

Tash nodded. "I'll try to dow them down. Y ou get to work." She shook her
head worriedly. "Y ou know Zak, you wanted to fix your mistake dl by yourself.

Wédll, here'syour chance. Don't let usdown!”

Zak didn't bother to reply. He had aready snapped off the maintenance
pand, and found himsdlf staring at the wiring he had damaged a few days
before. Uncle Hoole had been able to replace the blown circuits, repair the
damaged power couplings, and get the engines ready for re-ignition. Now dl

Zak had to do was repair the damage he had originally caused.

"Hurry, Zek!" Tash called.

He glanced back down the corridor. Tash was standing in the hall pressing
atray againg thear vent. Zak thought he saw something smdl cravling

across the celling over her head.

Zak tried to concentrate. He could do this. All he had to do was

concentrate.

"Zak!" Tash urged. He heard her smash her pam againgt the wall, killing

something.



Zak replaced several wiresthat had shorted out, and popped a power coil

out of itssmal casing. Using awire brush he cleaned it off, then replaced

it.

"Therel" hesad.

But the ship was still dead.

"Hurry!" Tash pleaded.

He had no timeto look back at her. He'd forgotten something. His eyes

settled on the green-and-white cable. Of course! It was the same wire hed

moved the other day-it was still connected to the wrong socket! Zak plucked it

out... then paused.

Wheredidit go again?

He'd forgotten where hed moved it from.

"Aggghghhh!” Tash yelled.

"Now or never," he muttered. He closed hiseyesand tried. to remember

what the maintenance panel looked like just before hed messed with it. Then,

opening his eyes, he chose one of the open sockets and jabbed the wire into

the connection.



Lightswent on dl over the ship.

"Gotit!" heyelled.

Zak bolted down the hdl. Tash was il there, struggling to keep the
vent blocked with one hand as she used the other to swipe a dozen drog bestles
from her face and neck. Zak paused to pluck two beetlesfrom her harr, then
ran to the cockpit and dove over the pilot's chair to reach atiny control

knob.

"Ventsclosed!" he cdled out.

They were sedled intight.

It took only amoment to help Tash kill therest of the beetles. Then

they activated the engines. A moment later, the Shroud was airborne.

Thunk! thunk! drunk!

The ship hurtled through a kilometer-long wall of insects, cutting awide
path through the dark cloud. They could see nothing through the viewscreen-the

bodies of living and dead beetles covered the transparasted window.

As Tash piloted the ship, Zak used the scanner to lock onto Hool€e's

readings, and they guided the ship toward the workshop.



"How are we going to get them out of there?' Zak asked.

Tash grinned. "hey, you're dready the hero. Leave the piloting to me.”

Smoothly, Tash guided the Shroud to a gentle landing-only a few inches
from the workshop door. Zak ran back and opened the hatch just astwo figures
stumbled out of the doorway. The figures plunged through clouds of beetles
toward the entrance to the Shroud. Grabbing their outstretched hands, Zak

hauled them onboard.

Asthe shiproseinto theair again, Zak was on hisfeet, dapping away

the bugs that had clung stubbornly to Hoole and Sh'shak.

Likeawarrior counting histrophies, Zak counted as he ssomped the

biting insects.

By the time Hoole and Sh'shak were cleaned off, he was grinning. He had

killed exactly thirty.

EPILOGUE

Zak had just climbed out of the sonic shower onboard the Shroud. They'd
flown asafe distance from the swarm and landed again on a bug-free part of
the planet. Zak, Tash, and Uncle Hoole had each cleaned themsdves a least

threetimes, and still the feding of something crawling across their skin



would not go away.

"l used your ship's comlink to notify our leaders" Sh'shak was saying to

Hoole. "A fleet of airshipsisonitsway."

"Will they destroy the beetles?' Tash asked.

" think not," the Skrrr replied. "The beetleswill be caught, and the
population spread around the planet. After dl, asyou saw, when the balance
of natureis maintained, the beetles are mog beneficid to vegetation.
However, from now on well keep a closer watch on how the garden is

Hoole nodded. "And now we must be going. Thrawn may have dready gotten
his ship operationa. 1t would not be wise for usto be here when his

renforcements arive.”

Sh'shak extended his clawlike insect hand to Tash and Hoole, then paused
when he reached Zak. "It was extremely fortunate that you were here to hdp
us. A few more months, perhaps even afew more days, and there would have been

too many beetlesto stop. They would have overrun the planet.”

Zak blushed. "If I'd said something about that shreev earlier, you might

have learned about Vroon's scheme.”



"Perhaps," Sh'shak replied, "or perhaps you would smply havetold Vroon
and he would have convinced you there was no problem. In any case, the problem

will soon be solved.”

Zak nodded, thinking, Yes, and that's the lagt time | try to fix

something without asking for help!

The Shroud's hatch closed. "Let's go," Hoole sad to his niece and

nephew. "1've had enough insects for one day.”

None of them noticed the two small figures scuttle across the cdling.
Two insects froze as the three humanoids ssomped down the corridor. When Hoole
and the Arrandas were gone, the beetles waggled their antennae, sensing

warmth. Then they scurried along the ceiling toward the warm engine room.

A perfect placeto lay their eggs...



