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 Bloodgeysered, looking almost black in the antisepsisfield’s glow. It splattered hot against Jos’s
skin-glovedhand. He cursed.

 “Hey, here’s an idea—would somebody with nothingbetter to do mind putting a pressor field on that
bleeder?”

 “Pressor generator is broken again, Doc.”

 Republic battle surgeon Jos Vondar looked awayfrom the bloody operating field that was the clone
trooper’s open chest, at Tolk, his scrub nurse. “Ofcourseit is,” he said. “What, is our mech droid on va
cation? How am I supposed to patch up these rankweedsuckers without working medical gear?”

 Tolk le Trene, a Lorrdian who could read his mood aseasily as most sentients could read a chart, said
nothingaloud, but her pointed look was plain enough:Hey, Ididn’t break it.

 With an effort, Jos throttled back his temper. “Allright. Put a clamp on it. We still have hemostats, don’t



we?”

 But she was ahead of him, already locking the steelpincer on the torn blood vessel and using a
hemospongeto soak and clear the field. The troopers of this unithad been too close to a grenade when it
exploded, andthis one’s chest had been peppered full of shrapnel.The recent battle in the Poptree Forest
had been a bad one—the medlifters would surely be hauling in morewounded before nightfall to go with
those they already had.

 “Is it just me, or is it hot in here?”

 One of the circulating nurses wiped Jos’s forehead tokeep the sweat from running into his eyes. “Air
cooler’smalfunctioning again,” she said. Jos didn’t reply. On a civilized world, he would have sprayed
sweat-stop onhis face before he scrubbed, but that, like everythingelse—including tempers—was in short
supply here onDrongar. The temperature outside, even now, near midnight, was that of human body heat;
tomorrow it would be hotter than a H’nemthe in love. The air would bewetter. And smellier. This was a
nasty, nasty world atthe best of times; it was far worse with a war going on.Jos wondered, not for the
first time, what high-rankingRepublic official had casually decided to ruin his life bycutting orders shipping
him to a planet that seemed to be all mold and mildew and mushroomlike vegetationas far as the eye
could see.

 “Iseverything broken around here?” he demanded ofthe room at large.

 “Everything except your mouth, sounds like,” Zansaid pleasantly, without looking up from the trooper he
was working on.

 Jos used a healy gripper to dig a piece of metal thesize of his thumb from his patient’s left lung. He
dropped the sharp metal bit into a pan. It clanked. “Put a glue stat on that.”

 The nurse expertly laid the dissolvable patch onto thewounded lung. The stat, created of cloned tissue
and atype of adhesive made from a Talusian mussel, immediately sealed the laceration. At least they still
had plentyof those, Jos told himself; otherwise, he’d have to usestaples or sutures, like the medical droids
usually did, and wouldn’tthat be fun and time-consuming?

 He looked down at the patient, spotted another gleamof shrapnel under the bright OT lights, and
grabbed it gently, wiggling it slowly out. It had just missed theaorta. “There’s enough scrap metal in this
guy to buildtwo battle droids,” he muttered, “and still have someleft over for spare parts.” He dropped
the metal into thesteel bowl, with another clink. “I don’t know why they even bother putting armor on
‘em.”

 “Got that right,” Zan said. “Stuff won’t stop anything stronger than a kid’s pellet gun.”

 Jos put two more fragments of the grenade into thepan, then straightened, feeling his lower back muscles
protest the position he’d been locked into all day.“Scope ‘im,” he said.

 Tolk ran a handheld bioscanner over the clone. “He’sclean,” she said. “I think you got it all.”

 “We’ll know if he starts clanking when he walks.” Anorderly began wheeling the gurney over to the two
FX-7 medical droids that were doing the patching up.“Next!” Jos said wearily. He yawned behind his
facemask, and before he’d finished there was anothertrooper supine in front of him.

 “Sucking chest wound,” Tolk said. “Might need anew lung.”



 “He’s lucky; we’re having a special on them.” Josmade the initial incision with the laser scalpel. Operat
ing on clone troopers—or, as the staff of Rimsoo Seventended to call it, working the “assembly
line”—waseasier in a lot of ways than doing slice and stitch on individuals. And, since they were all the
same genome,their organs were literally interchangeable, with noworry about rejection syndrome.

 He glanced over at one of the four other organic doctors working in the cramped operating chamber.
Zan Yant, a Zabrak surgeon, was two tables away, humming a classical tune as he sliced. Jos knew Zan
wouldmuch rather be back in the cubicle the two of themshared, playing his quetarra, tuning it just right
so thatit would produce the plangent notes of some Zabraknative skirl. The music Zan was into lately
sounded liketwo krayt dragons mating, as far as Jos was concerned,but to a Zabrak—and to many other
sentient species inthe galaxy—it was uplifting and enriching. Zan had the soul and the hands of a musician,
but he was also a decent surgeon, because the Republic needed medics morethan entertainers these
days. Certainly on this world.

 The remaining six surgeons in the theater weredroids, and there should have been ten of them. Two ofthe
other four were out for repairs, and two had beenrequisitioned but never received. Every so often Jos
went through the useless ritual of filing another22K97(MD) requisition form, which would thenpromptly
disappear forever into a vortex of computerized filing systems and bureaucracy.

 He quickly determined that the sergeant—the remnants of his armor had the green markings that
denoted his rank—indeed needed a new lung. Tolk brought a freshly cloned organ from the nutrient
tanks while Jos began the pneumonectomy. In less than an hour he hadfinished resecting, and the lung,
grown from culturedstem cells along with dozens of other identical organsand kept in cryogenic stasis for
emergencies such asthis, was nestled in the sergeant’s pleural cavity. The patient was wheeled over for
suturing as Jos stretched,feeling vertebrae unkink and joints pop.

 “That’s the last of them,” he said, “for now.”

 “Don’t get too comfortable,” said Leemoth, a Durossurgeon who specialized in amphibious and
semiaquaticspecies. He looked up from his current patient—anOtolla Gungan observer from Naboo,
who had had hisbuccal cavity severely varicosed by a sonic pistol blast the day before. “Word from the
front is, another couple of medlifters will be here in the next three hours, if notsooner.”

 “Time enough to have a drink and file another pathetic plea for a transfer,” Jos said as he moved toward
the disinfect chamber, pulling off the skin-gloves as hewent. He had learned long ago to cope with
whateverwas wrong now and not worry about future problemsuntil he had to. It was the mental
equivalent of triage, he had told Klo Merit, the Equani physician who wasalso Rimsoo Seven’s resident
empath. Merit had blinked his large, brown eyes, their depths so strangely calming, and said that Jos’s
attitude was healthy—up to a degree.

 “There is a point at which defense becomes denial,” Merit had said. “For each of us, that point is
positioneddifferently. A large part of mental hygiene lies simply inknowing when you are no longer being
truthful withyourself.”

 Jos came out of his momentary reverie when he realized that Zan had spoken to him. “What?”

 “I said this one has a lacerated liver; I’ll be done in afew more minutes.”

 “Need any help?”



 Zan grinned. “What am I, a first-year intern at Coruscant Med? No problem. Sewn one, sewn ‘em all.”

 He started humming again as he worked on thetrooper’s innards.

 Jos nodded. True enough; the Fett clones were allidentical, which meant that, in addition to no rejection
syndrome concerns, the surgeons didn’t have to worry about where or how the plumbing went. Even in
individuals of the same species there was often considerablediversity of physiological structure and
functionality;human hearts all worked the same way, for example,but the valves could vary in size, the
aortal connectionmight be higher in one than in another . . . there were amillion and one ways for
individual anatomies to differ.It was the biggest reason why surgery, even under thebest of conditions,
was never 100 percent safe.

 But with the clones, it was different—or, rather, itwasn’t.They had all been culled from the same genetic
source: a human male bounty hunter named Jango Fett. All of them were even more identical than
monozygotictwins.See one, do one, teach one, had been the mantraback on Coruscant, during Jos’s
training. The instructors used to joke that you could cut a clone blindfoldedonce you knew the layout,
and that was almost true.Ordinarily Jos wouldn’t be working on line troops, but with two of the surgical
droids down for repairs, the only option was to let the injured triage up out in themobile unit’s hall and
die. And, clones or not, hecouldn’t let that happen. He’d become a doctor to savelives, not to judge who
lived and who didn’t.

 The lights abruptly blinked off, then back on. Everyone in the chamber froze momentarily.

 “Sweet Sookie,” Jos said. “Now what?”

 In the distance, explosions echoed.It could have beenthunder,Jos thought nervously. He hoped it had
beenthunder. It rained here pretty much every day, and mostnights, for that matter; big, tropical storms
that torethrough with howling winds and lightning strikes thatlanced at trees, buildings, and people.
Sometimes the shield generators went down, and then the only thingsprotecting the camp were the
arrestors. More than afew troopers had been cooked where they stood,burned black in a heartbeat by
the powerful voltages.Once, after a bad storm, Jos had seen a pair of bootsstanding with smoke rising
from the hard plastoid, five body-lengths away from the blackened form of thetrooper who had been
wearing them. Everything in thecamp worth saving had arrestors grounded deep inthe swampy soil, but
sometimes those weren’t enough.

 Even as these thoughts went through his head, he heard the staccato drumming of rain on the OT roof
begin.

 Jos Vondar had been born and raised in a small farmtown on Corellia, in a temperate zone where the
weather was pleasant most of the year, and even during the rainy season it was mild. When he was
twenty he’dgone from there to Coruscant, the planetary capital ofthe Republic, a city-world where the
weather was carefully calibrated and orchestrated. He always knewwhen it would rain, how much, and
for how long.Nothing in his life up to now had prepared him for the apocalyptic storms and the almost
vile fecundity ofDrongar’s native life-forms. It was said that there wereplaces in the Great Jasserak
Swamp where, if you werefoolish enough to lie down and sleep, the fungal growthwould cover you with
a second skin before you couldwake up. Jos didn’t know if it was true, but it wasn’thard to believe.

 “Blast!” Zan said.

 “What?”



 “Got a chunk of shrapnel intersecting the portalartery. If I pull it loose, it’s gonna get ugly in here.”

 “Thought you said you had this one signed, sealed,and transported.” Jos nodded to Zan’s circulating
nurse, who opened a fresh pack of skins for Jos to slip his hands into. He wiggled his fingers, then
stepped inalongside his friend. “Move over, horn head, and let arealdoctor work.”

 Zan looked around. “A real doctor? Where? Youknow one?”

 Jos looked down at the patient, whose interior workings were brightly illuminated by the overheads and
the sterile field. He lowered his hands into the field, feelingthe slight tingling that always accompanied the
move.Zan pointed with the healy grippers at the offendingchunk of jagged metal. Sure enough, it was
angled into the portal vessel, blocking it. Jos shook his head. “How come they never showed us stuff like
this in school?”

 “When you get to be chief of surgery at CoruscantMed, you can make sure the next batch of
dewy-eyedwould-be surgeons has a better education. Old Doc Vondar, nattering on about the Great
Clone Wars andhow easy these kids today have it.”

 “I’ll remember that when they bring you in as a teaching case, Zan.”

 “Not me. I’ll dance at your memorial, Corellianscum. Maybe even play you a nice Selonian etude, per
haps one of the Vissencant Variations.”

 “Please,” Jos said as he gingerly spread tissue apart toget a better look. “At least play something worth
hearing. Some leap-jump or heavy isotope.”

 Zan shook his head sadly. “A tone-deaf Gungan hasbetter taste.”

 “I know what I like.”

 “Yeah, well, Ilike keeping these guys alive, so stopembarrassing yourself in public and help me get this
liver working.”

 “Guess I’d better.” Jos reached for a set of healys anda sponge. “Looks like it’s the only way he’ll have
afighting chance, with you as his surgeon.” He grinnedbehind his mask at his friend.

 Working together, they managed to extricate theshrapnel from the artery with minimal damage. When
they were done, Jos looked around with a sigh of relief.

 “Well, kids, looks like a perfect record. Didn’t lose asingle trooper. Drinks are on me at the cantina.”

 The others grinned tiredly—and then froze, listening.Rising over the steady pounding of the rain on the
foamcast roof was another sound, one they knew verywell: the rising whine of incoming medlifters.

 The break was over, as most of them were, before it had begun.
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 The drop from orbit to the planet was faster than normal, the pilot explained to her, because of the
multitudeof spores.

 “Dey gum upeveryt’ing,” he said, in thickly accentedBasic. He was a Kubaz, gray-green and
pointy-headed, a member of the long-snouted species whose enemies referred to them derisively as
“bug-eating spies.” As aJedi Padawan and a healer, Barriss Offee had learnedearly not to be judgmental
of a species because of its looks, but she knew that many in the galaxy were lessopen-minded.

 “ ‘Specially d’ventilators,” he went on. “D’rot’ll eatt’rough d’best filters we got in a hour, mebbe less;
y’gotto change ‘em every flight—you don’t, d’Spore Sicknessget into d’ship and get intoyou. Not a
good way to go,b’lieve it, coughin’ up blood ‘n’ cooking in y’ownjuices.”

 Barriss blinked at the graphic scenario. She looked out of the small shuttle craft’s nearest viewport; the
spores were visible only as various tints of red, green,and other hues in the air, and an occasional spatter
ofminute particles against the transparisteel, gone beforeshe could see them clearly. She probed a bit with
theForce, getting nothing like a sentient response, of course,merely a chaotic impression of motion, a
furious mutability.

 “D’spores are, um, adepto. . .uh . . .”

 “Adaptogenic,” she said.

 “Yeah, dat’s it. Every time d’mechanics and d’medics come up wit’ new treatments, d’sporeschange,
y’know?And d’treatments, dey stop workin’. Weird t’ing is, deydon’t cause problems at ground level,
only when y’getup above d’trees, y’know?”

 Barriss nodded. It didn’t sound pleasant. In fact, verylittle about this planet sounded pleasant, even
thoughher information on it was still sketchy. According to thehurried briefing at the Temple on
Coruscant, the Republic’s forces and those of the Separatists were more orless evenly balanced on
Drongar. The war here was limited mostly to ground troops; very little fighting took place in the air
because of the spores. On the ground,things were even worse in many ways. Among the problems the
forces on both sides encountered were monsoonswith devastating electrical storms, soaring
temperatures,and humidity over 90 percent. As if that weren’t enough,the atmospheric oxygen level was
higher than thatfound on most worlds habitable for humans and humanoids. This often caused dizziness
and hyperoxygenationfor nonindigenous life-forms, and, for theSeparatists’ battle droids, rust. Hard to
believe, Barrissthought, but even the incredibly tough durasteel alloy ofwhich the droids were constructed
would oxidize ifconditions were extreme enough. The high oxygen content also limited military
engagements, for the mostpart, to small-arms fire: sonic pistols, small blasters, slugthrowers, and the like,
because of the high risk offire from laser and particle beam armament.

 What kept both sides struggling for control of thispestilential quagmire of a world was bota, a plant
somewhere between a mold and a fungus, which, todate, had been found almost nowhere else in the



galaxy.It grew thick on this backwater planet, but all attemptsto transplant it offworld had failed. The
plant was extremely valuable to both sides, because, like the sporesand other flora and fauna on
Drongar, bota was highlyadaptogenic in its effects. Many species could benefitfrom it—humans used it as
a potent broad-based antibiotic, Neimoidians sought it as a narcotic painkiller, Hutts utilized it as a
valuable stimulant almost as powerful as glitterstim spice, and many other species foundit useful for still
other functions. Moreover, the stuff had virtually no side effects, making it a true wonderdrug.

 Processed by freeze-drying, the resulting product wasreadily transportable. Its only drawback was that,
onceharvested, it had to be processed quickly or it degenerated into a useless slime. And, to make things
worse,the plant was quite delicate. Explosions going off too close to it could shock it to death, and it
apparentlyburned like rocket fuel when ignited, despite the general dampness of the landscape. Since
bota was the rea son both sides were here, this was yet another reasonfor military engagements to be
limited—fighting over afield of the stuff would be useless if it burned up, died, or went sour before it
could be collected.

 Bota was also one of the main reasons Barriss was here. It was true that her primary mandate was to
augment the doctors and surgeons who cared for Republictroops, using her skills as a healer, but she was
also supposed to keep an eye on the harvesters, to make surethat the bota was being packed and
shipped to offworld Republic ports as it was supposed to be. The harvestingoperations had been folded
in with the Rimsoo procedures to save money and expedite shipment. Neithershe nor her superiors had
any problems with that. Any advantage the Republic could gain over the Confederacy was valuable and
desirable—the Jedi certainly hadno love for the rogue Count Dooku, who had causedthe deaths of so
many of them two standard years earlier on Geonosis.

 She strongly suspected that she was here for another reason as well: that this assignment was part, or all,
ofher trials. Her Jedi Master, Luminara Unduli, had not told her that such was the case, but not all
Padawanswere warned in advance that they were about to betested. The nature of the trial, and whether
or not thePadawan would know about it beforehand, were matters left entirely to the discretion of the
Jedi Master.

 Once, about six months ago, she had asked MasterUnduli when she could expect to begin her Jedi
trials. Her mentor had smiled at the question, and said, “Anytime. All the time. No time.”

 Well. If her sojourn on this world was to be her trialby fire, the test that would determine whether or not
shehad what it took to be a Jedi Knight, she would probably know before too—

 The transport slewed in a sudden yawing turn, inertiashoving Barriss hard into the seat. The ship’s
internalgravity field had obviously been turned off.

 “Sorry ‘bout dat,” the pilot said. “Dere’s a Sep’ratist battery in dis sector, an’ every now and den dey
tryt’track one’a us an’ knock us down. Standard procedure to t’row in a few ‘vasive maneuvers on de
way down.Kanushka!”

 The exclamation of surprise in the Kubaz’s nativetongue drew Barriss’s attention. “What?”

 “Bigbattle goin’ on, off t’starboard. Coupla mech units an’ troops goin’ at it—dere, y’see? I’ll do a fly
over—we’re high ‘nough, dey can’t hit us wit’ handweapons. Hang on.”

 The pilot made a broad turn to the right. Barrisslooked down at the scene. They were, she estimated,
about a thousand meters high, and the air was reasonably clear; they were below the main spore strata,
withno clouds or mist to block her view.



 As a Jedi Padawan, she was knowledgeable in theways of war. And she had been trained in personal
combat with her lightsaber from an early age, so her observation was more critical than most.

 The trooper units moved across a field of short,stubby plants, with the sun at their backs—a sound tac
tical move when facing biological opponents, but of little use against battle droids, whose photoreceptors
could easily be adjusted to tune out glare. There wereperhaps two hundred troopers; they had a slight
numerical advantage over the droids, which, Barriss estimated, had maybe seventy or eighty units on the
field.From this height, the crescent attack formation of theRepublic force was apparent as it sought to
envelop thedroids and gain superiority in field of fire.

 The battle droids were mostly of the Baktoid Bl series, as nearly as she could tell from high overhead.
There were also several B2 super battle droids, whichwere basically the standard model with an armored
casing overlay and more weaponry. They had broken into quads, each unit of four fanning out to deal
with thetactic of envelopment, concentrating its fire on the samesection of troopers.

 Classic formations on an open battlefield, she knew,just as she knew that the outcome would be decided
bywhich side could instigate the most accurate firepowerthe fastest. She could almost hear the voice of
her Master echoing in her memory:

 It does not matter how fast you are if you miss thetarget. It is the one who hits the most who will have
thevictory. . .

 Blaster beams lanced through the engaging forces,which were now separated by no more than a short
sprint’s distance. Vapor boiled up from misses that hitvegetation, and small fires quickly flared here and
there. Troopers fell, seared black and smoking, and battledroids ground to a halt, scorch marks and
flashes ofelectricity on their white metal chassis marking where blasterfire had struck.

 It was all eerily silent, no sound reaching this heightas the pilot slowed to give her a longer look.

 It appeared that the Republic forces would win thisengagement—both sides seemed to be losing combat
ants at the same rate, and in such a case, the side withthe larger force would win—though the victory
wouldbe costly. A unit that lost eight out of ten troops wononly in the technical sense.

 “We can’t hang ‘round,” the pilot said. “D’filters’ll be in d’red in ‘nother fifteen minutes an’ we’re five
away from Rimsoo Seven. I like t’have a margin ‘f error.”

 The shuttle craft gained speed, and they left the battlebehind.

 Barriss mused on what she had seen as the transport shot over lowland vegetation and steaming,
miasmicswamps. Whatever else this assignment might be, it certainly was not going to be dull.

 Jos was snatching a few precious moments of sleep inthe cubicle he shared with Zan when he heard the
transport’s approach.

 At first, only half awake, he thought it was anothermedlifter bringing in more wounded, but then he
realized the repulsor sound was pitched differently.

 It has to be the new doc,he thought. Noone else intheir right mind would make planetfall on Drongar
without being ordered to.



 He pushed through the osmotic field that covered thecubicle’s entrance; it had been set to let air circulate
freely, but it kept out the eight-legged, bi-winged insects they’d come to call “wingstingers” that
constantly buzzed about the unit. He’d heard that the newer-modelfields came with an entropic overlay
feature that bledenergy from the air molecules as they passed throughthe selective barrier, thus lowering
the inside temperature by a good ten degrees. He’d put in a requisition for a batch of them; with any luck,
they might arrive a day or so before the war ended.

 Blinking in the harsh light of Drongar Prime, he watched the transport spiral down to the pad. He noticed
Zan, Tolk, and a few others emerging from the OT as well. It was a time of relative quiet at Rimsoo
Seven,which meant that triaged patients weren’t queued up,waiting for surgery and treatment, and that
the surgeonsweren’t in a life-and-death race with time to save them. They were enjoying the respite while
it lasted.

 A couple of Bothan techs ran up to the shuttle and sprayed the exterior with spore disinfectant. This par
ticular batch of chemicals, Jos knew, would probablybe good for another standard month; it took about
that long for the spores that attacked the craft’s seals to de velop immunities to the spray. Then various
chemicalprecursors would have to be altered, and molecularconfigurations shifted just enough to produce
a newtype of treatment that would once again be effective—for a time. It was a constant dance that went
on between the guided mechanisms of science and the blindopportunism of nature. Jos wondered, not for
the first time, what the odds were of the spores mutating into a more virulent pathogen that could
strip-mine a pair oflungs in seconds instead of hours.

 Then the shuttle’s hatch opened, and so did Jos’smouth—in surprise.

 The new doctor was a woman—and a Jedi.

 There was no mistaking the simple dark garb and accoutrements of the Order, and certainly no
mistakingthe shape beneath them as anything other than feminine. He’d heard that the latest addition to
the team wasa Mirialan—which meant human, basically—a memberof the same species as himself,
whose ancestors hadspread in several ancient diasporas across the galaxy,colonizing such worlds as
Corellia, Alderaan, Kalarba, and hundreds more. Humans were ubiquitous from onespiral arm to the
other, so to see another one—male orfemale—arrive here was no great surprise.

 But to see a Jedi, here on Drongar—thatwas surprising.

 Jos, like most other beings intelligent enough to access the HoloNet, had seen the recorded images of
theJedi’s final stand in the arena on Geonosis. Even beforethat, the Order had been spread mighty thin
across thegalaxy. And yet one of them had been assigned here, toRimsoo Seven, a ragtag military
medical unit on a worldso far off the known space lanes that most galactic cartographers couldn’t come
within a parsec of locating it on a bet.

 He wondered why she was here.

 Colonel D’Arc Vaetes, the human commander of the unit, received the Jedi warmly as the latter
disembarkedfrom the transport. “Welcome to Rimsoo Seven, JediBarriss Offee,” he said. “Speaking for
everyone here, I hope you will be—”

 But before he could finish his sentence, Vaetesstopped, for a sound was rising in the thick, humidair—a
sound every one of them at Rimsoo Seven knewvery well.

 “Incoming lifters!” shouted Tanisuldees, a Dressellianenlistee. He was the aide-de-camp to Filba, the



Huttsupply officer. He pointed to the north.

 Jos looked. Yes, they were coming, sure enough—fiveof them, black dots against the sky, which at this
time ofday was a faint verdigris in color, like the algae thatcoated the surface of the Kondrus Sea. Each
medlifter could carry up to six wounded men—clones and possibly other combatants. That meant at least
thirty injured, possibly one or two more.

 After the first moment of realization, everyone beganmoving purposefully, each doing his, her, or its duty
toprepare. Zan and Tolk headed for the OT at a run. Jos was about to follow, but instead he turned and
movedquickly to where the Jedi, looking slightly confused,was standing.

 Vaetes took her hand and gestured toward Jos. “JediOffee, this is Captain Jos Vondar, my chief
surgeon. He’ll get you briefed and prepped for what’s coming.”The colonel sighed. “It’s something we’re
all quite usedto, sadly. What’s even more sad is that you’ll get used to it as well, very quickly.”

 Jos wasn’t quite sure what the proper protocol forgreeting a Jedi was, but he didn’t see much point inw
orrying about it at the moment. “Let’s hope the Forceis with you, Jedi Offee,” he said, having to raise his
voice to be heard over the rising whine of the repulsors. “Because it’s going to be a long, hot day.” He
startedtoward the open landing area in the camp’s center,where the initial triage calls were pronounced
on thewounded as they came off the lifters.

 Barriss Offee moved quickly to keep up with him. Hetrusted she was willing to tackle whatever was in
store.She’s a Jedi,Jos told himself—she’s probably got whatit takes.

 For her sake—and the troops’—he hoped so.
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 The full-spectrum light in his office was dimmed—as aSakiyan, Admiral Tarnese Bleyd could see farther
into the infrared than most beings, and he preferred to sparehimself the harsh glare that many of the
galaxy’s speciesneeded for illumination. Most sentients consideredthemselves enlightened to some
degree, but to thosewho could see things as they really were, the rest of the galactic population was
stumbling about half blind. Un fortunately, the sighted few were all too often handicapped by the
blindness of the masses.

 Bleyd frowned. He knew himself to be one of the Republic’s most capable admirals: smart, clever, and
deft.Given the proper venue, he could have risen easily to thetop of the military’s chain of command in
short order.Become a fleet commander, at the least; perhaps even a Priority Sector High Commander.
But instead, his superiors had seen fit to shunt him to this Maker-forsaken, backrocket planet in the hind



end of nowhere, to preside over the administration of a lowly MedStar, a medical frigate fielding Rimsoo
units charged with patchingup clones and collecting an indigenous plant.

 He feared for the stability of a commonwealth thatcould make such ill-advised decisions.

 Bleyd stood and moved to the large transparisteel view-port. Drongar filled a quarter of the sky “below”
him.Even from orbit the planet looked vile and pestilential. From the surface, he knew the sky would
have a sicklycopper tint caused by the clouds of spores constantlyadrift in the upper atmosphere, and the
rampant, almost virulent growth that covered everything.

 He shivered, rubbing his upper arms. His skin was thecolor and texture of dark, burnished bronze, but
thatdidn’t mean Tarnese Bleyd didn’t feel the cold occasionally. Even when the temperature was set to a
comfortable thirty-eight degrees.

 The only parts of the planet, with its vast, continent-spanning jungles and marshlands, that remotely re
minded him of the veldts of his homeworld were thefew isolated patches where the bota grew. He
couldn’teven see those from orbit. By far the largest fields wereon Tanlassa, the bigger of two
landmasses in the southern hemisphere. The Jasserak engagement—the only active conflict zone on the
planet, at the moment—wastaking place on the Tanlassan western shore.

 Bleyd turned away from the port and made a gesture.A hologrammic display appeared before him,
showing atranslucent image of the rotating planet. Alphanumericscascaded on either side of the globe.
The admiralbrooded on the stats. He knew most of them by heart,and yet he often felt compelled to
review them. Somehow, it was comforting to know everything about theplanet that was going to make
him rich.

 According to the Nikto survey team that had firstdiscovered the system, nearly two centuries ago, Dron
gar was a relatively young world, with a radius of6,259 kilometers and a surface gravity of 1.2 Standard.
It had two small moons—nothing more than captured asteroids, really. There were three other planets in
thesystem, all gas giants orbiting in the outer reaches,which meant Drongar was well shielded from
meteor and cometary impacts. Drongar Prime was approximately the same size as Coruscant Prime, but
it burnedhotter. That explained Drongar’s current near-tropicalclimatic zonation. But the lack of a large
moon to stabilize its obliquity meant that, in a few hundred million years, Drongar would probably
become a “snowball” world as cold as, or colder than, Hoth.

 Bleyd gestured again, and the holo faded. He thoughtabout Saki, his homeworld. True, it was mostly
tropicalas well, with large stretches of jungle and marshes—butnot like Drongar. Neimoidia and Saki
together couldn’tmatch Drongar for sheer fetid, noisome area.

 Saki also had forests, and savannas, and lakes . . .and, unlike Drongar, a stable axis, anchored by the
gravity of a single, large moon. Thus, seasonal variations on Saki were mild, the air was sweet, and the
hunting was good. Saki Prime was an older star, itsspectrum shifting more toward the red. From the
planet’s surface it looked like a swollen crimson jewelhanging in the azure sky.

 Bleyd had heard it said on occasion that Sakiyan weretoo insular, that they tended to stay on their own
worldrather than venture out into the galaxy and play with the big kids. He never responded to these
charges. He knew that, if most of the other sentients voicing the complaintcould spend even one day on
Saki, they would understand why few of its children ever wanted to leave.

 True, he had left—but only because circumstanceshad forced him to seek his fortune offworld. His
pride-father, Tarnese Lyanne, had invested heavily in variousblack-market and smuggling



operations—far too heavily. Shiltu the Hutt, a Black Sun vigo, had double-crossed

 Lyanne. Clan Tarnese had been ruined—and Bleyd hadleft to find employment in the Republic military.

 But one day he would return. That was never indoubt. And he would return in style.

 The Sakiyans were a proud and predatory race—Bleyd’s ancestors had been legendary hunters. It was
hismonthraelto be no less of a legend than they.

 Bleyd stopped reminiscing. He could not afford tolose his focus now. A decison had to be made, a
decisionthat could determine the rest of his life’s course.

 But there really was only one choice. If the Republicwas unable or unwilling to recognize his abilities,
thenit was the Republic’s loss, not his. He had known allalong, after all, that it was up to him to make
certainthat he came out of this war wiser—and richer.

 Much richer.

 With sufficient credits Bleyd could reclaim his clan’sholdings. It was too late to wreak any sort of
delayed revenge on Shiltu—the old reprobate had died a decadebefore from sudden massive cellular
hemorrhage, a sort of full-body stroke that had ended the Hutt’s life far too quickly and painlessly, in
Bleyd’s opinion.

 But it was just as well that he not be tempted. Revenge, he knew, was an expensive and dangerous lux
ury. Retiring from the war a rich man would be his bestvengeance upon a military too foolish to know
whatthey had in him, if Filba continued to come through . . .

 Bleyd was certainly not blind to the irony that required him to trust another Hutt in dealing with BlackSun
again. It was risky—very risky. Allying with BlackSun was like gambling with a Wookiee: even when you
know he’s cheating, sometimes it’s best to let him win.But the stakes were too high to walk away from.
Withthe credits they stood to make, he could become alanded person, perhaps even enter politics. He
closed his eyes, picturing it: the wealthy Senator from Saki,with his own palatial spire on Coruscant,
affecting thelives of trillions with his every command . . . he couldcertainly get used to such a lifestyle.

 Yes, it was risky. Going after the big game alwayswas. But he’d hunted razor-tailed tigers in the Dust
Pitsof Yurb; he’d fought lyniks that had tasted his bloodand therefore knew every move he would make;
he had even trapped a nexu, one of the most ferocious beasts in the galaxy.

 He was more than capable of outwitting even a many-headed beast such as Black Sun.

 His secretary droid appeared in the doorway. “Admiral, you asked to be reminded of the time.”

 Bleyd glared at the droid, annoyed at being pulledback from his visions of glory. “Yes, yes. All right, you
have reminded me. Go on about your business.”

 The droid, a standard protocol unit, quickly shuffledaway. It knew better than to hesitate when Bleyd
told itto move.

 The admiral glanced down at his desk and the mountain of flimsies and datapads there. Bleyd set to
work.It would be best to have a clear mind, unencumberedby trivial business, so that he could
concentrate on his plans. He had to keep things running smoothly; therewas far too much at stake for any



mistakes to be madeat this point. Bleyd thought of the billions of credits he would realize from the Hutt’s
scheme. Those billionswould buy him the top floor of a monad in Coruscant’s prestigious equatorial belt,
and servants to caterto his every whim. The means to accomplish all this was there—all he had to do was
be brave enough to seize theopportunity.

 Den Dhur swaggered into the cantina.

 It wasn’t much of a swagger, but after all, he was aSullustan, waist-high to and only half the weight of
most of the patrons within. It was understandable that conversation didn’t cease and heads turn to mark
hisprogress. He could live with that.

 What was harder to live with were the lights and thenoise. There were fluorescent globes on every table,
anda quadro unit near the door was pounding out something loud and thumping and syncopated that they
called music these days.Big milking surprise, he told himself;a noisy cantina. Who’d have thought?
But thefact that it was unremarkable didn’t make it any lessunpleasant.

 Added to the wail blasting from the speakers were thepatrons. Most of them were military and all were
chattering loudly, which only added to the cacophony. Likeall Sullustans, who had evolved for
underground living,Den had relatively large eyes and sensitive ears compared to most sentients. He was
wearing polarizeddroptacs and sonic dampeners, but even so, he knew he was going to have a walloping
headache if he stayed inhere too long. Still, he was a reporter, and places like this were where the most
interesting stories could beheard. Assuming one could hear anything through thisdin . . .

 He ascended the ramp, designed for shorter and legless species, to the bar, gaining enough height to put
him on eye level with the tender, whom he signaled witha wave.

 The tender, a phlegmatic Ortolan, came over. He looked at Den without speaking—at least, without
speaking anything Den could hear. Most Ortolans conversed in ultrahigh or ultralow frequencies. Even
theSullustan’s ears, sensitive as they were, weren’t as goodas the blue-furred flaps the tender sported.
Den was surethe chunky, long-nosed alien wore sonic dampeners as good as his own, if not better.

 Fortunately the dampeners had selective blocking—either that, or the Ortolan was good at lip-reading,
because when Den said, “Bantha Blaster,” the tenderpromptly began pouring liquids into a glass, building
aswirly orange-and-blue concoction. He was prettygood, Den noted. In a matter of moments the Ortolan
handed the drink to Den. “On the tab,” the tender said,his voice low and resonant.

 Den nodded. He took a long, slow sip.Ah . . .

 The first drink of the day was the best. After a fewmore, you couldn’t really taste them.

 He had enough swallows to blunt the harsh edges ofthe lights, then looked around. First thing a good re
porter did upon spacing to a new planet was find the local watering holes. More stories came out of
cantinasthan anywhere else. This one certainly wasn’t much: adilapidated foamcast building in the middle
of aswamp—most of the planet seemed to be either jungleor swamp, Den had noticed on the shuttle
comingdown—set up to serve the clone troops, soldiers, and assorted support staff; the latter mostly
medics, given thatthis was a Rimsoo.

 Lightning flickered outside, leaving, in his eyes, a momentary faint blue afterglow to everything. Thunder
boomed almost simultaneously, hurting his ears evenwith the dampeners. If the weather here worked thes
ame way it did on most planets Den was familiar with,the rumbles dopplering through the sky meant
imminent rain. He watched as most of the cantina’s occupants repositioned themselves.Uh-huh. Roof



leaks.The regulars undoubtedly knew the spots where the water would drip through. He watched gaps
opening in thecrowd as they shifted to new areas, their movements almost unconscious. Rain’s coming,
don’t stand there,you’ll get drenched. Unless, of course, you were a waterspecies, in which case the
leaky spots were prized.Oneperson’s trash, another person’s treasure . . .

 Another thunderclap—a sound easily differentiatedfrom that of artillery, if you’d been in and out of war
zones for as much time as he had—sounded. In the momentary ringing silence that followed, heralding
drops of the storm pattered on the foamcast roof. Within seconds, the sky opened up, and the drumming
of the rainbecame a constant barrage.

 And, just as he’d anticipated, the leaks began streaming.

 The water puddled on the floor for the most part,without hitting anybody as it cascaded. A newbie here
and there was surprised and awarded laughter by hiscomrades for his soaking. At the end of the bar, an
IshiTib mechanic stripped out of his lube-spotted coverallsand undulated under a steady stream, moving
his eye-stalks and clacking his beak in time to the music.

 Den shook his head. What a life. Cantina-crawling in yet another dung-hole, all in the service of the
Public’s Need to Know.

 A blast of hot, wet wind swirled over him as the doorseal parted. Den knew without even turning around
who had entered; he could tell by the smell of dampHutt that suddenly filled the room.

 The Hutt shook himself, ignoring the annoyed looksand exclamations the spray of water brought from
nearby patrons, and slithered toward the bar. He cameto a stop on the ground level next to Den.

 Den drained the last of his drink and took a momentto compose himself before looking at the Hutt.
“Filba,”he said. “How’s it flopping?”

 The Hutt didn’t seem surprised to see him here—nodoubt he’d been notified of the arrival of the press.
He hardly spared Den a glance. “Dhur. Why aren’t you out somewhere making up more lies about
honest working folk?”

 Den smiled. “I can make them up just as well in adry—well, relatively dry—cantina.”Honest working
folk, my dewflaps,he thought. If honest work came anywhere near Filba, the huge gastropod would
probably shrivel up and die like his remote ancestors didwhen covered in salt.

 The tender approached.“Dopa boga noga,” Filbagrowled in Huttese, holding up two fingers.

 The tender nodded and drew two mugs of somethingyellow and fizzy, which he set in front of the Hutt.
Filbaknocked them both back, barely taking a breath between them.

 “Not one to savor your drink, I see,” Den said.

 Filba turned one enormous, bilious eye in his direction. “You have to drink Huttese ale fast,” he ex
plained. “Otherwise it eats through the mug.”

 Den nodded in sage comprehension. The tender filledhis glass again, and the reporter raised it. “War and
taxes,” he said, and drank.

 “Koochoo,”Filba muttered. Den wasn’t familiar enough with Huttese to recognize the word, but from



 Filba’s tone it sounded like an insult. Of course, most ofwhat Filba said sounded like an insult. The
Sullustanshrugged. Either Filba still had a problem with him, orhe was just venting. Either way, Den
wasn’t particularlyworried. In his experience there were very few problemsin this galaxy that couldn’t be
cured, or at least put in proper perspective, by liberal doses of alcohol or itsmany equivalents.

 The rain stopped almost as quickly as it began. Denstared at the puddles on the floor, knowing it would
take days for them to evaporate in the humid air. And long before they did, it would have rained again.
Heasked a Bothan who stood at the bar a few steps away,“Why don’t you guys throw a field over this
place, keepit dry?”

 The Bothan looked at him. “Tell you what—if youcan rec one from Central or find one around here
that’snot being used, I’ll be happy to put it up. And don’t suggest fixing it the old-fashioned way—we do
that all thetime. As soon as we get one hole patched, the milkingspores eat open another one.”

 Den shrugged again—he had a feeling he would bedoing a lot of that on Drongar—and turned back to
hisdrink. Before he could give it the attention it deserved,however, he noticed a group sitting at a table a
couple ofmeters away. There were four: two males and two females. One of the males was a Zabrak; the
rest were humans. Den made a wry face. Although he tried to be open-minded and tolerant, he had to
admit that he hadlittle use for humans. They tended to be louder thanmost species, and whenever a
ruckus started in a place like this, it was usually a human at the bottom of it. He remembered one time, on
Rudrig, when—

 He blinked.

 One of the human females was wearing the robes andtrappings of a Jedi.

 There was no disputing it; the plain dark hoodedrobe, the lightsaber hanging from her belt, and, most of
all, something as indefinable as it was unmistakable in the way she comported herself—all these identified
heras surely as if a neon holo had been blinkingjediabove her head. The Order had been in the holonews
quite a lot lately, Den knew. He felt his pulse quicken a bit as he thought about the possible implications
of her being here, on Drongar. Something to do with the bota,perhaps? Or was it something more
secretive, moreclandestine . . . ?

 His reporter’s curiosity could not be denied. Denpicked up his drink and started toward the table.

 After all, the public needed to know.

  

  

 4

  

  

  

  



 Jos didn’t recognize the Sullustan, but that wasn’t surprising. Rimsoo Seven wasn’t exactly one of the
Coruscant spaceports, but a small amount of traffic did cyclethrough. Most of the newcomers were
observers or officers on tour, and, of course, there was an endless paradeof clones. Some, however,
were civilians: supply and materiel supervisors, bota harvesters, and various hiredlaborers. He’d even
heard rumors that the base might beincluded in a HoloNet Entertainment tour. Many base functions were
performed by droids, but most droidsdidn’t last very long on Drongar. The WED Treadwellswere
constantly breaking their many delicate armatures, and the medical droids—the MDs, 2-1 Bs and
FXs—needed constant maintenance due to the humidity and high oxygen quotient. Jos had had parts on
back order from Cybot, Medtech, and other factories formonths, but no joy was in sight anytime soon.

 So when the Sullustan strolled over with a drink inone hand and a friendly expression, the four made
roomfor another chair. He introduced himself, adding thathe was a string reporter for theGalactic Wave,
one of the smaller holonews services. “Been asked to comeover to HoloNet several times,” he said,
grabbing ahandful of shroomchips from the bowl in the table’scenter. “But they’re too mainstream, too
party line forme. I like working on the edge.”

 “Do you disagree with the Republic’s policies towardDooku and his Separatists?” Barriss Offee asked.

 Dhur’s huge eyes appraised her for a few seconds while he swallowed. “Kind of unusual to see a Jedi
Knight this far out,” he said.

 “I’m not a Jedi Knight as of yet. Until I complete my training, my title is still Padawan,” Barriss said.
“Andyou haven’t answered my question.”

 “You’re right—I haven’t.” Dhur looked steadily intothe Jedi’s eyes. “Let’s just say I disapprove of some
ofDooku’s methods.”

 The silence that followed threatened to become tension. Zan said quickly, “We’d just offered to give our
new healer the five-decicred tour. Care to join us?”

 Dhur drained his drink. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

 Five decicreds would be robbery for this tour,Josthought as the four walked through the base. There
really wasn’t much to see: several foamcast buildings, the biggest of which contained pre- and postmed
andthe operating theater. Then there were the officers’quarters—smaller cubicles, for the most part—the
can tina, mess hall, landing pad, refreshers, and showers.All this in a small valley overshadowed by tall,
tree-like growths, mostly draped with something that lookedsimilar to Naboo swamp moss.

 The storm had stopped as suddenly as it began. Joswas sweating after a dozen steps; the air lay sodden
andheavy, without a breath of movement. He watched Barriss Offee, wondering how she stood the
damp heat in that heavy cloak. She didn’t even seem to be sweating.

 He wondered what she looked like under thoserobes . . .

 “We do triage over there, where the lifters put down,”Zan said to her, pointing to the west. “We keep a
separate pad for the shuttles; that’s where you two landed, near the harvesters’ quarters.” He pointed
south. “Thefront’s about seventy kilometers back. The lifters usually come around from the east, because
of the winds.”

 Jos became aware of Tolk’s gaze upon him; she waswatching him watch the Jedi. He glanced at her,



and shegrinned at him. He grinned back, somewhat sheepishly.No use trying to disguise his thoughts to
her—she was aLorrdian, and could read anyone’s body language like aholo on max-mag. It was almost
like telepathy.

 He shrugged.Just idle curiosity, he thought, and saw one of the nurse’s eyebrows arch:Oh, really?

 He felt a moment of slight embarrassment as heglanced back at Barriss. Since she was a Jedi—well, one
in training, at least—had her connection with the Forcealready alerted her to his taking notice as well?

 He had been most impressed by her work in theOT—her hands were fast and assured, wielding laser
scalpels and mini pressor fields as she cauterized spurting arteries and even aided in transplanting a
kidney. If she had used any of the healing powers it was rumoredthat the Force had given her, Jos hadn’t
seen it—butthen, he’d been rather busy himself.

 He knew very little about the Force—not even how totest for it, because that knowledge was
supposedly reserved for the Jedi. He was aware of the power of the mind-body connection, of course,
but he had no talentsin that direction. He was a surgeon; he knew how toslice and splice the innards of a
dozen species, includinghis own. That was his talent, his gift, and he was verygood at it. So good that at
times he felt almost bored with the routine plumbing repairs he had to make, forthe most part, on the
clones. He very rarely lost one,and when he did, due to sepsis or hidden trauma orsome other nasty
surprise, it was hard to feel too muchgrief. Even in wars fought by individuals the doctors often grew
numb. It was easier still to do so when thenext body to come under his laser looked exactly likethe last
one.

 They really do all blur together sometimes . . .

 It had bothered him at first. Now he’d grown used to it. After all, it was common knowledge that clones
weren’t true individuals, in the strictest sense of theword. Their mind-set had been standardized, just as
their somatotype had been, in order to make them moreeffective fighters. No one ever heard of a trooper
freezing under fire, or letting his fellows down on the front lines. It just didn’t happen, due to subtle
behavioral adjustments mass-programmed into the amygdala andthe other emotional centers of their
brains. Jos wasn’tsure, because he’d never had the opportunity to run itests, but he suspected that their
serotonin and dopaminelevels had been adjusted as well, making them morefearless and aggressive. The
bottom line was that oneclone was pretty much just like another, and not only in appearance.

 Of course, they weren’t interchangeable units of ahive mind. Jos had seen evidence of individuation, but
only in areas that didn’t interfere with their ability tofight, or their loyalty to the Republic. They were true
universal soldiers, genetically hardwired to fight without fear of death or sorrow at the deaths of their com
rades. It made them more effective warriors, to be sure, but it also made it hard to think of them as being
each a unique organic sentient. He’d often heard them referredto disparagingly as “meat droids”. . .he
didn’t care forthe term, but as a description, it seemed apt.

 “ . . .right, Jos?”

 Jos blinked, realizing Zan had asked him something,but he had no idea what it was. He looked up at
Zan,Barriss, and Dhur; they were standing on a small rise coated with the pale pink growth that was
Drongar’s idea of grass. A slight breeze had started, but it provided little relief from the heat. The Jedi’s
cloak wasstirred slightly. It parted momentarily in a gust, and Joscould tell that the body beneath the
robes was . . .Notbad. Not bad at all.

 “Hey, partner,” Zan said, amused. “How’s about dropping out of hyperspace and rejoining the group?”



 “Sorry.” He moved quickly up the rise to stand besidehim, Dhur, and Barriss. “What was the question?”

 “I was wondering if that storm was the start of the monsoon season,” Dhur said.

 “It doesn’t start,” Jos said, “because it never stops.Except for the poles, the whole planet is like this.”

 Jos didn’t think Dhur’s eyes could get any wider, buthis last statement proved him wrong. “You mean
it’slike this all the time?”

 “Pretty much,” Zan said.

 “Actually,” Tolk said as she joined the group, “this isa rather nice day. Only one lightning storm so far.”

 A far-off rumble of thunder came from the east. They all turned and saw a new storm front massing dark
grayon the horizon.

 Jos glanced at Tolk. “You really should know betterthan to say things like that.”

 The second storm subsided around midnight, thoughthe skies remained cloudy. Drongar had no large
moon, and so Barriss, standing just outside one of the doors tothe officers’ quarters, was surprised to see
the huts and grounds illuminated by a wan light that shifted among green, pearl, and turquoise hues, as if
the clouds were somehow noctilucent.

 “It’s the spores,” Zan told her. She was not surprisedthat he had stepped out alongside her; she’d felt his
presence in the Force before she could see him. “Somestrains glow in the dark,” he continued. “Clouds
make a good backdrop for them. Though you’d think all the rain would wash them out of the air.”

 She nodded. The bands of variegated light, twistingslowly far overhead, were more impressive than
many rainbows and auroras she’d seen on far more hospitableworlds.

 It was nice to know that even Drongar had somebeauty to offer.

 “A lot prettier than the night sky, actually,” Zan said.“We’re so far out on the Rim that you don’t see that
many stars. And the whorl itself isn’t visible from thishemisphere.” He grinned at her. “Not even a full
moonto walk hand-in-hand under.”

 Almost by reflex, she felt his aura gently with theForce, and found nothing in him but friendliness. She
smiled back at him. “Did you have a moon on . . . ?”

 “Talus. No, we had something much more spectacular: Tralus, our sister world.”

 “Ah. The Double Worlds of the Corellian system. Twoplanets, orbiting each other as they circle their
sun.”

 Zan nodded and looked impressed. “You know yourgalactic cartography.”

 “I would be a poor excuse for a Jedi if I did not.”

 He looked at her for a moment. Barriss could hear thesounds of the night all about them: the buzzing of
thescavenger moths, the dopplering hum of a worker droid as it pursued its tasks, and, far away, the



occasional distant crackle of energy weapons and sharper cracks ofslugthrowers. She might have thought
she was imagining them, but she could feel the reverberations of deathand destruction quite clearly
through the Force.

 “And who were you,” Zan asked, “before you became part of the Order?”

 She hesitated as well before replying. “No one. I wasbrought to the Temple as an infant.”

 “Have you never tried to contact your parents, to findyour homeworld’s—”

 Barriss looked away. “I was born on a liner in deepspace. My parents’ identities are unknown. I call no
world save Coruscant my home.”

 Zan said softly, “My apologies, Padawan Offee. Ididn’t mean to pry.”

 She turned back and smiled at him. “It is I who mustapologize. There is no excuse for rudeness. As
MasterYoda says, ‘If in anger you answer, then in shame youdwell.’”

 “He’s your instructor?”

 “I am not Padawan to him; my Master is LuminaraUnduli. Master Yoda is one of the most respected
members of the Council.” She hesitated, then added, “Hehas been a mentor to nearly all the Jedi
currently in theOrder. One student, to his great disappointment, leftthe Order and turned to the dark side
of the Force.”

 “I don’t have children,” Zan said, “though I hope tochange that once I’m off this damp rock. I would
imagine that to lose a pupil like that must be almost as bad asa parent losing his child.”

 She nodded. “I hope that, someday, after this war isover, he will be able to return to training students.
Hehasmuch to offer.”

 “As do you, Padawan Offee.” Zan yawned andturned back to the door. “I’m going to grab some sleep
while I can. You might want to do the same; if we’relucky, maybe tomorrow won’t be too much worse
thantoday.”

 He disappeared into the building. Barriss lingered amoment longer, thinking.

 She had deflected his questions about her path by ‘changing subject of the conversation.Why? she won
dered. She wasn’t sure. It had nothing to do with her assignment, and she was not ashamed of her
origins.Perhaps it was just the shock of the new, of being on adifferent world once more.

 She looked up again at the glowing spores overhead.Therewere species and cultures that believed souls
traveledamong the stars, flitting endlessly from one celestial object to another. Those strands up there
couldalmost be mistaken for something like that.

 She noticed then that another strain of spores wasworking its way across the clouds; a band of crimson.
Itinterwove with the subtler colors, its borders increasingsteadily. By the time dawn broke, she knew, it
would bethe dominant hue.

 Barriss turned away, going back inside the barracksbefore she could see the other strands overwhelmed
bythe red one.
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 Sitting in the chow hall and eating a breakfast ofgrainmush cakes, poptree syrup, and dried kelp strips,
Barriss Offee suddenly sensed a disturbance in theForce. The energy of it was that of impending
combat—something she had learned to recognize. She stopped and tried to focus on a direction.

 “Something?” Jos said. He was sipping a mug ofparichka a few seats away.

 She turned to look at him. “You said we are well behind our own lines here?”

 “Yes. Why?”

 “There is some kind of confrontation happening,quite close by.”

 The surgeon looked at his chrono. “Ah. That wouldbe the teras kasi match. Want to go take a look?”

 Last night’s rain had washed away some of the acrid pollen and spore-float, but the afternoon air still
had amoldy, sour tang to it as Jos led her from the compound.A hundred meters away, in a small natural
amphitheater eroded from rock, perhaps twenty or twenty-five peoplewere gathered; troops, mostly,
though Barriss couldalso see a few humanoids of various types. They sat orstood in the rough semicircle
formed by the rocks,watching intently the unfolding spectacle before them.

 There were a few shouts of encouragement, but thecrowd was, for the most part, silent.

 On the floor of the amphitheater was a large, spray-foam mat, and upon this stood two humans. The
menwere bare to the waist, and wore thinskin briefs andwrestling slippers. Both appeared to be
physically fit,though neither was particularly large or bulky. One was short, dark-haired, and swarthy,
thick with musclethrough the chest and shoulders; the other was tall andslender, almost blond, and had
several unrevised scarson his arms. The scars didn’t look like ritual ones—ifthere was a pattern, Barriss
couldn’t see it. But it wasobvious from their shapes that the marks had comefrom blades.

 Barriss felt another roil of the Force, and knew thiswas where the disturbance had originated.

 As they moved closer, Jos said, “Hand-to-hand combat instructors. The short guy is Usu Cley—he’s
fromRimsoo Five, about ninety kilometers toward the south pole from here. Cley was the Ninth Fleet
Middle-MassChampion two years running. I’ve seen him fight a couple of times—he’s very good.

 “The other one is new; he’s a replacement for ourunit’s instructor, who got blown up by a suicide droid



last week. I haven’t seen him move yet. Are you a betting woman, Jedi Offee? They aren’t due to start
for afew more minutes. You could make a few credits—lineis two-to-one in favor of Cley.”

 The Force swirled again in her, imparting a definitesense of menace, and it came, no question, from the
blond fighter. “What the new man’s name?”

 Jos frowned, searching his memory. “Pow, Fow . . .something . . .”

 “Phow Ji?”

 “Yeah. You know him?”

 “You have a bet down?”

 “Ten credits on Cley.”

 Barriss smiled. Jos looked puzzled. “What?”

 They stopped at one of the higher bluffs overlookingthe sparring area. The two fighters moved toward
themiddle of the mat. The referee, a Gotal, stood betweenthem, giving them instructions. It didn’t take
long; apparently outside of killing one another, just about anything went.

 She said, “A couple of years ago there was a teras kasitourney on Bunduki—that’s where the art
originated,you know. In the final match, a Jedi Knight, JocladDanva, met the local champion.”

 “A Jedi? Against a local? That hardly seems fair.”

 “Danva had the peculiar skill of being able to divorcehimself from the Force at times. He never used its
powerin his matches; only his personal skill, which was considerable. He was a virtuoso with twin
lightsabers, oneof the few ever to master the Jar’Kai technique. I’ve seenholos of him, and he was a
fantastic fighter. He couldhold his own with most of the Jedi in practice.”

 “And . . . ?”

 “And he was defeated in the Bunduki match.”

 Jos raised his eyebrows, then looked away from hertoward the bare-chested men on the mat. The ref
backed away, and the men assumed fighting positions.

 “No,” he said.

 “Yes. Master Danva was beaten by the local teras kasichampion, Phow Ji. Your new combat
instructor.”

 Jos sighed. “I see. Well, it’s only credits. And it’s notlike there’s anything tobuy around here . . .”

 As they watched, the two fighters circled, watching each other. Cley kept his left side facing his
opponent,his legs wide in a bantha-riding pose, left hand high,right hand low, fingers formed into loose
fists.

 Ji stood aslant to Cley, his right foot leading, his armsheld wide, hands open. He looked vulnerable, but



the invitation was false, Barriss knew. They were a step and ahalf apart, and Barriss recognized this as
knife-fighting distance—just outside the range of a short blade.

 They kept circling. Cley was too wary to fall for theobvious trap. It looked more like a jetz match than a
fight, the delicate balance between them holding as oneman shifted, ever so slightly, and the other
respondedwith an equally subtle move.

 The onlookers rumbled uncertainly, aware somethingwas going on, but not sure what.

 Then Cley made his move. He lunged, driven by powerful legs churning hard, and he wasvery fast. He
launched a two-punch combination, a left and a right, low and high, and either would have been enough
toend the fight, had they landed.

 Ji didn’t back away, but instead stepped in to meet theattack. His own punch crossed the centerline and
deflected Cley’s highline strike a hair, just enough so thathis hit missed. Then Ji’s punch caught Cley flush
on thenose, but that wasn’t the end of it. He continued hisstep in, put his right leg behind Cley’s leading
foot,caught the man’s throat in the V of his thumb and forefinger, and swept him, shoving him down onto
the mathard enough to momentarily imprint Cley’s form into the resilient foam. Then he dropped into a
deep squatand drove the elbow of that same arm into Cley’s solarplexus. Cley’s breath burst out in a
rush.

 Ji stood, turned his back to the fallen man, andwalked away. Cley lay on his back, trying to regain his
wind, unable to rise.

 Just like that, the fight was over. Once the attack hadbeen launched, the entire sequence had taken
maybethree seconds, total.

 “Sweet soalie!” Jos said. “What did he do?”“Looks like he just cost you ten credits, Captain Vondar,”
Barriss said.

 Jos watched as the fight medic checked Cley over anddecided that the man wasn’t hurt badly enough to
needmore than first aid. He had never seen anything like that before—a fighter as experienced as Cley
getting floored so fast and so easily. Phow Ji wasgood.

 Jos had taken the basic training required of all military personnel, of course, and had learned a couple of
tricks, but those were nothing compared to what he hadjust witnessed. He still wasn’t sure what he had
seen.One moment the two men were jockeying for position—the next, Phow Ji was strolling away and
Usu Cleywas on his back trying to remember how to breathe.

 What would it be like to know that you could reallytake care of yourself like that, when push came to
shove ?

 That you could defeata Jedi in hand-to-hand combat?

 It was hard even to imagine. Of course, the fastestmoves in the galaxy couldn’t block a blaster’s particle
beam or a projectile from a slugthrower. Although he’dheard that Jedi were actually able—through the
Force,he supposed—to anticipate such attacksbefore theywere launched, and thus block or avoid
them—seeingthe immediate future, in effect. He wasn’t sure if he believed that. But one thing was for
sure: his credits wouldbe on the new guy from now on.

 Beside him, Barriss stiffened, and Jos looked up to seethe fearsome Phow Ji approaching, wiping his



face witha towel.

 Seen up close, the man’s features were lean and hard;his lips seemed set in an expression not quite a
sneer.This was a man who knew just how dangerous he was, and wasn’t shy about letting others know
as well.

 “You’re a Jedi,” he said to Barriss. It was not a question. His voice was even, quiet, but full of
confidence.He ignored Jos as if the latter weren’t there. Jos decided that was fine with him.“Yes,” she
said.“But not fully fledged yet.”“I am Barriss Offee, a Padawan.”Ji smiled. “Still believe in the Force?”
Barriss raised an eyebrow. “You don’t?”“The Force is a tale made up by the Jedi to scare awayanybody
who would stand against them. Jedi are notimpressive fighters. I hardly broke a sweat, droppingone a
while back.”“Joclad Danva did not use the Force when you foughthim.”

 “So he said.” Ji shrugged, wiped his face with thetowel again. “Hot day. You look a little sweaty
yourself,Jedi. Here—”

 He tossed the towel at her.

 Barriss raised her hand as if to catch it. The towelstopped in midair. It hung there for maybe two
seconds.Jos blinked. What in the—?

 The towel dropped and landed at Barriss’s feet. She had not taken her eyes off Ji. “The Force is real,”
shesaid, mildly.

 Ji laughed and shook his head. “I’ve seen much better illusions from traveling carnival mages, Padawan.”
He turned and walked away.

 Jos looked at the towel, then at Barriss. “What was that about?”

 “An error in judgment,” Barriss said. “I allowed myself to become annoyed.” She shook her head. “I
haveso far to go . . .” She turned and started back towardthe compound. Jos watched her go for a
moment, then picked up the towel and looked at it curiously. It was a perfectly normal sheet of absorbent
syncloth, the kindthat one usually did not see hanging in midair as if froman invisible hook. It was damp
from the teras kasi master’s sweat, but otherwise unremarkable.

 He had just seen his first demonstration of the Force.

 As shows went, it wasn’t in the same league as dodging blaster rays, turning invisible, or shooting laser
beams from one’s eyes—all of which he’d heard thatJedi could do. But it had been pretty impressive, all
thesame.

 He wondered what else she was capable of.

 When he’d looked at her, standing on the rise ofground outside the base, the wind blowing her robe be
hind her, he’d felt a powerful attraction—or thought he had, at least. There was a sense of inner strength
andpeace about her that appealed strongly to the healerthat he, too, was at heart. But that same
tranquillityalso made her seem remote and unapproachable; morelike a simulacrum of a woman than the
real thing. Somemen were attracted by the appearance of aloofness, butnot Jos.

 On top of that was this power she had. Though he’dheard about the Force all his life, he realized now
thathe’d never really believed such a thing could exist. Likeso many others in his profession, Chief



Surgeon JosVondar was a pragmatist—he believed in what was real,what was quantifiable and
measurable. What he’d justseen had been—there was no other word for it—spooky.

 A sudden crackle nearby caused him to start and spinaround. The perimeter field was not far away, and
something had brushed against it and gotten zapped for its trouble. The charge wasn’t strong enough to
kill, butit was definitely unpleasant to anything smaller than aTatooine ronto.

 Jos started back toward the cluster of huts. Not thatthere was anything in the jungle anywhere near that
bigto worry about; it had probably been a wriggler. This was the largest land-based life-form they’d
noticed sofar: a sluglike thing about five meters long and half ameter thick that undulated in a zigzag
pattern across the ground. Its cilia could deliver a powerful electricalcharge, enough to knock a grown
man off his feet, but itwasn’t usually fatal. All the terrestrial fauna they’d seenso far, even large ones like
the wriggler, were invertebrate. Supposedly there were aquatic creatures of muchgreater size and variety
in Drongar’s oceans, but he’dnever seen one, and was just as glad to keep it that way.

 His thoughts turned to Barriss again, and he sighed. Itwas pointless to wonder if he was attracted to her
ornot. Even if he was, and even if her Order condoned outside relationships—something he had no data
on, oneway or the other—it was still impossible. The Jedi werenot the only ones with traditions.

 Any further thinking on this was interrupted by thesignature whine of approaching medlifters. Almost glad
of the distraction, Jos started to trot back to the base.
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 This run was a bad one. There were four full lifters,which meant sixteen wounded troopers. Three had
died en route, and one was too far gone to attempt resuscitation—one of the nurses administered
euthanasia whileJos, Zan, Barriss, and three other surgeons scrubbed up.

 One of the clones was covered with third-degreeburns; they had to cut his armor free. He had literally
been cooked by a flame projector. Fortunately, one ofthe three working bacta tanks they had was
empty,and the trooper was quickly immersed in a nutrient bath.

 The condition of the remaining eleven ranged fromcritical to guarded, and were triaged accordingly. Jos
pulled on his skin-gloves while Tolk briefed him on hisfirst case.

 “Hemorrhagic shock, multiple flechette injuries, headtrauma . . .”

 Jos glanced at the chrono. They were about ten minutes into the “golden hour”—the time window most
critical for a trooper’s survival of a battlefield injury. There was no time to waste. “Okay, let’s get him



stabilized. He’s lost a lot of blood, and he’s got an asteroidbelt’s worth of metal in his gut. Pump in some
vascolution, stat . . .”

 Barriss watched Jos at work for a minute, admiringhis skill and quick decisions. Then she opened herself
tothe Force, letting it tell her where her abilities would be most needed. She felt it guide her feet toward
Zan’stable, where the Zabrak was working on anothertrooper, assisted by an FX-7.

 “Is there a problem?” she asked.

 “Take a look,” he replied.

 She stepped closer. The naked body lay on the table,intubated and dotted with sensor lines and drips.
He did not appear wounded or injured, but the skin was a mottled purplish color—it looked like one
gigantic bruise.

 “He’s been hit with a disruptor field,” Zan said.“Bioscan shows his central nervous system’s been fried.I
thought we could do something, but he’s past that. Autonomic functions are stable on life sustain right
now,but they won’t last. And even if we could reestablishconsciousness, he’d be nothing but meat.”

 “What can be done?”

 He shook his head. “Nothing. We can harvest his organs, use ‘em to patch up the next one who needs a
kidney or a heart.” He started to gesture to the droid, butBarriss stopped him.

 “Let me try something first,” she said. Zan blinked insurprise, but stepped back, indicating the patient
washers.

 She stepped closer, hoping that her nervousnesswould not show. She extended her hands through the
field and placed both palms on the clone trooper’s chest.

 Then she closed her eyes and opened herself to theForce.

 It seemed to her that the Force had been with her, always, from her earliest memories of childhood. One
ofthose was particularly vivid, and for some reason it often came to mind when she was about to invoke
thepower. She could not have been more than three orfour, and had been playing with a ball in one of the
Temple antechambers. It had rolled beyond her reach, through an open arch she had not yet explored.
Barrisshad followed the ball, and abruptly found herself in oneof the gigantic main chambers. Far
overhead, the vaultedceiling loomed, and huge pillars rose majestically fromthe tessellated floor. Her ball
was still rolling across thatfloor, but Barriss, awed by the sheer size and magnificence of it all, wasn’t
about to go after it.

 Instead, she made it come back to her.

 She had not known she was capable of that. She simplyreached for it, and the ball stopped, hesitated,
andthen rolled obediently back to her.

 As she bent to pick it up, she sensed someone behindher. She turned and beheld Master Yoda, standing
in thefar entrance to the antechamber. He smiled and nodded, quite evidently impressed with what he had
justseen.

 That was all. She remembered nothing after that,whether Master Yoda had gone on his way and she had



continued playing, or if he had spoken to her, or ifsomething else entirely had happened. One would think
such an encounter with one of the most legendary Jedi of all would be impressed in one’s brain farmore
thoroughly than the part about playing with aball. But that was how it was. She even remembered the
ball’s color: blue.

 That memory came to her now, as it did, sometimesfleetingly, sometimes in great detail, nearly every
timeshe prepared to call on the Force.

 Barriss felt the palms of her hands growing warmagainst the trooper’s belly. She didn’t have to visualizet
he process—sheknew that healing energy was pouringfrom her into him. No—not from her;through her.
Shewas only the vessel, the conduit through which theForce did its work.

 An unknown time later—it could have been a minuteor an hour, as far as she knew—she opened her
eyes andlifted her hands.

 “Wow,” Zan murmured behind her. He was lookingat the readout panel. She saw that the trooper was
stabilizing. Also, the discoloration had vanished; his skinwas a healthy color.

 “You must’ve been top in your class. How’d youdothat?” Zan asked, without taking his gaze from the
panel.

 “I did nothing,” Barriss replied. “The Force can healwounds on many occasions.”

 “Well, it sure worked on him.” Zan gestured at thepanel. “His brain wave pattern’s within normal limits,
and most of the secondary trauma seems gone. Prettyimpressive, Padawan.”

 The FX-7 guided the gurney out. By the time Zan had finished changing gloves there was another body
beforehim. “Stick around,” he said to Barriss. “There’s plenty more where he came from.”

 Seated on a bar stool, his left foot propped on a runghigher than the right foot, Zan adjusted the tuning
mechanisms on his quetarra, bringing the strings intotune. The instrument had eight of these, bucky-fibers
ofvarying diameters and texture, and eight was three more than Zan had fingers on either hand. The first
time he had seen his friend play the thing, Jos had beenimpressed. The Zabrak’s fingers had danced
nimbly up and down the instrument’s fret board, and he had nowand then leaned way over and pressed
his chin against the instrument, using it to fret the strings. The quetarrawas a hollow, ornate, and
beautifully grained pleekwood box, polished to a dull sheen, with several holesin it, shaped something like
a figure eight. A flat board protruded from the box, and eight geared turnkeys on acarved headpiece
attached to the ends of the strings.

 The cavalcade of war-torn bodies had finally stoppedcoming nearly five hours after the last lifters had ar
rived. During the final hour another lightning storm hadpassed through—a bad one, with bolts stabbing
downquite close to the camp. The entire area was electrostatically shielded, of course, but it was hard to
remember that when the thunder was loud enough to shake thebuilding, the sudden flares of white light
through the windows left purple afterimages in his eyes, and the pungentscent of ozone filled the air,
expunging even the stenchof battle-charred flesh.

 But the storm had passed as quickly as it came, andby unspoken agreement everyone had wound up in
thecantina. Jos had come in a few minutes late, and hadbeen surprised at the relative silence within, until
hesaw Zan.

 The anticipation in the air was almost as piquant as theozone smell had been. People sipped drinks or



inhaledvapors or chewed spicetack, and watched Zan adjust thequetarra. No one was even so much as
glancing at thesilent quadro box that usually provided canned music.The globe lights had been toned
down to a soft, effulgentlevel. Various harmonic sounds rang out as Zan turnedthe keys, modifying the
various tensions until the atonal notes came to blend together just right. At last, satisfied,he sat up a bit
straighter on the stool, settled the instrument on his left leg, and nodded at the audience.

 “I’m going to try two short works. The first is BorraChambo’s prelude to his masterwork,Dissolution
by Self-Intention. The second is the fugue from TikkalRemb Man’sInsensate.”

 Zan began plucking the strings, and the music thatcame from that rapport between fingers and fibers
filledthe cantina with a haunting melody and a counterpoint bass line that, despite Jos’s gripes about how
much he hated classical works, immediately swept the humaninto its embrace.

 Zan was a master musician, there was no question ofthat. He should have been on a concert stage on
somequiet, civilized world, where sentient beings appreciated such artistry, his talented hands occupied
creatingart with Kloo horn and omni box instead of wieldingvibroscalpels and flexclamps.

 War,Jos thought.What is it good for? Certainly notfor the arts. He wondered how many other talents
likeZan were being squandered in battles across the galaxy. Then he forced such depressing thoughts
from his headand just listened to the music. There was little enough beauty on this world, he reminded
himself—might aswell enjoy it while it lasted.

 Around him, others stood or sat quietly, caught in themusical web Zan was weaving. Nobody spoke.
Nobody rattled dishware or clinked glasses. It was silent,save for the distant rumble of thunder and the
sounds ofZan’s quetarra.

 Jos glanced around and saw Klo Merit. The Equani was easy to spot; he towered nearly a head taller
than any other biped in the crowd. The pale gray fur andwhiskers helped, too. Jos was glad to see the
Rimsoo’s minder there. The Equani—what few were left, after asolar flare had scorched their
homeworld—were intensely empathetic beings, capable of understandingand psychoanalyzing nearly
every other known intelligent species. Jos knew that Merit, in many ways, carried the emotional weight of
the entire camp on hissleek, broad shoulders. Now, however, he seemedcaught up in the spell Zan was
weaving, just like everyone else.Good, Jos thought. He remembered a quotefrom Bahm Gilyad, who had
formalized the rules andresponsibilities of his profession five thousand years before, during the Stark
Hyperspace Conflict: “The sickand the injured will always have a healer to salve theirwounds, but to
whom does the healer go?”

 As Zan played on, Jos found it easier not to thinkabout the war, or how tired he was, or how many
shards of metal he had removed or perforated organs hehad replaced in the last few hours. The music
carriedhim to its depths, raised him to its heights, and refreshed him like a week’s worth of rest. He
realizedthat, in a great many ways, his friend was doing for thedoctors and nurses of Rimsoo Seven what
the Jedi haddone for the wounded clone troops—he was healingthem.

 Time seemed to stand still.

 Eventually, Zan reached the end of the last composition. The last clear note shivered away, and the
silencewas nearly absolute. Then the cantina patrons beganwhistling and clapping, or pounding their
empty drinkmugs on tabletops. Zan smiled, stood, and bowed.

 Den Dhur was standing next to Jos, who hadn’t noticed when the reporter had come in. “Your partner’s
good,” Dhur said. “He could be working the classical circuit, making serious credits at it.”



 Jos nodded. “Probably would be,” he said, “exceptfor this little problem called interstellar war.”

 “Well, yes, that.” Dhur paused. “Let me buy you adrink, Doc.”

 “Let me let you.”

 They stepped over to the bar. Dhur waved at the tender, who lumbered toward them. “Two Coruscant
Coolers.” As they waited for the drinks, Dhur said,“What do you know about Filba?”

 Jos shrugged. “He’s the supply sergeant. Processes requisitions, changes in orders from upstairs, that
kindof thing. Smells like he uses the swamp for cologne.Outside of that—nothing, really. Who knows
anything about Hutts? And why do you care?”

 “Reporter’s instinct. Hutts make news, more oftenthan not. Also, Filba and I go back a ways. I don’t
wantto be speciesist or anything, but you know the old saying: ‘How do you know when a Hutt is lying?
His—”

 “—lips move,’” Jos finished. “Yeah, I heard that one.They say the same thing about Neimoidians.”

 “And Ryn, and Bothans, and Toydarians. It’s a toughgalaxy, or so I’ve heard.” The reporter grinned at
Jos,who grinned back. Though he came across as sarcasticand irascible, still there was something likable
about the scrappy little fellow.

 The bartender brought their drinks. Dhur dropped acredit on the bar. “Hate to break it to you, but I’ve
heard it applied to humans, too.”

 Jos drained his mug. “I’m deeply shocked and offended. On behalf of humans across the galaxy, I’llhave
another drink.” He signaled the tender, thenadded, “Filba can be a pain in the glutes, but he seemsto do
his job pretty well. Or maybe I should say ‘jobs.’He’s got his pudgy little fingers into everything, seems
like. He’s even in charge of the bota shipments.”

 Dhur was about to take a sip of his second drink; hestopped and lifted an eyebrow instead of his mug.
“Excuse me?”

 “That’s what I hear. Bleyd’s given him full controlover processing, harvesting, and shipments.”

 “Imagine that.” Dhur seemed suddenly nervous.“Hey, did you hear about Epoh Trebor and his HoloNet
Entertainment tour? Looks like Drongar’s on theirlist.”

 “I’ll make a note to get excited about that later.” Joshad never been overly fond of the popular HoloNet
star,although he seemed to be in a minority, judging from Epoh’s ratings. He was still curious about
Dhur’s interest in Filba, but before he could say anything more, theSullustan drained his cup and said,
“Align with you later, Doc. Thanks for the drink.”

 “You paid for it,” Jos reminded him.

 “Right, so I did,” Dhur said. “Well—you’ll get thenext round,” and then he headed for the door as fast
ashis stubby legs could carry him.

 Jos looked around, wondering if Filba had come inwhile they were talking. He didn’t see him, and the



Hutt was pretty easy to pick out in a crowd.

 He frowned. Obviously something had gotten Dhur’sdewflaps in an uproar, and it seemed to have to do
with Filba. The base was expecting a few hours of relativepeace and quiet before the next wave of
wounded arrived, unless there was an emergency evac from thefront lines, which was always a
possibility. Jos had intended to spend the time getting some sleep. Sleep waseven more precious than
bota on this world. Maybe,though, he would stop by the supply hut, see how Filbawas doing.

 First, however, he would finish his drink.
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 The spy had been on this miserable soggy mudball of aplanet for more than two standard months now,
andwas intensely, seriously sick of it already. Two months since the agents in the higher echelons of the
Republicmilitary had arranged for the transfer to this Rimsoo.Two months in the heat and the sun,
besieged constantly by all manner of flying pests . . . and the spores!Those irritating spores, constantly
clogging up everything. There were days when a filter mask was a necessity, or he would strangle before
he could walk thelength of the base.

 The spy missed home with an unnerving desperation.The mild weather, the ocean breezes, the subtle
scentsof the fern trees . . . the nostalgic ache was dismissedwith a growl and a headshake. No point in
dwelling onthe past. There was a job to do, and finally, the seeds that had been planted more than a year
before were starting to come to fruition.

 Although the exact nature of the machinations bywhich Count Dooku had accomplished this grand
scheme were still unclear, ultimately they did not matter. In fact, it was better to be ignorant so that, if
caught, not even drugs or hypnoscans could extract thetruth.

 Not that exposure was very likely. This new identityhad been impressively documented, and the position
inthe chain of command was high enough that almostevery piece of important data coming through could
beevaluated. The confederacy had laid the groundwork well. The spy glanced at a wall chrono, then sat
downbehind the large, impressive desk. Built into the desktopwas a flatscreen that displayed various
views of the Rimsoo buildings, the transport ship hangar, and thebota-processing docks. There really
wasn’t too muchmore to the place. Everything combined wouldn’t beworth the waste of a single proton
torpedo, except for one thing: the bota.

 The different flatscreen scenes showed everythinglooking normal. That would change soon enough—in
just a few minutes, in fact.



 A push of a button stopped the screen on the “space-dock”—much too grandiose a term for a slab of
ferrocrete ten meters square—where the shuttle, bearing aload of processed bota, was about to lift off.
The spywatched as the transport rose silently on invisible repulsor waves. It climbed quickly, building up
speed for aquick dash through the main spore strata to minimizedamage. It reached the height of a
thousand meters in mere moments, dwindling to an all-but-impossible-to-see dot. Then the dot abruptly
bloomed, blindinglywhite, becoming for a second brighter than DrongarPrime.

 A few seconds later, the rumble of the explosion rolled over the base, like tumbling, crashing breakers of
sound.

 The spy couldn’t feel any joy over this act. People haddied in the doing of it, but it was necessary. One
had tocling to that. It was part of a distant, but important,goal. One had to keep that in mind.

 Den Dhur was thinking hard. It would soon be timefor him to go back to his cubicle and dig out the small
but powerful comm unit he had bought on the blackmarket for his war assignments. It had cost him a pile
ofcredits, but it was worth it. Disguised as a portable entertainment module, it was actually capable of
sendinga holocoded message packet through hyperspace on abandwidth that was all but undetectable by
both Republic and Confed monitor stations.

 The problem was, there didn’t seem to be a whole lotto report. While it wasn’t general knowledge that
theDrongar engagement was primarily about claiming thebota fields, it wasn’t a big surprise, either. Den’s
prob lem right now was that he didn’t have a good story tofollow.

 That problem didn’t last long.

 Den was crossing the compound when he saw hisshadow turn pitch black for a fraction of a second. He
turned and looked up carefully, squinting so as to maximize the polarization factor in his droptacs. Even
withambient light damped down, the bright spot overheadwas intensely white, outshining the planet’s sun.
For ahorrified second he thought some other, nearby star hadgone nova.That would be a milking hot
story, exceptthat he wouldn’t be around to report it.

 He heard shouting, cries of shock and alarm, from behind him. Someone was standing beside him,
looking up—Tolk, the Lorrdian nurse. “What happened?” sheasked.

 “Looks like the bota transport blew up.”

 As if to confirm this, the sound of the explosioncrashed down, vibrating the bones of those who hads
keletons. Den felt his teeth chatter in response to thelow-frequency waves.

 A nearby clone trooper—a lieutenant, according tohis blue chevrons—whistled in awe. “Yow. Their
fieldmust’ve gone critical. Probably slipped a superconductor coupling.”

 “No way,” an Ishi Tib tech engineer—Den recognized him as the one dancing in the cantina during the
rain on his first day planetside—said. “My crew wentover the housing this morning,” he continued.
“Checked the seals three times—those vacuum bubbles weretight.A greased neutrino couldn’t have
squeezed between theplates.”

 The trooper shrugged. “Whatever. How many aboard?”

 “Two loaders,” a human, whom Den didn’t recognize, said. “And the pilot.”



 The trooper shook his head and turned away. “Freaking shame.”

 You could call it that.Den glanced around. The opencompound was full of onlookers now, all squinting
upward even though there was nothing more to see. “Whatabout debris?” a Caamasi nurse asked
nervously.

 “Debris?” the tech engineer snorted. “Only ‘debris’ from this gonna be gamma rays.” He waved one arm
overhead, indicating the sky just above the base. “Don’tworry—energy shield over the whole place,
remember?”

 Others began to weigh in with their opinions on whathad caused the transport’s destruction. Den walked
away, thinking.

 One thing was for sure—Filba was going to have hisown meltdown over this, if he hadn’t already. Den
pursed his lips thoughtfully, then changed his direction.

 Den approached the Ops building, which housed thesupplies and the comm station, with a little trepida
tion. Though he’d only been on Drongar for a fewdays, he knew Filba of old; they’d first crossed each
other’s paths on the rainy world of Jabiim, during one of the Republic army’s last stands. Den had been
reporting on the battle, and Filba had been a requisitionsofficer who was dabbling in the weapons black
market. The Hutt was, like so many others of his kind,willing to use anybody’s back as a vibroblade
sheath,and had nearly gotten Den killed trying to curry favor with the rebel Alto Stratus.

 Den’s dewflaps tightened at the memory of it. Filba was a craven opportunist, with dreams of being a
criminal overlord, just like his hero, Jabba. Perhaps ultimately even a Black Sun vigo, from the few
slurred hintshe’d dropped now and then when in his cups. Den’sopinion was that the Hutt didn’t have
much chance ofbeing a big noise in the underworld. All Hutts were invertebrates, but in Filba’s case a
backbone was sorely needed. Despite all his bluster, Filba was the first one under the table when
“Incoming!” was heard—And,given his size, usually the only one who fits,Denthought.

 Filba’s primary assignment was as quartermaster. Assuch, he was responsible for ordering and keeping
track of any and all medical equipment, drugs, munitions andmateriel, wetware, cybernetics, droids,
sensors and communications gear, transport parts, food, and whatever latest spore-fighting chemicals the
Republic think-tanks had come up with—and these were just the tasksDen knew about. The Hutt also
monitored the holocomm station, sending and receiving orders and messages, usually between Admiral
Bleyd and Colonel

 Vaetes, but occasionally combat instructions from the fleet admiral to clone troop commanders. These
jobswould seem to be more than enough for any six beings,but apparently the Hutt insisted on keeping
track of the bota harvesting and shipments as well. Den wonderedwhen Filba found time to sleep.

 If I know Filba,the reporter thought—and, Motherhelp me, I do—his interest in the bota is more
than justa job.

 Filba’s office was about what the reporter had expected: neat and organized, but also crammed to the
ceiling struts with shelves, receptacles, and cabinets. These in turn were crammed with all manner of
things,but mostly held various media for data storage. Densaw racks of holocubes, flatscreens, plastisheet
files, andso on . . . it made his head itch just to look at all that information.

 The Hutt was facing a holoproj, conversing withsomeone in the reception field. That was all Den saw be
fore a trooper stepped in front of him, his blaster rifle atport arms. “State your name and business,” he



said.

 This clone was a noncombatant, no doubt detailed aspart of Filba’s security. His armor was clean and
white.“If you don’t have a good reason for being here, yourhead’s coming off.”

 “Den Dhur. Reporter,Galactic Wave. Just wanted toget Filba’s take on the—”

 The Hutt’s bulk loomed behind the clone guard. “It’sall right,” he said. The guard nodded and stepped
away.Filba glared down at the Sullustan, raising himself up tohis full, enormous—to Den,
anyway—height. Behindhim, Den could see that the holoproj Filba had been speaking with was now
gone.

 “What doyou want?” Filba growled.

 “Don’t try to intimidate me, slug-face, or I’ll let some hot air out of you.” Den had already pulled his
recording rod from a pocket, and was posed to record Filba’s words; now he poked it in the Hutt’s
belly as he spokefor added emphasis, regretting his action instantlywhen he pulled the rod, now dripping
strings of slime,back.

 Filba slumped nearly half a meter. He looked—if Denwas reading the expression on the huge, toadlike
faceright—very nervous. Den wrinkled his nose, noticing that the Hutt’s bodily secretions now smelled
sour.

 “I just spoke with Admiral Bleyd,” Filba said. “Orrather, I listened while he spoke. He spoke quite
loudly,and for a long time.”

 “Let me guess. He’s not happy about the transportbeing vaporized.”

 “Nor am I.” Filba wrung his hands; his fingers lookedlike damp yellow Kamino spongeworms. “More
thanseventy kilos of bota were lost.”

 “Along with three lives,” Den reminded him. “Whatdo they call that? Oh, yeah: ‘collateral damage.’”

 His sarcastic tone made Filba glance sharply at him. The Hutt drew himself up and away, leaving a
glistening, wide trail of mucosal ooze. Den was just as happy to have some space between him and Filba;
the huge gastropod’s fear-scent was making him queasy.

 “People die in wars, reporter. What do you want?”Filba’s tone was cold; obviously he regretted the
Sullustan seeing him in a moment of weakness.

 “Just a quote,” Den said in a conciliatory tone. Nopoint in antagonizing him further; Filba might be a
coward, but his jurisdiction over Rimsoo Seven’s shipping and receiving station, as well as much of the
inteldatastream, made him a powerful and influential individual—and a bad enemy once your back was
turned.“Something official about the disaster that I can filewith my story.”

 “Story?” Huge yellow eyes narrowed suspiciously.“What story?”

 “Naturally I’m going to mention this in my next uplink. I’m a war correspondent. It’s part of my job.”
Denrealized he was sounding defensive. He closed hismouth.

 “I can’t allow that,” Filba said primly. “It could damage morale.”



 Den stared at him. “Whose morale? The troops’?Nothing bothers them; cut off both arms and they’ll
kick you to death. And if you’re talking about the basepersonnel, anyone who isn’t in a coma or a bacta
tank knows about it already. It was kind of an attention-getter.”

 “This conversation is over,” Filba said, gliding awayover his patina of slime. “You will not file any story
onthis incident.” He made an offhand gesture, and Denwas suddenly yanked upward from behind. The
clone guard had picked him up by his collar and was now carrying him, feet dangling, out of the chamber.

 Once outside, the guard set Den down—not forcefully, but not particularly gently, either. “No more
dropping in unannounced,” he told Den. “Filba’s orders.”

 Den was trembling with anger. “Tell Filba,” he said,“that he can take his orders and—” He described
graphically just how the Hutt could use his cloacal flapas a file folder. The clone guard paid no attention;
hesimply went back inside.

 Den turned and stalked toward his cubicle, keenlyaware that several clone troopers and a few officers of
various species were watching. Some were smiling.

 You will not file any story on this incident.

 “Wrong,” Den muttered. “Watch me.”
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 The explosion had drawn Jos outside the cantina, as ithad most of the other occupants. His vision was
just abit hazy—somehow, those two drinks had multipliedinto four—but the transport’s disintegration
helpedsober him up dramatically.

 He saw Zan and one of the other surgeons, a Twi’leknamed Kardash Josen, and joined them; they, like
everyone else at the base, were speculating as to the disaster’scause. The prevailing theory was that the
spores hadmutated into something that could cause some kind ofcatastrophic reaction in the lift engines.
And wasn’tthata pleasant thought . . .

 As they talked, Jos noticed Den Dhur striding acrossthe compound toward his office, his dewflaps
quiveringwith indignation and anger. Intrigued, Jos moved to intercept him. The reporter was muttering to
himself, andprobably would’ve walked right by Jos if the latterhadn’t blocked his path. “Is there a
problem? AnythingI can do?” he asked, feeling a sudden rush of affectionfor the little guy; after all, he’d
introduced Jos to Coruscant Coolers.



 “One side, Vondar. I’ll show him who he’s dealingwith . . .”

 “Whoa, whoa,” Jos said, backing up in front of Dhurwith his hands up until the latter finally came to a
halt.“‘Him’ who?”

 “That ambulatory clot of rancor phlegm, that’s who!That condescending, officious sea scum! That—”

 “Ah,” Jos said. “Sounds like you and our esteemedquartermaster aren’t getting along.”

 “When I get through with him, he’ll be getting alongstretch of duty on the backside of Raxus Prime, or
someplace even worse, if I can think of one.” Dhur’sdewflaps were vibrating so fast Jos could practically
feel the breeze.

 “Look,” he said, “I’m the chief medical officer here, and you’re our guest. If you have a problem with
Filba, or anyone else—”

 “It’s Filba who’s got the problem, Doc—he justdoesn’t know it yet.” Dhur dodged around Jos. “Now,if
you’ll excuse me, I’ve got some work to do.” He disappeared into his cubicle.

 Jos watched him go, slightly nonplussed. While Filbawasn’t the easiest sentient to get along with, Jos had
never seen the Hutt inspire this kind of anger in anyone. Usually the best Filba was capable of inducing
was irritation. He wondered if Dhur’s earlier preoccupation inthe cantina had anything to do with this.

 He decided to go ask the Hutt for his side of it. Usually he was inclined to let the principals in these
matterswork things out by themselves—as a doctor he hadlearned very early that often the best way to
effectuate healing was to just get out of the way and let nature, orthe Force, or whatever determined such
outcomes, workits way. But, as he had told Dhur, one of his duties was to help Vaetes keep the peace.

 He turned to head for the Hutt’s sanctum when henoticed the Jedi healer emerging from her quarters. He
changed course.

 “Not shaping up to be a very good morning, is it?” he asked as he drew near.

 She looked up at him from within her hood, and hewas shocked at her pallor. “Padawan Offee, if you
don’t mind my saying so, you look like you either just saw aghost, or just became one. You need a shot
of cordrazinestat—”

 “I’ll be fine,” she said. “It’s just a momentary reaction.” She smiled sadly. “Your colonel was right—one
gets used to all this very quickly. Too quickly.”

 Jos’s puzzlement must have shown on his face, because Barriss added, “I—felt the destruction. Through
the Force. Not the agony of their deaths—that was almost instantaneous. But therecoil in the Force, the
reaction to whatever motivated this heinous act—thatwas . . . intense.”

 “ ‘Heinous’? Are you saying that what happened to the transport wasn’t an accident?”

 She looked into his eyes; though her flesh was pale,her eyes were bright and intense. “Yes, Captain
Vondar, that is exactly what I’m saying. It was not a malfunctioncaused by spores, or system failure, or
anything likethat. It was sabotage. It was murder.”



 Admiral Bleyd received the news while taking hisdaily sauna. His secretary droid delivered it, because
none of the other organic beings on board the MedStarcould comfortably enter the steam-filled chamber.
Bleyd kept the temperature so hot it would blister the skins of most of the officers and staff. To him, how
ever, it was comfortable.

 He read the flimsi, then crumpled the thin sheet.When he opened his hand, the sheet’s molecular memory
immediately re-formed it, without even wrinkles.This did little to improve the admiral’s mood.

 Dressed and back in his office, he paced angrily. Whowas responsible for this? He did not for one
microsecond believe that it had been an accident. It was sabotage, subversion, and no doubt the
beginning of a covert campaign to promote demoralization. Was it a ploy of the Separatists? Though the
popular front promulgated bythe HoloNet was that this was a war to stop the madman Dooku from
spreading anarchy throughout thegalaxy, in reality it was about commerce and capitalism, as most
wars—even “holy” ones—were. The Confederacy and the Republic had not fielded armies and navies
across the galaxy in the service of lofty ideals and sentients ’ rights. It was all about economics. The Sepa
ratists and the Republicans on Drongar were fightingover bota and the potential riches attached to it,
whetherthey knew it or not. Therefore, it didn’t make a lot ofsense for a Separatist to sabotage a
shipment of the onlyprecious commodity that the planet had to offer.

 But there were other players in this game; players ofstealth, who moved pieces even more transparent
than adejarik holomonster.

 Players like Black Sun.

 Bleyd cursed himself for a fool. He had, perhaps, let hisgreed and his eagerness to achieve wealth and
status spurhim into a rash alliance. The plot had been simple—toosimple, no doubt. Filba, in charge of
the shipping orders, had been skimming a few kilos here and there of the processed plant. Because of its
adaptogenic qualities, bota was in even more demand than spice in somecorners of the galaxy. Its
potential value was so great, infact, that its use as a medication by the Rimsoos here onDrongar had been
strictly interdicted—a rich bit ofirony, that.

 But transporting bota, even at hyper lightspeeds, wasdifficult because of its extremely limited shelf life.
Andthat was where Filba had outdone himself. The Hutthad discovered a way to ferry the contraband
across thegalaxy without loss of quality. How he had come acrossthis knowledge, Bleyd was still not
sure. Filba wasmany things, but definitely not a scientist, so it couldnot have been born in the Hutt’s
scheming brain. Mostlikely he had found and followed a trail on theHoloNet, or bribed someone for the
information. The important thing was that, as far as they knew, the process had not yet been discovered
by either the Separatists or the Republic.

 Bota’s decay process stopped if it was embedded inblocks of carbonite.

 Preserved this way, it could be shipped anywhere—ifthe blockades of both sides could be dodged. That
was where Black Sun had initially come in. Filba had connections to the interstellar criminal organization,
andthey had struck a bargain: for a percentage, Black Sun would provide a YT-1300f freighter, with a
modifiedhyperdrive, that could slip past both Republic and Con-fed blockades and smuggle blocks of
carbonite carryingbota to the far corners of the galaxy.

 But it was now quite apparent that Black Sun was not satisfied with just a cut of the illegal profits they
were making. They wanted the nexu’s share. Bleyd assumed that this calamity was some kind of a
warning shot. Nodoubt they would be contacting him and Filba soon to—



 Bleyd stopped pacing as a new thought struck him.Was Filba double-crossing him? It was no secret that
the Hutt wanted to be a vigo. And what better way to ingratiate himself with the crime cartel than opening
the way for Black Sun to take over a profitable smuggling operation?

 Bleyd nodded. Yes. He had to consider that possibility.

 He stepped over to the observation port, looked downat the planet. The terminator line was just
reaching thepeninsula where RMSU-7 was based. The thick transparisteel showed his reflection, overlaid
on the planetbelow him.An appropriate image, he thought.Because if Filba has betrayed me, there’s
no place on this worldor any other where he can hide . . .
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 Not all of the troops’ medical problems were traumatic. There was a section at the Rimsoo that housed
patients who had illnesses or infections not related to battle, but which were bad enough to require
monitoring. Allergies, idiopathic fevers, and a fair number ofrespiratory sicknesses—not surprising, since
the airwas full of spores, pollen, and other as-yet-unknownagents. Every planet had its own particular set
of medical problems—bacteria, viruses, and, as here, spores. The state of galactic medicine was such
that most patients on most planets could be healed, or at least keptalive, most of the time—but not
always. And sometimesthe side effects of the treatment were as bad as the cure.

 Barriss Offee had agreed to do a rotation in the wardbecause her use of the Force was particularly well
adapted to this kind of medical treatment. The Force could not in itself close a gaping wound—at least
she did not have that kind of control—but it could help asick person’s weakened immune system
overcome attacks from pathogens.

 As she scrubbed down, the Padawan had other thingson her mind. That the transport had blown up had
notbeen an accident—this she knew with certainty. Was thatsabotage somehow connected to her
mission regardingthe bota? There was no logical reason to assume so, butshe felt that it was. Was that
the Force prompting her?Or was it simply intuition, or even mere imagination?

 Her contacts with the staff on Drongar had not produced any dark undertones in the Force thus far. The
doctors, surgeons, nurses, and support people allseemed to be more or less what they claimed. Yes,
therewere things going on behind their facades, tensions thatthey hid, passions that they suppressed, but
nothingthat smacked of espionage or thievery.

 Of course, she hadn’t met everyone yet, and therewere some species that she simply couldn’t read at
thispoint in her training. The minds of Hutts, for instance.Hutts’ inner selves were very slippery; when she
reached for the core of one, it felt as if she were tryingto pick up a transparisteel ball covered in ramjet



lube. She was best with her own kind—so much so that attimes during the last couple of years she had
felt hopelessly provincial.

 An FX-7 med droid handed her the flatscreen chart ofthe patient in the Green Bed. Because the clones
alllooked exactly alike, each wore a Rimsoo ID tagaround his right wrist. The staff had also taken to
putting little colored pulse-stickers on the beds, and so,it had been explained to her, most of the nurses
anddoctors tended to refer to them as the Red Bed, the BlueBed, the Purple Bed, and so on.

 The man in the Green Bed had an MUO—malady ofunknown origin—that somehow caused his blood
vessels to dilate suddenly, as if he were plunging into deep shock. The causative agent had not yet been
found. Theresult kept his blood pressure so low that if he tried tostand, or even sit up quickly, he passed
out from lack ofblood feeding his brain. The planetside specialist inxenobiotics, a human woman named
Ree Ohr, called itorthostatic hypotensive syncope of idiopathic origin—which, translated, meant:
“somebody who faints everytime he tries to stand or sit up quickly, and we don’tknow why.” Doctors
put great store into labels, as ifnaming an illness were in itself somehow going to cureit. The Jedi healers
tried to be more holistic in their approach to treating the ill.

 Let’s see how well it works here,she thought.

 She went to his bedside. The trooper—his designation, according to the chart, was CT-914—seemed
fineas long as he was lying down. They had just put him ona histaminic retardant whose side effect was to
decrease blood pressure. If they could not cure the illness,they would treat the signs or symptoms as best
theycould.

 “Hello. I’m Padawan Offee. How are you feeling today?”

 “I feel well,” he said. He did not amplify that.

 “Sit up, please.”

 He did so. Two seconds later his eyes rolled up toshow white, and he collapsed back onto the bed, un
conscious.

 So much for the new medication.

 After a few more seconds, the trooper recovered. Heopened his eyes.

 “Tell me what just happened,” Barriss said.

 “I sat up and blacked out. Again.”

 She had not been on this world very long, but she hadlearned that the clone troopers tended to be
somewhatliteral and taciturn in their communication. Whenasked a question, they responded with
precision, butdidn’t generally volunteer things.

 “How long were you unconscious?”

 “Thirteen seconds.”

 The confidence in his voice surprised her. “And howdo you know this?”



 “There’s a chrono on the wall behind you.”

 Barriss looked over her shoulder. So there was. Feeling slightly foolish, she said, “I’m a Jedi healer, CT-
Nine-one-four. I have certain abilities that might behelpful. I will, with your permission, try to help you.”

 A small smile appeared on his face. “Is there anotherchoice for me, Jedi Offee?”

 That brought a smile to her face, as well. A joke. Thefirst one she’d ever heard a clone make; not that
she’dconversed with all that many.

 She exhaled, pushing as much air out of her lungs asshe could, then relaxed, letting them fill again. She re
peated the action.Tidal breathing, her mentor hadcalled it. It always worked; she felt herself relaxing,
moving into a state of mind more receptive to the Force.A clear, calm place, unburdened with
recollections andanticipations. A place where she was no longerPadawan Barriss Offee, no longer
anyone at all; merelya conduit for the living Force.

 It was there for her, as it always was. She reached outwith it and into the trooper’s energy field, seeking
thewrongness.

 Ah. There it was. A disturbance in his neural net, centered in the hypothalamus. There did not seem to
beany pathogenic cause—she sensed no forms of microscopic life except those that should be there. Yet
somehow, the man’s hindbrain had been injured. She could“see” a glowing red malignancy, and, using
the Force, she soothed the injury, “stroked” it with etheric ripplesuntil the glow faded.

 Then she withdrew. Returning was always slightlydisorienting. She centered herself, then opened her
eyes.CT-914 was watching her.

 She said, “Sit up, please.”

 The patient did so. After a few seconds, he was stillconscious.

 “Let’s see if you can stand.”

 He swung his legs over the edge of the hardfoam bed,put his feet on the floor, and stood.

 “Do you feel faint?” she asked.

 “No. I feel optimal.” He bent, knees locked, put hishands flat on the floor, raised up on the balls of his
barefeet, stretched his arms wide. “No dizziness or disorientation whatsoever,” he reported.

 “Good. Please get back in the bed. Someone willcheck on you in a little while. If the affliction doesn’t
come back, you’ll be released.”

 He got back into the bed. “Thank you, Jedi Offee.It’ll be good to get back to my unit and my mission.”

 “You’re welcome.”

 As Barriss turned and started toward the next patient,she noticed the chrono on the wall. Its reading sur
prised her; a little more than an hour had passed sinceshe had first spoken to CT-914. She had stood
there for an hour, immersed in the Force, and yet it had felt as if only a few seconds had passed.



 Such things still amazed her.

 The Indigo Bed was next . . .

 The call had come much sooner than even Bleyd hadanticipated. In fact, it had come in person.

 Seated across the desk from Bleyd, Black Sun’s representative was more than simply
self-confident—he wasobnoxiously smug. And why shouldn’t he be? He was acareer criminal, a delegate
of the biggest gangster syndicate in the galaxy. In addition to that, Mathal, as hecalled himself, was large
and very muscular, with a blaster strapped low on his right leg and a vibrobladesheathed on his left hip.
And he looks like he knowshow to use them,Bleyd thought.Good.

 Mathal had just delivered Black Sun’s offer. It wasmore like an ultimatum. They didn’t want more bota.

 They wanted itall.

 “We can get top price for as much as you can deliver,” he said.

 Bleyd would have raised an eyebrow, had he one. Asit was, he smiled and nodded, all the while thinking
thatthe human was a fool. Did he think that there were nosafeguards on the planet at all? Even for the
commanderof the Republic med units here, there were steps toorisky to take, and bleeding off any more
of the preciouscrop than he and Filba were currently doing wouldsurely be noticed.

 Mathal and his bosses didn’t care. They weregreedy, they wanted to make a killing, and if that leftBleyd
a wisp of smoke drifting from a crater—well, too bad.

 “So, the deal is, you up your production and shipments. We set up a big transport outside sensor
range—we got a Damorian Nine Thousand, carry half theplanet, forget about that milking
YT-Thirteen-hundred-fthey’ve been using—you ferry the stuff up, fill the hold,we pay you and space.
Everybody makes massive creds,everybody gets happy.”

 Bleyd wanted to laugh.Right. And my face goes onevery criminal-wanted holocast from here to
Coruscant, while you remain anonymous.There’sa deal.

 Even if Black Sun let him live after the transaction—and he wasn’t belting hisyithrael on that—even if he
came out of it with a fortune, it wouldn’t be enough tomake life on the run worth it. Always looking over
yourshoulder for Republic peace officers? Never able to relax, never able to watch moonrise on Saki
again? No,thank you. Bleyd knew that the only way to be a successful criminal was to commit a crime
that nobodyknew about. It didn’t have to be perfect—simply one that couldn’t be traced to your door.
Buy an unregistered blaster, zap someone with whom you had no discernible connection on some starless
night, run far andfast, and chances were excellent that they’d never attachyou to the murder. But hijack a
freighterload of high- profile contraband like bota? Might as well start getting used to prison food now.

 But to Mathal, he said, “All right. It might take a little while to arrange it.”

 The man smiled, showing his puny teeth. “We canhave a transport here in, say, a local half month.
Shouldbe plenty of time, don’t you think?”

 Bleyd smiled in return.Observe myfangs, human. “Why, yes, that should work fine.”

 Of course, it doesn’t matter what I say, since it isn’tgoing to happen—and you aren’t going to carry



the taleback to your masters.

 “Then I guess our business is done,” Mathal said.“Except for your, ah. . .helper. Is the slug still involved
in this?”

 “Filba is a loyal and trusted employee,” Bleyd said,offering the lie up easily. The truth was that he trusted
Filba as far as he could throw him one-handed in spitting distance of an event horizon.

 “Excellent. I’ll get back to my vigo and we’ll set up the operation.”

 Wrong again, my friend,Bleyd thought.The “operation” —in which I take out your viscera—begins
rightnow.

 Aloud, he said, “Yes, yes. Oh, one other thing—I havea small, but particularly good batch of bota cast
in carbonite, extremely high-grade product. I would like tosend it to your vigo as a gesture of goodwill.”

 “High grade, eh? How much?”

 “Not much.” Bleyd shrugged self-deprecatingly.“Five kilos or so.”

 “Excellent,” the human said. “My vigo will bepleased.”

 “And I am pleased to hear it.” Bleyd stood. “I’ve hadto hide it, of course. Would you care to
accompany me?It’s on the quarantine deck.”

 Mathal looked uncertain. “Quarantine? As in contagious disease?”

 “No, no, nothing like that. Anything that comes upfrom the planet has to be
sterilized—irradiated—purelyas a safety precaution. Drongar, as I’m sure you know,is a positive sump of
exotic pathogens. The deck is cleannow, and I’m keeping it off-limits to make sure nobody happens
across some items I don’t want noticed—such as the one I have for you.”

 Mathal nodded. “Smart. You know, when this war isover, you might consider coming to work for Black
Sun,Admiral. A being like you could do all right there.”

 “You are too kind.” Bleyd politely gestured for theother to precede him. “Shall we go and collect your
vigo’s gift?”

 “I’m game,” Mathal said.

 This time Bleyd really had to fight to contain hissmile.

 Den Dhur waved at the tender, got his attention,pointed at the nearly empty glasses on the table, andheld
up two fingers. The tender, a different one than thetaciturn Ortolan, nodded.

 Den turned back to the being across from him, astubby Ugnaught med-mechano specialist named
Rorand Zuzz who was a head under his own height.

 “Fascinating,” Den said. “Tell me more.”

 Zuzz drank the rest of whatever foul-smelling concoction he was using to alter his brain chemistry and set



theempty glass down. The odor—some kind of carboxyl-based intoxicant—reminded Den of
week-dead mellcrawler, and he did not consider himself fortunate toknow that stink as a reference. The
bottle, which thedroid had left on the table, was labeledtyrusian redale,and the slogan read:because
yellow doesn’t look good in space.What does that mean? Denwondered.

 “Well, yar, I kin tell ya t’ job is one o’ t’ toughest in t’service, you bet, yar.”

 His Basic was rough; Ugnaughts didn’t generallybother to learn the common language of the galaxy un
less they had to, but Den had heard and understood alot worse.

 “Dem docs alla time yellin’ ‘Fix dis! Fix dat!’ like they‘spect me t’pull t’ spare parts outta m’backside!
Supplyain’t deegle dung on dis world, you bet. Docs,” he muttered, staring moodily into the dregs of his
drink.

 The server droid rolled over and put the fresh drinkson the table. It cheeped something, and Den
impatiently waved it off.

 “Yes, yes, on the tab.”

 The droid beeped acknowledgment, then rolled away.

 “You work with Filba, is that right?”

 The tech picked up his new drink, gulped a third of it.“Ah. Dis good. What was I sayin’?”

 “You were telling me that you work with Filba.”

 Zuzz shook his head. “Dem ‘utts ‘r worse’n humans.Fussy no-creche-fecal-retents, y’know?”

 Den nodded. “Oh, I hear you, brother. Know one,know dem all.”

 The Ugnaught cocked a bleary eye at him.Easy, Den.He’s not drunk enough for you to start talking like
you’re clade-breds quite yet.

 Zuzz belched. “I mean, I’m tryin’ to zero-reset t’whole biosensor array for Recov’ry, every singlemilkin’
machine, and I can’t get t’ ‘utt t’spring for a decen’ calibrator!”

 “I can’t believe it,” Den said. “What scum.”

 “Got dat right, bloodline.” He glanced around, thenleaned forward. “ ‘Tween you ‘n’ me?” he said in a
low,slurred voice. “D’ ‘utt’s got somet’in goin’ on t’ side. I t’ink dem creds went into Filba’s pouch,
y’know whatI’m sayin’?”

 “Really?”

 “Oh, yar. I bin keepin’ an eye on ‘im. ‘E’s collectin’sweetsap from somewhere, y’know what I mean?”

 “Oh, yar, bloodline,” Den said. He smiled. Filba wasgoing to be milking sorry he had gotten in Den
Dhur’s way. You could scanthat and zap it to the bank.
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 It was a little thing that did it—it often was a littlething. In this case, it was a female human lab tech
laughing at something the guy sitting at the next tablewith her had said. It wasn’t loud, but it was a happy
sound, the sound of someone forgetting, for a blessed moment, the grim realities of the Rimsoo. All of a
moment, Jos remembered a girl from primary school, thefirst one he had made laugh. True, he had
accomplishedthis by hopping about, pretending to be a Selonian witha hotfoot, but they’d both been
seven years old at thetime.

 He stared at the food partitioned into the various compartments of the meal tray that sat before him.
Though he knew he should eat to keep his strength up,he was finding it hard to work up an appetite. Oh,
thefood was okay—the powdered hawk-bat eggs did havea slightly gritty texture, but the shroom steaks
weren’tbad, since they were local. Still, overall, it wasn’t one of the more memorable meals of his life.

 Jos sighed. If not for this war, he would probably be at home, starting a practice with his father or
perhapsone of his aunts or uncles—there were a lot of doctorsin his family, and several surgeons—and
maybe, after ahard day in the operating theater, going home to hisimpressive conapt in the swank Golden
Beach area ofCoronet. His spouse would meet him at the door; abright, funny, sexy female companion
with whom hecould share his life and love. Maybe even children . . .

 Abruptly, the food on his table held no appeal. What he wanted to do with his few precious minutes of
freetime was to go back to his cubicle and crawl into his cot,pull the thin syncloth sheet over his head,
and sleep for a week. A month. However long it took for this blastedwar to be over and done with so he
could go home.

 Yeah, he was a surgeon, and yeah, you couldn’t slicewithout seeing blood, but being up to your ankles
in it? Every day?That was hard.

 It didn’t matter that the vast majority of the troopswere clones, all stamped from the same press, and all
programmed not to fear war. Even though they weren’tquite individuals, they still suffered and died, and
the ones who didn’t die he and his colleagues had to putback together any way they could, desperately
jury-rigging and cobbling procedures, swapping out organs and patching up wounds, and then send them
back out to suffer again. And maybe, this time, die.

 There were days when he hated the talent in his handsand nerves that made it possible for him to slice
and plastistrip and heal. Perhaps, if he’d been trained insomething else—genomics, maybe, or
bio-robotics—hewouldn’t be on this stinking planet, mired in this stinking war. Of course, he’d rather be
behind the lines in aRimsoo than in the thick of things. His genetic programming didn’t include immunity to
fear, after all. Buthe didn’t really want to be here in any capacity.



 Jos thought of Barriss Offee, of the attraction he hadinitially felt for her. It was just as well that it hadn’t
continued, he told himself, since she was notpermes.

 The fact that she was off-limits, however, did nothing toassuage his loneliness. He wanted someone for a
lifemate, someone to be close to, to cherish. But he would have to wait until he was back in his home
system forthat to happen.

 He stared moodily into the depths of his tanque tea,as if some answer might be divined from the root
fragments bobbing in the murky liquid.

 “Stare any harder and it’ll evaporate.”

 He glanced up and saw Tolk standing there, in heroff-duty whites. The light from the chow hall door was
behind her, putting her in partial silhouette, but not somuch that he couldn’t still see her features.
Everythingwent out of his head except for one thought:

 Son-of-an-ibbot! She’sgorgeous!

 It wasn’t as if he hadn’t been aware that his chiefnurse was human, and quite attractive; that was obvious
to anybody with one working eye. But the same problem that existed with the Padawan also applied to
Tolk:she was notpermes. The Vondars and the Kersos—hisfather’s and mother’s clans—were very
solidly enster;disciples of a long and traditional sociopolitical affiliation in which Jos had also been raised.
A big part of anenster’s core belief system was that no marriage could be made, much less
consummated, outside the inhabitants of one’s own planetary system. The more extremezealots restricted
it even further, refusing to allow anyaffiliations offplanet. No exceptions were made.

 Yes, a young man or woman could go offworld, andyes, even the staunchest Ensterites might turn a blind
eyeif a son or daughter somehow managed a temporary alliance with one of the eksters—the
“outsiders”—butwhen you came home, you left your wild urges behind.You didnot bring an ekster home
to meet your parents.

 It was simply not done—not unless you were willing togive up your clan and be renounced and
ostracized forthe rest of your life. Not to mention bringing shame andcontempt on your immediate family.

 All this flickered through his thoughts at lightspeed.He hoped none of it showed, given a Lorrdian’s
uncanny ability to read expressions and body language.Tolk wasn’t an empath, like Klo Merit was, but
shecould pick up and decode the smallest physical clues tojust about any species’s mood.

 “Tolk,” he said casually. “Sit. Have some tea. In fact, have mine.”

 Tolk sat, took his cup and sipped from it, looked athim closely, and said, “Who died?”

 “About half the troops in the Republic militaryforces, seems like lately.”

 “We’re keeping eighty-seven percent of those who rotate through our surgery alive.”

 He shrugged. She took another sip of his drink.“Okay, thirteen percent of a big number is still a lot.But it
could be worse.”

 She had a nice scent about her; something slightlymusky, yet fresh. He’d never noticed that before. Of
course, the glare of the operating theater’s UVs and theoverlapping sterile fields tended to wipe out



odors,which was generally a good thing, given what gases sometimes escaped when a vibroscalpel
pierced bodycavities.

 “What’sreally wrong, Jos?”

 For a moment, he was tempted to tell her.What’swrong? I’m lonely, a long way from home, and sick of
death. I’m sitting next to a beautiful woman I’d like toget to know better—alotbetter —but there’s no
futurein it, and I’m not the kind of man who wants a quickconnect-disconnect, even though that seems
like a terrific idea at just this moment.

 It took no imagination at all to picture her on his cot, with her hair spread out on the pillow . . . andthat
wasa bad lane to be spacing down, he quickly realized. Soinstead of speaking the truth, he said, “Just
tired. Bio-rhythms are off. I need a vacation.”

 “Don’t we all.” But she gave him a look, and for justa second he was certain she knew exactly what he
wasthinking.

 Exactly.

 Jos and Zan watched as the supply drop ship lowered on invisible repulsor waves. “They’d better have
thosebiomarkers,” Zan said. “I only ordered them half astandard year ago. A Tatooine Sarlacc moves
thingsthrough its system quicker.”

 Jos mopped his brow and nodded, waiting for the ramp to lower. There were a number of things he’d
ordered that the base needed desperately: bacta tanksand fluid, bioscan modules, coagulin,
neuroprenoline, provotin cystate, and other first-line pharmaceuticals. . . the list was practically endless.
One of the most important things on the inventory, however, was moredroids. The order had been mostly
for FX-7s and 2-lBs, but he had also requested a couple of new office workers; two of the four CZ-3s
originally supplied had succumbed to rust and overwork months ago, and theothers were becoming
eccentric. He suspected spore-rot.

 The ramp lowered. Filba, of course, was there to inspect the manifest, meticulously checking to see that
every last synthflesh strip and chromostring reel wasaccounted for. The two surgeons, along with severaln
urses and scrubs, watched the duraplast containers asthey passed, trying to read the photostenciled
contentlists.

 “Yes! Got the biomarkers at last,” Zan said with a hissof satisfaction. Then his tattooed jaw dropped.
“What, only one case? They’ll be gone in a month! Typical. . .”

 Jos was also disappointed as the last canister autorolledpast them. “So where are the droids I ordered?”
He looked at Zan. “Did you see any droidscome off? Anything that evenresembles a droid?”

 Zan glanced over his friend’s shoulder. Before Joscould turn around, he heard a voice say, “I’ve been
told Iresemble one, sir.” The words were precisely articulated, with that slight mechanical hollowness that
comes only from a vocoder. He turned and saw a droidstanding halfway down the ramp.

 “Of course,” the droid added, “those who said itmight only have been trying to be kind.”

 Jos looked at the droid. It looked like one of the protocol models that were ubiquitous all over the
galaxy. Ifso, it had been refurbished a few times; the powerbus cables weren’t the standard models, if he
remembered correctly. The recharge coupling was different as well. The light pewter armor had more



than a few nicks anddents. Jos looked back at Zan. “I ask for office models,” he said. “Anything, even an
old CZ model. Andthey send me aprotocol droid.”

 “It’ll come in handy at all those fancy state dinners and diplomatic summits you’re always being dragged
off to,” the Zabrak said with a straight face.

 “Oh, yeah. I don’t knowhow I’ve managed to survivehere without my very own attache droid.”

 The droid muttered something behind him thatsounded very much like: “Blind luck, I’d say.”

 Jos and Zan both turned and stared at him. “Whatwas that?” Jos asked.

 The droid came to attention, and even though his facewas an expressionless metal mask, Jos felt that
something—fear? resentment? both?—somehow flashed there for a moment. But when the droid spoke
again,the voice was emotionless, even more so than most 3POmodels.

 “I said, ‘I’m instructed to stay—’ here, that is. OnDrongar. I think you’ll find me more than competent
toassist you, sir. I’ve had extensive medical programming,including access to the database files of Sector
Gen—”

 “What’s your ID classification?” Jos interrupted.

 “Eye-Fivewhycue, sir.”

 Zan frowned. “I’ve never heard of a Fivewhycueline.”

 The droid glanced at Zan and hesitated a moment before answering. Again, although the rigid features
didnot change, Jos felt somehow that the droid was momentarily unnerved by Zan’s appearance. But
when the I-5YQ answered, it was politely.

 “A modification of the Threepio series, sir, with certain changes in the cognitive module units. Its design
borrows somewhat from the old Serv-O-Droid Orbots model. The line was discontinued by Cybot
Galacticanot long after its inception, due to litigation.” The droid hesitated, then added, “I am usually
called I-Five.”

 The two surgeons looked at each other. Jos shrugged and said to the droid, “Okay, I-Five. You’ll be
doingdouble duty—data storage and secretarial as well as assisting in the OT. Think you can handle
that?”

 I-Five hesitated before answering, and Jos felt again,for just a fraction of a second, that the droid
wanted to respond in kind to his sarcasm. But I-Five simply said,“Yes, sir,” and followed them as Jos
and Zan startedacross the compound.

 Strange,Jos thought.The heat must really be gettingto me if I start expectingdroids tomouth off . . .
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 The man from Black Sun couldn’t believe it.

 “This is a joke, right? You’re tapping my buttons.”

 Bleyd said, “Not in the least.” He had disarmedMathal at blasterpoint, and the man was nearly havinga
seizure in his disbelief.

 “You’re insane!” Mathal’s tone was truculent, but hiseyes were darting about nervously, and Bleyd
could already smell the man’s fear-sweat.

 “In your position, I might think so, too. But I’mafraid it’s not that simple. Now listen carefully. The hatch
is locked. The code that opens it is here, in mybelt pocket. If you want to leave this vessel alive, you’ll
have to collect it from me. There is a large knife in plainsight somewhere on this deck with which you may
armyourself for your attempt.”

 Mathal glared. “Yeah? What’s to stop me frombreaking your neck right now?”

 “You could try, even if I didn’t have a blaster, but Iwouldn’t advise it. I am stronger than you, and my
heritage is . . . somewhat fiercer. Your chances of victorywould be exceedingly small. Even with the knife
and mebarehanded, the odds are probably no better thanfifty-fifty.”

 “When I get back to my vigo and tell him about this,he’s going to have your skull for a drinking cup.”

 “That may well be,” Bleyd said. “But only if you getpast me. I’ll give you two minutes before I come for
you.Next time we see each other, one or both of us dies.”Bleyd flexed his hands, feeling the tendons in
them moving like oiled cables. “You’d best hurry.” He nodded inthe direction of the spinward corridor.

 The human knew a real threat when he heard it,Bleyd gave him that much credit. He tucked his bluff and
bluster away and took off, fast. In ten seconds hewas out of sight around the corridor’s curve.

 Bleyd gave him the rest of the allotted time, enjoyingthe slight, lingering, sour odor of the man’s sweat,
thenstarted down the corridor opposite the directionMathal had taken. The weapon was closer this way,
and there were several places wherein he could hide towatch it and wait. He would allow the man to
collectthe knife—that was only fair, since a Sakiyan’s muscles and ligament-attachment angles were
mechanically superior to those of a human’s, making Bleyd at least half again as powerful as a strong
man, and a good dealquicker as well.

 Had he been hunting for food, if there had been amate and younglings to feed back home, he would
havepulled a blaster and shot the man dead without a second’s hesitation. Then dressed him out,
shouldered him,and started home. Survival demanded efficiency, andyou did not give food-prey any
chance—you did not riskyourself if you had a family to feed. If you died, sowould they, and then both
monthrael andyithrael —personal honor and pride honor—would be forever stained.



 Ah, but sport hunting, when there were none depending on you . . . well, that was completely different. If
you were stronger, smarter, and better armed than yourprey, where was the challenge? Any well-armed
mindless drone could kill. The quarry of areal hunter shouldhave a chance to win. If you made a mistake
hunting apredator, it should cost, and if that cost might be yourlife, that was the spice that made the game
taste best.

 Mathal might be only a messenger boy now, butBleyd knew that Black Sun operatives usually began
their careers at the basic levels. Once upon a time, before he had been recruited by Black Sun, Mathal
hadbeen freelance muscle, paid for his ability to offer violence or even death. He was not a grass eater,
Bleydknew. He was a predator.

 Hardly in Bleyd’s class, of course. Bleyd was a first-rate hunter. Armed with naught but a lance, he had
stalked Shistavanens on Uvena III. He had taken a rancor with a pulley bow and only three quarrels. He
hadtracked and killed unrepentant Noghri with a pair ofhook-blades whose cutting edges were no longer
thanhis middle fingers.

 He could not remember the last time he had made apotentially fatal error on a sport hunt. Of course, it
took only one . . .

 He reached the knife a few minutes before Mathalcould possibly circle around the length of the torus.
There were three places that afforded a good view. One was at deck level, three steps away, in a
shadowed corner. The second was behind a massive heating/coolingcoil across the corridor, at least a
dozen steps away. Thethird hiding spot was inside a ventilation shaft almost directly over the weapon’s
location, and, while twobody-lengths in distance, it was a straight drop.

 There was no real question of where he was going tohide. His ancestors, like those of the humans, had
originally come from the trees and the high ground.

 Bleyd gathered himself, squatted low, and sprang. Hecaught the edge the ventilation shaft, pivoted aside
thegrate covering it with one hand while clinging to theedge, and pulled himself into the shaft feetfirst. He
turned around, rotated the grate back into place. Supporting himself by the strength of his arms upside
downin the narrow shaft, he began to breathe slowly andevenly, dropping his heart rate into hunting
mode. Atense hunter could not move fast.

 He did not have long to wait. Two minutes, three . . .and here came the human, stomping along and
vibratingthe deck loudly enough for a deaf old pride elder to hear.

 Mathal arrived in the vicinity of the knife. He lookedaround warily, then snatched the blade up. Bleyd
heard him sigh in relief, and his grin became wider.

 The knife was a good weapon, one of Bleyd’s favorites. It had a thick haft; the blade as long as the
man’s forearm and nearly as wide as his wrist. It wasmade of hand-forged and folded surgical stain-free
flex-steel, a drop-point fighter with a circular guard offlex-bronze and a handle of hard and pebbled
blackrass bone, so it wouldn’t slip in a sweaty or bloody grip.After all, it would hardly be sporting to
provide one’sprey with a poor weapon. And his research had toldhim that Mathal was an expert knife
fighter. Bleydknew he would need skill and strength to prevail. Luckwas not a factor.

 He took a final breath, pivoted the grate cover aside,and dived for the man, headfirst. He screamed the
blood cry of his pride:

 “Taarrnneeesseee—/”



 Mathal looked up, terror on his face. Too late, heraised the knife. Bleyd brushed it aside and reached
forthe man’s throat.

 Then they were joined—

 The spy had less trouble with this kind of thing. Afterall, anyone could blow things up and assassinate tar
gets. While it was true that a certain amount of skill wasrequired to do such acts without being
caught—and thespy had more abilities in that direction than anyonehere could possibly know—the real
challenge in this project was in a different arena. The labyrinthine waysof bureaucrats and the military
could be slow, but just as certain to accomplish the desired results when manipulated properly. As the
spy had been taught fromchildhood, any job could be done with the correct tools.In order to undermine a
military organization or a government hundreds of thousands strong, subtlety was amust. One thought of
armies and navies as giantSauropoda—huge beasts that lumbered ponderouslyalong their paths, crushing
anything that got in theirway, often without notice. A single person could not hope to stop or even turn
such a beast by him- or herself, no matter how physically strong or adept. Hencethe old saying: “If a
ronto stumbles, do not stand under it to break its fall.”

 No, the way to move something so massive in a newdirection was to convince the monster that the
changeof course was its own idea.

 In theory, this was also simple. One planted the ideain the right place at the right time and waited for it to
take hold. In practice, it was somewhat harder—a complex game of wits.

 The recent transport destruction had created concernand not a little paranoia. But the threat was still too
nebulous to turn the monster from its path so that itcould be overwhelmed. A bit of mystery was all to the
good, but military leaders were not swayed overmuchby the unseen. They lived and died by facts—or
whatthey could be convinced to believe were facts.

 The threat had to become more real. What Vaetes andhis people needed to see at this point was an
actual villain. And there existed on the base someone who fit thebill perfectly. Too bad he would have to
suffer, but itwas what it was.
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 Zan sat on the backless folding stool he favored for playing his quetarra, tuning the instrument. When he
wasn’t playing it, it rested in a spun-fiber case that waslight, but strong enough to support him jumping up
and down on it without damage to the instrument. After a few drinks one late evening, Zan had
demonstratedthis with considerable gusto. Watching a TalusianZabrak hopping around on an instrument



case like a giant, demented Geonosian leaf-leaper, his cranial hornsnearly puncturing the low ceiling, was
a sight that Joswas fairly certain he could have charged credits for people to see.

 Jos was stretched out on his cot, reading the latestflatscan update of theSurgica Galactica Journal.
Somehotknife thorax chopper had posted an article on microsurgicallaminotomy revision for spinal injury
onthe battlefield, and it was all Jos could do to keep from laughing out loud. “Use the pemeter scope to
check fornerve impingement.” Or: “Application of sthenic field and homeostatic phase induction is critical
at this juncture.”

 Pemeter scopes? Sthenic fields? Homeostatic phase inductors? Oh, yeah, right. Outside of a
twenty-million-credit surgical suite in a first-class medcenter, yourchances of finding any of these, much
less all of themtogether, were about as good as reaching lightspeed by flapping your arms. It was obvious
this guy had neverbeen in the field.Love to see what the wonder slicer could do with just a
vibroscalpel and a hemostat on apatient with a ruptured aorta. . .

 Zan finished tuning his quetarra and strummed achord.

 After a moment, he began plucking the strings, softlyat first, then a bit louder. Jos didn’t mind listening to
Zan play, despite what he said sometimes just to get arise out of his friend.

 The piece Zan played was fast, had a good beat, andafter a few seconds Jos gave up reading and
listened.Was that leap-jump? Was Zan actually playing something written in the last hundred years?
Wonders, itseemed, would never cease.

 Jos didn’t say anything. It wouldn’t matter if he did,because when he was really into it, Zan tuned out all
distractions. Once, about six months before, a fumble-fingered Gungan harvester who ought not to have
beenissued any weapon more dangerous than a stick had somehow activated one of the pulse bombs he
carriedon his hopper. The hapless amphibian had turned himself, his vehicle, and a goodly section of the
local land scape into a smoking crater. He’d been three hundredmeters away from their cubicle when it
had gone off, and even at that distance the blast had been enough toknock over glasses, rattle the
furniture, and shake a fewpictures from the shelter’s walls. Zan, who had been inthe middle of some
concerto or another, didn’t miss anote. When he was done, he’d looked around, puzzled, at the mess. “If
you don’t like the music, just say so,” he’d said to Jos.

 Besides, Jos didn’t want to interrupt the music, whichhad gone from the driving beat of leap-jump right
intothe heartbeat bass and melody of heavy isotope. Amazing how his friend could make a single stringed
instrument suggest the sounds of omni box, electroharp, andall the other instruments of a six-piece band .
. .

 After another minute or so, Zan stopped.

 Trying to act casual, Jos said, “Interesting. What, uh,was that?”

 Zan grinned. “That? ‘Etude for Dawn,’ the SixteenthVissencant Variation. Good to see you’ve become
a classical music fan at last, my lead-eared friend.”

 Jos stared. “Didn’t your mother ever tell you yourhorns would grow if you told a lie?”

 “I admit I speeded it up a hair. And shifted the timingin a couple of places, brought up the bass line, but
essentially . . . well, judge for yourself.”



 He began to play again, looking not at the fret board but directly at Jos, a small smile on his lips.

 Jos listened. Sure enough, it was the same piece of music, but with an entirely different tone and mood—
definitely classical now.

 “How’d you do that? One minute it’s good, the nextit’s lift-tube music.”

 Zan laughed. “You’re pathetic. A space slug is less tone deaf.”

 Something about the way Zan was watching him, as ifwaiting for something to sink in, sank in. “All right,”
Jos said. “Fire the second round.”

 Now Zan really laughed. “If you had any educationpast the end of your scalpel, you’d know there were
onlyfifteen Vissencant Variations. What I played was Duskin re Lemte’s ‘Cold Midnight,’ a
leap-jump/heavyisotope fusion just out on the HoloNet. I downloaded itacouple of days ago. Slow it
down, add a little contrapuntal line, and it isn’t bad. Re Lemte obviously hadsome classical education on
his way to the mass market.Not thatyou would know.”

 “You’ll suffer for this,” Jos said. “My revenge will beterrible. Maybe not swift or particularly inspired,
butdefinitely terrible.”

 Zan chuckled and started playing again. “Couldn’tbe any worse than your musical taste.”

 Alone in her cubicle, fresh and clean from the sonic shower, Barriss Offee sat naked on the floor. Her
legs were crossed and knotted, ankles over thighs, her backstraight, in the position called Repose. Her
handsrested, palms up, on her knees; her eyes were open, butunfocused. She breathed slowly, drawing
the air inthrough her right nostril and whirling it deep into herbelly, then expelling it slowly through her left
nostril.

 Floating meditation was, for her, one of the trickiestof the Jedi exercises. There were days when it was
as smooth as mercury on a transparisteel plate: she wouldsit, and breathe, and bethere —gravity would
fall away,and she would rise like a balloon, to hover weightless half her body-length in the air. But at
other times hermind refused to clear, and no matter how long or hardshe concentrated, her rear stayed
firmly on the floor.

 Today was one of those times. Thoughts chased eachother through the corridors of her mind like
Tyrusianbutterfly-birds, chittering inanely. Master Unduli wouldbe shaking her head, Barriss knew, if she
could see herPadawan now.

 The thought of her Master released a flood of mixedemotions. Back on Coruscant, Barriss had thought
ofherself as an average Padawan, a little more adept thansome, a little less so than others. Not brilliant,
but notparticularly stupid, either. Her Master had told her thiswas part of the limitation Barriss had put
upon herself.She could remember that lesson well. It had come aftera long hand-to-hand combat
workout at one of the training centers, followed by lightsaber practice thathad left her arms sore and
burning. They had moved toa high-walled balcony, two hundred flights aboveground level, beneath the
constant stream of traffic go ing to and from the nearby skyhook way station. The balcony had been
shielded, but Master Unduli haddropped the fields so that the sounds, the smells ofburned fuel, the winds
funneled by massive buildings,and the glare of passing advertising banners were a multisensoryassault.
Along with the slightly sour odor of her own sweat and the physical exhaustion she felt, itwas nothing less
than overwhelming.



 “Sit,” her Master told her. “Do your Rising Meditation to a height sufficient that you can see over the
wallto observe the small bakery directly across the way. Forthe purpose of this exercise, consider that it
is vitallyimportant that you be able to tell me how many pastries are visible in the window.”

 Barriss tried, but, of course, the balcony’s floor heldher fast.

 After a few moments, her Master said, “Is there aproblem, Padawan?”

 “Yes, Master. I am trying, but—”

 “By saying ‘try,’ you limit yourself. Jedi do not limitthemselves by choice.”

 Barriss had nodded meekly. “Yes, Master.”

 “I need to know how many pastries there are in that bakery window. This is of primary importance.
Continue. I will return later.”

 And so saying, Master Unduli left.

 But, of course, the pressure was too great. Barriss had not been able to levitate even a hair’s thickness
from thefloor. She was still trying, her rear and thighs numbfrom the cold ferrocrete, when Master Unduli
finally returned, hours later.

 “I failed, Master.”

 “Yes? How so?”

 “I could not manage to levitate.”

 Her Master smiled. “But was that the lesson,Padawan?”

 Barriss stared at her, confused. “What?”

 “One can fail at a task but still learn the lesson, Barriss. The first time I sat on this balcony trying to do
Rising Meditation, all that happened was that I got sore. AJedi does not put limits on herself, but thereare
limits,and you must find them, and understand how todealwith them. Have you ever heard the story of
the oldman’s river crossing?”

 “I do not recall it.”

 “At the bank of a wide river on this world, long before it was as it is today, an old man sat by the water,
meditating. A second, younger man came along and sawthe older one. ‘What are you doing?’ the
younger maninquired.

 “ ‘I am working on the ability to walk on water, sothat I may cross the river,’ the older man said.

 “ ‘Ah. And how is it going?’

 “ ‘Pretty well. I have been at it for forty years, and inanother five or ten I believe I will have it.’

 “ ‘Ah,’ said the younger man. “Well, good luck toyou.’



 “He bowed, then walked to a boat tied up nearby,climbed in, cast off, and rowed across the river.” Mas
ter Unduli looked at her. “Do you understand the meaning of this story?”

 Barriss thought about it for a moment. “If the important thing was crossing the river, then the younger
manwas wiser than the older one.”

 “Precisely. Why spend decades learning how to walkon water when there is a boat moored right next to
you?” The Jedi paused, then asked, “What was most vital in this exercise with which I tasked you?”

 “How many pastries were in the bakery window.”

 “Exactly.”

 Barriss felt incredibly stupid as she suddenly understood what her Master meant.

 Master Unduli smiled. “I see you comprehend atlast.”

 “I could have simply stood up andlooked over thewall,” Barriss said. “What was important was nothow
I got the information—only that I got it.”

 Master Unduli nodded. “There is hope for you yet,my young Padawan . . .”

 Barriss smiled at the memory. Then she took a deep breath, exhaled, and let her mind clear. A second
latershe floated upward from the floor, and hovered, weightless and free, in the air . . .
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 Jos had to admit that the formchair was comfortable.Ergonomically speaking, it did exactly what it was
supposed to do: relax him somewhat, but not enough tomake him drowsy. He had heard that the chair
was equipped with biosensors that monitored heart rate,pulse, beta and theta wave activity, and so on,
and relayed the information to Merit, to better help him help those sitting there. Jos doubted it. Not that it
couldn’tbe done, but he really didn’t think Merit needed it. The Equani minder seemed always to know
the right words to say, the right questions to ask, and the right times tobe silent.

 Like now.

 Jos had been staring at the floor; now he looked upand met Merit’s eyes again. They were large for the
fur-covered face, slate gray in color; an Equani’s eye pigmentation always matched his fur, Jos had read



in oneof the many medicrons he’d had to study while a resident. And right now they were fixed on him.

 “Explore, for a minute, your feelings for Tolk,” hesaid gently.

 Jos leaned back, and the formchair obediently flowed,like warm mercury, into a new configuration to
accommodate him.Of course, Jos thought;it has to be able toadapt comfortably to any species. Even
Hutts, probably.He suppressed a shudder at the thought. Isure hopesomeone wipes it down afterward. .
.

 “Jos,” Merit said. His voice was quiet and noninsistent, but somehow it penetrated the surgeon’s
thoughtslike a particle beam. “You’re not trying very hard,” theminder continued.

 “You’re right. Sorry.”

 “It’s your time,” Merit said. “You’re allotted onehour a week to get things off your chest—or to ‘up
chuck gizzard trichobezoars,’ as the Toydarians so colorfully put it. How you spend that time is up to
you.You can talk to me—in which case I might be able to help you work through some things—or you
can sit there and enjoy the furniture.”

 Jos grinned. “All right, Klo. I guess I’m going to talkabout things whether I want to or not.”

 The minder smiled. “It’s always hardest to help yourself.” He waited a moment, then prodded gently,
“AboutTolk . . .?”

 Jos sighed. “It’s like I just noticed her yesterday. Before that, she was just another pair of hands at the
table—smart, don’t get me wrong, she’s an excellentnurse—but no more than that. Outside the room,
shewas someone to have a drink with, someone to complain about this pit of a planet with . . .”

 “And now?”

 “Now she’s . . . more. But shecan’t be.”

 Merit said nothing, but his expression said,Go on.So Jos explained briefly about the beliefs of his family
and his clan, about how he couldn’t flout them by marrying an esker.

 “They’re your family’s beliefs,” Merit said. “But are theyyour beliefs?”

 Jos opened his mouth, then closed it. He was making an honest effort to find the answer to that question,
buthis mind was having none of it. He found himself thinking about the formchair again.Wonder how
much onecosts. . .

 After another fairly fruitless ten minutes, Meritglanced at the chrono and said, “We have to stop.”

 Jos felt relieved, and then felt irritated at himself forfeeling relieved. “I guess I’m just not a very introspec
tive sort,” he told Merit at the door. “My family andclan are big on tradition, not communication. My
dad’s idea of a revealing moment is forgetting to lock the‘fresher.”

 “All you need to know about yourself is in you,” theminder replied. “You may have to dig a little deeper
anda little harder, but it’s there.”

 “Maybe the Padawan could help me,” Jos mused.“Can’t Jedi read minds, that kind of thing?”



 “I wouldn’t know. The Equani species is—was—bynature rather resistant to the powers of the Jedi. But
I think you need to find your own answers instead of looking to others for them.”

 The multiple-repulsor drone of incoming medlifters filtered into Barriss’s sleep, and the siren that
sounded almost immediately afterward meant that everybodywithin earshot needed to get to the OT.
Now.

 She dressed hurriedly and headed for the triage area. It was only twenty meters from her cubicle, but the
humidity was so high today, she felt that she was wadingthrough a pool of heated fleek oil.

 When she got to the building, she stopped, momentarily unable to believe her eyes. Thirty-five or fortyw
ounded troopers lay on stretchers, on gurneys, on thefloor itself, being tended by doctors, nurses, droids,
techs—anybody, in short, who could help. Most of thetroops were bloody, and many were burned, with
weeping red blisters and scorched black patches. Some were missing arms and legs.

 Some were all of those things, and more.

 Still more injured were incoming. She could barelyhear the whine of the lifters’ repulsor fields over the
cries and groans of the wounded. Barriss swallowed,nauseated. Even doctors could be overwhelmed by
toomuch gore. Nothing she had ever seen in her wartime experience so far had been anything close to
this.

 Tolk was calling triage, and it was short and to thepoint. Barriss watched her for a moment. To anybody
outside the medical field and the battlefield, triagewould seem remarkably cruel, but she knew it was the
most efficient way to save the most patients.

 “This one won’t make it,” Tolk said, rising from theside of a sergeant whose legs had been blown off
abovethe knees. His skin was chalk white, and from the red, ragged stumps the last of his life’s blood
was drippingslowly. Following behind Tolk was a droid, which attached a pulse-sticker to the dying
clone’s shoulder. A large, red x glowed rhythmically.

 Tolk moved quickly to the next patient, examinedhim briefly. “Shrapnel wounds to the belly and groin.
Surgery, category three.”

 The droid put a sticker on the man’s shoulder. The number 3 throbbed on it.

 Barriss bent to examine the trooper closest to her—a lieutenant. He was awake and alert; his only injury
seemed to be that his left arm was gone, blown off inaragged stump just above the elbow. A constrictor
around the stump had stopped the bleeding. His gazemet hers.

 “I’m good,” he said through clenched teeth. “Takecare of my men.”

 “He can wait,” Barriss said to Tolk. “Five.”

 Tolk nodded at the droid, who affixed a number 5pulse-sticker to the man’s good shoulder.

 When there were fewer doctors than patients, one hadto rank the injured as to survivability and the time
necessary to keep them alive. Rimsoo category numbers ran from 1 through 6; category X was reserved
for injuriesthat appeared mortal or very time-consuming to treat.The rating system was more complex
than it appeared.The injury, survival chances, and need for immediatetreatment all had to be taken into



account. A severedartery might bleed out in a minute and all it would taketo save the patient would be a
simple staple or suture tie, so it would be best to treat him first, whereas a man withhis leg blown off but
heat-cauterized from a blaster boltcould be left until more life-threatening injuries hadbeen dealt with.
Making these decisions, the Padawanknew, was often as much intuition as science.

 A 6 meant a patient might survive if treated, but indicated treatment could consume a lot of time and
effort,and there were no guarantees he would make it. But 6 could also mean that the injury was not
likely to be fatal if not treated right away. Either way, a 6 waited. A 5meant survival chances were higher
and treatment lesstime-intensive, and so on down the count. The triagecaller had to use experience to
make the decisions, andthus had to be knowledgeable in treating the kinds ofinjuries coming in.A droid
stepped up to Barriss. “I am to assist you,Padawan,” it said. In one hand it held a pad of pulse-stickers.

 Barriss nodded, turned to the next stretcher, andgasped. Before her was a terrible sight: a trooper with
all four limbs burned down to stumps, and nothing butred, suppurating tissue where his face had been.
On Coruscant, or Corellia, or any of the other hundreds ofcivilized worlds, technology could attach
cyberneticlimbs and reconstruct his face—he would be a strangehybrid of machine and man, but at least
he would be alive and relatively functional. But here on Drongar,they had no facilities even remotely
capable of suchthings. She bit her lip and turned to the droid assigned to her. “Category X,” she said.

 The droid applied the sticker, then looked at her. “Apurgation of fire,” it said. Barriss thought it was an
oddcomment for a droid to make, but she had no time to wonder about it. The wounded were being
brought inso fast that she had to keep moving or be overrun.

 She had damped down on her connection to the Forceas much as she could; extrasensory experience of
thismuch agony at this close range carried a real possibilityof synaptic overload. Even closed down as she
was, shecould still feel the pain, the fear, the horror of it allpounding and scrabbling at her mind. She
swalloweddryly and kept moving. There were some here she knewshe could heal with the Jedi arts she
had learned, but itwould take too long. Not even the Force could mitigatethe cold and brutal equations of
triage.

 Ahead of her, Tolk continued moving through themaze of dead and dying, followed by her droid,
designating who would live and who would almost certainlydie. The fact that they were clones, all
identical in appearance, in no way lessened the horror; in fact, in astrange way it increased it—at least
that was so for Barriss. Seeing the same body wounded and traumatized ina thousand different ways
gave the whole scene a surreal aspect, as if it had no beginning and no end, a perpetual loop of pain and
death.

 She knew she had to focus, had to utilize the resources at hand wisely.

 Tolk moved to the next patient, slipped in a patch ofblood, recovered her balance. She veered toward
Barriss, who was looking at another wounded trooper. TheJedi shook her head.

 Another x, its red glow waxing and waning like theflow of lives all about them, was applied by the droid.

 They were dying like wingstingers hitting a zap field, and nothing Jos did seemed to matter. A repaired
arteryheld without leaking, but the patient was too far intoshock to come back, even with his blood
volumepumped to the max. Another patient, without a markon him, was smiling one second and dead the
next. Ascanner showed that a sliver of metal, thinner than aneedle, had pierced the corner of his eye and
gone deepinto his brain.

 Despite the floor-level pressor fields, those working inthe OT were at times up to their ankles in blood,



urine,feces, lymph and spinal fluid. The air coolers and dehumidifierswere still not working, and the
stench, combined with oppressive wet heat, overwhelmed the scentsof antiseptics and astringents. The
surgeons cut and resected and transplanted with practiced efficiency, their nurses and what few droids
they had at their sides, andyet the patients still didn’t make it. Commands, bothshouted and whispered,
filled the reeking air: “—need twenty cc’s coagulin, stat—”

 “—rotate the bacta tanks, no one gets more than tenminutes—”

 “—keep that field going, even if you have to hand-crank it—”

 After two hours’ work Jos was five for five—none ofthem had lived. He was beginning to reel with
exhaustion—it was taking nearly all he had just to keep hishands steady.

 “Get a pressor on that, stat!”

 He worked like a man possessed, exerting every bit ofhis skill, every trick he had learned in the
day-to-day war against Death from the day he’d hit dirt here, and Death laughed at him at every turn,
ripping the fadinglives out of his and the other doctors’ grasps with insulting, infuriating ease. The law of
averages said thingslike this would happen, that there would be bad daysand nothing to be done for it.
But still Jos raged againstlife’s dark foe, fighting it for all he was worth.

 The sixth one died on the table and couldn’t be revived.

 Time blurred. He looked through a long and darktunnel, with nothing visible in it except the patients be
fore him. He passed through exhaustion, through hissecond and third winds—and still the wounded and
thedying kept coming, their eyes beseeching him under thestark, unforgiving lights.

 His life was painted in red and white. He had beenborn here doing this, had lived all his life here doing
this, and would die here doing this . . .

 And then, as Jos sealed the latest patient, a double-lung and liver implant who would probably die, too,
Tolk touched his arm.

 “That’s it, Jos. That’s the last one.”

 He didn’t understand what she was saying at first. Itmade no sense—how could there be an end to
something that was endless? He blinked, as if coming intothe light from a great darkness. Slowly, her
eyes above the mask came into focus. “Huh?”

 “We’re done. We can rest now.”

 Rest? What was that?

 He stumbled away from the table. Tolk moved to help him. “Careful,” he mumbled. “Someone turnedup
the gravity.” He peeled his gloves off, his handsfumbling, and tossed them at the waste hopper. They
missed. He thought about going to pick them up, butthe idea of bending over was too much to bear. He
might never get up.

 He looked around. Others were finishing, or had justfinished working on injuries, and they, too, had the
lookof stunned exhaustion—the same look that had been onthe common face of all those who had come
under hisknife.



 “How—how bad was it?”

 “Bad.” He saw streaks of moisture along the top ofher mask, where it had soaked up her tears.

 “Did we save any?”

 “A few.”

 He tried to walk, staggered. She grabbed his arm,steadied him. “I don’t want to know the percentages,
do I?”

 “No. You don’t.”

 Jos felt himself slump even more. “I feel like I justwent ten rounds in an arena on Geonosis.” He
wanted—needed—a drink, but that was far too much effort to contemplate, too. All he could think of
nowwas finding a flat spot where he could collapse. It didn’teven have to be flat. A pile of rocks would
do . . .

 He looked across the tables at Zan. His friend man-aged to lift his hand in a half salute or wave. Jos
returned it, then staggered toward the door.

 And once outside, he heard the sound of more incoming lifters.

 Jos started to laugh. And, for a long, frightening moment, he couldn’t stop.
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 “Want to see something interesting?” Dhur asked.

 Jos, Zan, Tolk, and Barriss were in the cantina, alldrinking some form of alcohol, except the Jedi. It had
been four days since that hellish influx of wounded.These daysinteresting was a loaded term, as far as
Jos was concerned. But, as long as it didn’t involve slicing into wounded troopers, he decided he was up
to it.

 “Have a seat,” Jos said. He waved at the tender, whonodded and started mixing. He knew who Dhur
wasand what the Sullustan drank by now.

 Dhur sat and pulled a small device from his pocket, astressed-plastoid and metal sphere, about the size



of a human child’s fist. He held it up.

 Jos squinted at it. “Can’t say I’m overly enthralled,”he said. “Wait—” He took another drink, set the
mugdown, and squinted at the device again. “Nope,” he said. “Still not enthralled.”

 “Looks like a spiceball,” Zan said.“That would beinteresting.”

 Jos raised his mug in silent agreement.

 Barriss said, “It’s from a cam droid. Military grade,looks like.”

 “Give the Jedi first prize,” Dhur said. “I got this froma harvester, who happened across it in the field after
a

  recent sortie by the Separatists. Apparently it was prettymuch destroyed in the battle except for passive
functions—couldn’t move, no weapons online . . . even itscomm was out.”

 “Still not exactly front-page news, now, is it?” Jossaid. “There are pieces of blown-apart droids all over
the place.”

 “Think I broke a tooth on one in my grainmush thismorning,” Zan added.

 The server arrived with Dhur’s drink. “Put it on Vondar’s tab,” Dhur said. He looked at Jos. “Money
back ifyou don’t think it’s worth it.”

 Jos nodded at the droid, which registered the transaction and moved off. It wasn’t as if he had anything
elseto spend his pay on here.

 “Just a wild guess,” Zan said, “but I’m thinking it’snot the sphere itself we’re interested in here.”

 “Can’t get anything past you, can I? Watch.” Dhurset it on the table and activated it.

 The holoproj rezzed up from the sphere, one-sixthlife-sized. There were some broad-leaved trees, a lot
ofburned-out or blown-up droids, and a few clone troopers lying about. Everything was canted, at an
odd, lowangle, as if recorded from a few centimeters above theground.

 “I’ve seen dead troopers, too,” Jos said. “Lots ofthem. Don’t even have to go into the jungle for that,
we’ve got a service brings ‘em right to your door.”

 “Shut up, Jos,” Tolk said, without any heat in hervoice.

 After a moment, a trio of humans appeared, workingtheir way through the downed machines and
bodies.They wore black-and-purple thinskins and jump boots,with slugthrower carbines slung over their
shoulders.

 “Those are Salissian mercenaries,” Barriss said. “Ihad heard that Dooku had some working for him
here.”

 Dhur said, “Yep. Some are mechanics, some run the harvesters—not many battle droids are
programmed topick the local produce, which is why, ultimately, we areall here on this fetid dungheap of a
world. A few arespecial troop, recon, like that, who can go places anddo things droids don’t do too



well—climb trees, covertthose kinds of things. Sometimes only a humanoid will do. And Salissians will
do just about anything as long as there’s a few credits at the other end ofit. Ugly bunch of folks, just as
soon shoot you as look atyou. Probably rather shoot than look at you,” he addedto Jos.

 Jos smiled indulgently and glanced at Zan. “They’re so cute when they’re that size, aren’t they?”

 The three mercenaries were scavenging, picking uptools and weapons from the battle site and checking
the clone bodies. There was no sound, and the image occasionally wavered a bit, breaking into digital
blocks and then steadying again.

 “Droid was on its last power reserves,” Dhur said.“Cam went dead a few minutes after this was
captured.Just sheer luck it happened to be pointing the right way.”

 Suddenly the three Salissians froze. They droppedtheir weapons and raised their hands, then backed
awayfrom their fallen blasters.

 “It seems somebody has caught our mercenaries off-guard,” Tolk said.

 A moment later, a man walked into the cam’s frame,a blaster rifle held on the trio.

 Jos looked at the human. The odd angle made recognition difficult, but still, he felt he knew this guy. Hel
eaned to one side, studying the holo from a differentperspective. Of course—it was—

 “Phow Ji,” Barriss said. Her voice was soft.

 As they watched, Ji smiled—then threw his gun to theground. It struck in a silent splatter of mud.

 Tolk, Jos, and Zan reacted in surprise. Barriss did not. “What’s he think he’sdoing?” Zan said.

 Tolk was watching the holo closely. “He knows whathe’s doing,” she said. Jos said nothing. As far as he
knew, neither Zan nor Tolk had seen the combatteacher in action, although Tolk’s cold-reading skillshad
obviously told her Ji was no one to trifle with. Joslooked at Barriss. She shook her head, but Jos was
pretty sure she, like Tolk, knew what was about to happen, because he was pretty surehe knew as well.

 And Zan was about to find out . . .

 The holo flickered again as Ji moved in and the threeSalissians went for him—

 A moment later, all three mercenaries were on theground, and darned if Jos could tell what had
happened.

 Maybe he’d had enough to drink for today, after all.

 Dhur said. “Let’s look at the replay on that.” Hetouched a control on the sphere. Everyone sat up and
watched carefully as the scene began again at one-quarter speed.

 Even slowed down, it wasn’t easy to see exactly whatPhow Ji did, but Jos knew enough anatomy to
recognizewhat damage had been inflicted as the three mercenaries fell. One had a crushed larynx, one a
broken neck,and the third had taken an elbow to the temple that hadsurely cracked the skull. All three
injuries were apt to be fatal if not treated, and he didn’t see any Separatistmedics in the jungle clearing.



 Phow Ji went to each in turn, squatted next to thebody, and appeared to take something. The image
frozeas he squatted next to the last one.

 “Not sure what he was doing at the end,” Dhur said,“but I’d guess he was taking some kind of trophies.
Separatist troops use sub-Q implants for ID, so it’s probably pieces of clothing, or . . . something.”

 Looking around the table, Jos knew everyone was thinking the same thing—the “something” Ji had
takencould have been a chevron or some other adornment—or it could have been a finger, or an ear.

 “The droid’s power kicked out about then, ‘causethat’s all there is.” Dhur looked at Jos. “Worth the
drink, Doc?”

 “Worth several,” Jos replied quietly. “However manyit takes to forget it.”

 “Hekilled those three mercs,” Zan said, outrage inhis voice. “With his bare hands. He could be court-
martialed and sent to prison for that!”

 “Not likely,” Dhur said. “They were mercenaries,pretty much the scum of the galaxy, on a battlefield,and
it was three against one. Except for this recording,there were no witnesses, and who would trust an
enemycam droid? Everybody knows how easy it is to fakesuch things. They could have left this here for
just thatpurpose, for all we know.”

 “Cold-blooded murder,” Zan said. His voice wasthick.

 “People die in wars, Captain,” Dhur said. “If Ji hadshot them down, nobody would blink twice at it. En
emy troops, on a field of battle, looting the bodies ofour dead? Even though he killed them with his bare
hands, there are a lot of Republic officers who wouldsay ‘More power to him!’ and put him up for a
medal.”

 Zan finished off the last of his drink and set the glassdown carefully. “Ihate this war,” he said. “I hate
everything about it. What kind of people are we that such things can go on and nobody is outraged?
What doesthat say about us?”

 Nobody had an answer to that.

 Zan stood, carefully, for he had drunk enough tomake him unsteady. You couldn’t tell unless you knew
him, but Jos could see it. “I am going to bed,” theZabrak said. “Don’t wake me until the war is over.”

 After he walked away, Dhur sipped at his own drink.“There’s a good story here, though I doubt the
censorswill let it by. The citizens back home might find it. . .disturbing.” He paused. “Your friend’s too
sensitive tobe here. He’s an artist. They never do very well inwars.”

 “Does anybody?” Jos asked.

 Dhur nodded at the frozen holoproj image. “Somedo. Where else can you legally beat people to death
andget paid for it?”

 On her way back to her quarters, Barriss thoughtabout the recording she had seen. It was night, warm
and muggy, and wingstingers and scavenger mothsswarmed the glow lamps, casting giant, ghostly shad
ows. A late thunderstorm grumbled in the distance, heatlightning flashing in the darkness. The rain would
be welcome if it got this far—it would cool the smothering, sticky air somewhat, and the sound of it on



thefoamcast roof of her cubicle would be comforting. Shecould certainly stand some comfort—there was
littleenough to be found on Drongar. Tropical worlds hadtheir beauty, and humans were at their core
tropical, orat least temperate, creatures, but she preferred coolerworlds. A walk in the snow was, for
her, far more invigorating than one in broiling sunshine.

 The Jedi part of her had been impressed by Phow Ji’sefficiency as a fighter. His moves had been fluid
andpowerful; against an opponent unaided by the Force, hewould be formidable indeed.

 But the part of her that lay deep beneath her Jeditraining was repulsed by the violence. It had been mur
der, for it was obvious that the three mercenaries hadnot had much, if any, of a chance of defeating Ji.
Eventhree against one and barehanded, the odds had stillbeen in his favor—and, of course, he had
known it.

 How many trophies did he have hanging on his wall?She did not really want to know, but again, a part of
herwas curious. Back in the Temple, she had once listenedto Mace Windu tell a group of students that
killingsomebody was easy—you could do it with a singleswipe of your lightsaber. But living with the
knowledgethat you had killed somebody would change you forever. The Jedi Master had been right—it
had certainlychanged her. Killing was not a thing you did lightly, notif you had any kind of compassion, or
even minimallydecent moral and ethical codes. Sometimes, to protectthe innocent, or one’s own life,
justice and survival demanded a Jedi strike with enough power to lay an attacker low. But the fact that it
was necessary did notabsolve you from seeing the faces in your dreams, orhearing the anguished cries of
the fallen late in the silentnight. How could a person with any humanity at all deliberately go out and stalk
victims, kill them with his bare hands, and then take trophies to remind himselfthat he had done it?

 As if he could possibly forget?

 The Force allowed you to be a powerful fighter, but italso leavened your impulse to do violence. When
youknew what you could do with your lightsaber, knewhow deadly you were, it gave you pause.
Because youcould do a thing did not mean that youshould . . .

 She shook her head. Phow Ji was a killer, a seeker andsavorer of violence, and whether he did it as
some personal challenge or because he enjoyed it really didn’tmatter—it was a sickness. If she could
touch his mind,bring the Force to bear upon his psyche, maybe shecould cure him of this sickness.

 Or maybe he could infectyouwith it.

 She shook her head again, this time against her ownthoughts. The constant pressure here, the intensity of
the work, the lack of real rest . . . all these things tooktheir toll. A Jedi who was worried that the Force
couldn’t protect her against a trained thug was definitely overfatigued. She should get to bed and sleep—
she needed it.

 In the distance, the thunder grew louder. Good.Maybe the rain would wash away some of these dark
thoughts along with the spores and rot in the air . . .
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 Getting rid of the body on board the MedStar wouldhave been easy. A little messy work with an
industrialvibroblade, then a trip down to the waste station witha bulky, liquid-proof bag, andhatoo!
Mathal, thedead human, would be no more than garbage by now,indistinguishable from the rest of the
all-purpose trash that was sieved from waste disposers and eventually spaced. But Bleyd knew that to
have an agent ofBlack Sun mysteriously disappear, especially when hecould be traced as far as Bleyd’s
ship, would be bad. They would automatically suspect him—rightly so inthis case—and having Black Sun
turn a quizzical frown in his direction was not even remotely appealing.

 The problem was, there was no flunky Bleyd couldtrust to help him. The troops owed their fealty to the
Republic, not to him personally. Droids’ cognitive modules could be probed, and even after extensive
reprogrammingtheir data banks might retain residualquantum imprints. Some of the ship’s personnel might
be amenable to bribes, but there was no way to know iftheir loyalty would stay bought.

 Which meant he had to do all that needed to be donehimself.

 Fortunately, he had considered his actions for some time and in detail; this left only the actual execution
ofhis plan. It entailed some risks, but Bleyd felt it could bemanaged, with sufficient attention to each
element.

 The admiral first treated his own wounds—Mathalhad been skilled enough with a blade to mark him.
Bleyd had known that would be the case going in. It wasthe way of knife fighting—only a fool believed
that facing an opponent with a knife would end without bloodshed. In his case, the injury was not
serious—two long,shallow cuts on his right forearm. The pressure of histhumb for a few minutes on the
proper nerve ganglion had stopped the bleeding temporarily, and an application of synthflesh would finish
the job.

 His injuries attended to, Bleyd then put Mathal’scorpse into one of the carbon-freezing chambers in the
quarantine section and sealed the body into a rectangular carbonite block big enough to show no sign of
what was contained within. This he then holostampedwith markings indicating that the block contained a
set of defective harvesting enzyme converters. Sealing such volatile and active catalytical components for
transport was normal enough. Then, with the help of a small antigrav generator, he moved it via the
servicelift tube to the aft cargo hold’s trash lock.

 In theory, he could have shipped the dead agent to achemical storage warehouse and had him shelved.
Aslong as he paid the pittance of a fee, the block of denselyinterlaced carbon and tibanna atoms
containingMathal’s remains would sit stacked there forever, unmolested and uninspected.

 But the body itself was of no consequence. The trick was to convince a skeptical Black Sun that their
humanagent had left Bleyd’s ship in his own vessel, and thatthe ship had subsequently been destroyed by
forcesunconnected to Bleyd.

 That next part would be a bit trickier, because onthisvessel, everyone knew who Admiral Bleyd
was—by sight, or, if not blessed with that sense, then by smell,taste, touch, or hearing. In order to
continue his plan,Bleyd had to be disguised.



 He had pondered this aspect at some length, and had idecided that a simple disguise was better than an
elaborate one.

 He returned to his quarters. There he packed into asmall case a long, white robe, hooded with an
osmotic veil that would completely conceal his features. Therobe was identical to the ones worn by a
meditative ]caste of siblings-in-service called The Silent. There wereusually a few of The Silent to be
found on any large medical ship, since the order’s universal mission was toaid the sick and injured. They
did not speak aloud, even to each other. They took their meals in private and woretheir hoods up in
public, effectively hiding their identities at all times. A few days ago Bleyd had surreptitiously caused
microtransmitters to be placed in theirfood—tiny devices no larger than grains of sand, whichenabled him
to track those few of The Silent who wereon board, at least for a while. He would not run intoone of
them by accident, and no one else would be ableto sense who was under the ersatz robe.

 The refresher next to the library was empty, and it |was one that was not covered by surveillance cams.
Admiral Bleyd entered the ‘fresher; it was a nameless, faceless member of The Silent who emerged.

 None of the people he passed on the way to the star-board docking bay did more than nod or smile at
him,and he, of course, did not speak. He walked in a slight istoop, aware that he was taller than most of
the robedones he had seen on the ship.

 The Silent would not have the codes, nor the keycardsfor security doors that were locked, but Admiral
Bleyddid. That part could be adjusted later—all traces ofthose security recordings would have to be
altered orerased, leaving nothing that even the most diligent search might uncover. But there would be no
suchsearch, because there would be no reason for it. A person might remember one of The Silent passing
throughthese doors, but it was unlikely in the extreme that anybody would ever ask about it. And even if
someone did,there would be no way to connect that shrouded figureto Bleyd. He was covered.

 He smiled at that thought as he strolled, unhurried,about his task. Hewas covered, wasn’t he? The
osmoticveil passed air freely, and allowed him an unimpeded view, but no one could see his face. It was
pleasant. Hefound himself rather enjoying the novelty of beinganonymous.

 Mathal had been directed to park his small KDY Star-spin in the darkest, least-used corner of the
subflightdeck, where a light had burned out only moments before, courtesy of a tiny timer that had, not
coincidentally, vaporized with the electrical flare that killed the lamp. The ship had been precleared—on
the admiral’sorders—to leave at any time.

 Bleyd smiled again as he approached the vessel. Yes,he had thought of everything. The key to a
successful hunt was proper preparation. If you knew your destination before you took the first step, you
saved yourselfendless amounts of grief.

 Once in the ship, he informed the controllers that hewished to depart, and was granted immediate
clearance.

 He taxied the vessel through the double sets of pressuredoors and onto the launch pad, waited for the
green lights, and put the craft into space.

 Now came the hard part.

 Timing was of the essence, if he was to pull this off.He looped under the multistoried keel of the medical
frigate and headed aft, staying close enough to the hullso that the sensors couldn’t see him. He rocketed



past afew open portholes and smiled; anybody looking outwould likely have gotten a sudden and
considerablefright as he blew by them almost close enough to touch.In theory, however, that was good.
If anyone ever did ask—not likely, but if they did—then the recklessnessof the Black Sun pilot would
surely be remarked upon.

 Yar, I saw him. Freaking fool near broke the transparisteel port, he was so close—!

 As he headed for the aft trash lock, Bleyd began toseal the robe. Under the cloth was a thinskin emer
gency vac suit, complete with gloves and boot seals, aflexicris head shroud and face cover. The
emergency airtank held but five minutes of life—thinskin vac suitswere designed to work inside a ship
during a suddenatmosphere loss, and then only long enough to get to apressurized section or a full vac
suit. But five minutes would be more than enough, assuming everything wentas planned . . .

 The trash lock was just ahead. Bleyd triggered the remote control, and the hatch dilated. A second
remote activated the antigrav unit on the carbonite slab andpushed it out the lock.

 Expertly, for he was a good pilot, Bleyd pulled the Starspin to a velocity matching the slow-moving
slab’s,then used a grapple arm to grab it and pull it against theship’s body. He locked the arm in place.

 He took a deep breath. This part wouldn’t be pleasant, but he could not tarry. He sealed the vac suit,
activated the airflow, and cycled the ship’s canopy open. Then he maneuvered himself out of the cockpit,
aimed at the open trash hatch, and pushed off.

 Since the MedStar’s orbital position was currentlyover the night side of Drongar, it wascold out there, a
biting, harsh chill that stabbed him through the robeand thinskins like a thousand needles of frozen nitro
gen impaling him all at once. But he ignored the cold,refused to accept the shock it threatened to plunge
hissystem into. Bred into him was the stamina andstrength of a thousand generations of hunters, an armor
woven from his ancestors’ ancient DNA. His resolve was icier by far than the void through which he
floated.

 His aim was a hair off, but not so much that hemissed the hatch. As soon as he was in the ship’s gravity
field, he dropped, but he had been expecting that, andhe landed on his feet, his balance firm. He slapped
thehatch control, and the hatch constricted and closed.The chamber, even unpressurized, was still
considerablywarmer than the raw vacuum outside.

 He activated the pressurization cycle and moved tothe viewport to look at Mathal’s ship, triggering the
remote for it as he did so. The Starspin’s ion drive lit, and the little vessel, its carbonite load still firm in its
grasp, shot silently off into space.

 Bleyd watched for a moment. The course was laidin—there was nothing more to be done now.

 He unsealed the vac suit and headed for the inner lock door. In a matter of a few minutes, an unidentified
vessel would violate Separatist orbital space on the far sideof the planet. The ship would not respond to
queries,nor would it deviate from its course. There would bewarnings given, and finally the Separatist
batteries wouldopen up, and the ship would be blown to bits.

 And alas, Mathal, the representative of Black Sun,would be vaporized as well, and nobody would ever
be able to tell that he had been dead before it happened, forthe thermonuclear explosion that destroyed
the Star-spin would not leave enough of the slagged carbonite tofill a wingstinger’s ear. There would,
however, be just enough trace molecular residue to establish that an organic body, probably humanoid,
had been vaporized along with the ship.



 No one would be particularly surprised, either. Whilethe rules of war forbade one side attacking the
other’sorbiting medical frigate, no such injunction heldagainst the invaded side defending itself.

 As he stripped off the robe and thinskins to changeback into a spare uniform, left there earlier for that
purpose, Bleyd went over it yet again. He was no fuguemaster, but he was adept enough at dissembling
to pullthis off. When Black Sun came to call, as eventuallythey would, and when they asked him what
had becomeof Mathal, as eventually they would, he did not doubtthat he would be able to pass a
truth-scan, if he worded his reply carefully enough.

 Mathal? He left here in his ship, but for some reasonhe flew into Separatist space. They shot him down.
Most regrettable, but this is, after all, a war zone, andMathal did not have the proper clearances . . .

 Which was all technically true.

 There would be records in the ship’s systems to show just that. Controller’s logs, sensor logs, maybe
even aneyewitness or three who saw the ship fly past, obviouslypiloted by an idiot, given how close he
had been to thehull . . .

 And nothing to show anything else.

 Of course, it was a temporary stopgap at best. Sooneror later, Black Sun would wish to reinstigate its
demands, but by then Bleyd would have another plan inplace. Perhaps he could use Filba to buy more
time. Inany event, he would continue to smuggle the bota andadd to his fortune . . .
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 Barriss would not have sought out a confrontationwith Phow Ji—Jedi were trained to deal with conflict,
not to go looking for it when there was no compelling reason to do so. What she had seen of Ji’s action
in thefield had been reprehensible, in her opinion, but hermission was not that of military security. It was
not herjob to demand restitution for the mercenaries’ deaths.

 But the next morning, as she had gone out into thedawn’s relatively cool light to do some stretching exer
cises, the Bunduki fighter had swaggered into view andstopped to watch.

 “Up early, eh, Jedi?” There seemed always to be asneer in his voice. She didn’t bother to reply to the
obvious comment, but instead continued her exercises.

 “You don’t look to be in bad shape,” he commented.“Good to see that you don’t rely entirely on your



‘magic’”

 There was still no reason to engage in conversation,as far as Barriss was concerned. She was sitting on
thedamp ground, her legs extended to either side in a fullsplit. She leaned over first one knee, pressing
her cheekagainst her outer thigh, then did the same for the otherside, feeling her hamstrings and back
muscles warmwith the effort.

 “I wasn’t aware that the Jedi took vows of stillness,” he said. His voice was clipped, now, and there was
anedge of steel underlying it.

 She stood and extended her hands straight over herhead. “We don’t,” she said, bending to put her
handsflat on the ground, keeping her legs straight. “We talkwhen we have something to say—not simply
to hear ourown voices.”

 “You’re angry. I thought Jedi kept their emotions under control.” Ji smiled. “Something I said?” His tone
was taunting.

 Barriss raised herself from the front bend, brushed astrand of sweat-soaked hair back, and turned to
lookdirectly at him. “No. Something you did. You murderedthree mercenaries.”

 If that surprised Ji, his face didn’t show it. He gave hera small, bland smile. “And what makes you think
so?”

 “Someone recovered a crippled cam droid. It was allrecorded.”

 “Really? I’d like to see that.”

 She could hear the interest in his comment; she did not need to use the Force to know the truth of it.

 “Taking trophies wasn’t enough?”

 Ji made a gesture probably intended to be self-deprecating. “Well, I can only see things from my own
viewpoint. A holorecording from other angles would beuseful in self-critiquing my moves. Besides, I have
awall full of trophies. But a holo? That would be a first.”

 Barriss shook her head. “It doesn’t bother you at all,does it?”

 “What?”

 He was baiting her, that she knew.Be ever mindful of the living Force —that had been the advice of
Qui-GonJinn. She had been quite young when the Jedi Masterhad died in the Battle of Naboo, but she
still remembered hearing that—one of the first bits of Jedi wisdomimparted to her.Rise above this, she
told herself. Butshe could not help answering him.

 “That you beat three people to death.”

 He looked surprised. “Is that how you see it?”

 “Is there another way to see it?”

 Ji smiled and spread his hands in a gesture of innocence. “I was unarmed, one against three, on a battle



field in a war, my dear Padawan. I was but utilizing theskills that I am paid to utilize. I’m a soldier. It is
notconsidered murder to kill the enemy.”

 Barriss had stopped stretching; now she stood, armsfolded against her chest, looking at the Bunduki
master.“You’re an expert fighter, and your hands and feet areas much weapons as a vibroblade or a stun
baton,” shetold him. “Those men had no more chance than theywould have had you used a blaster on
them. Pretending otherwise is disingenuous.”

 “Are you calling me a liar, Jedi?”

 There was no mistaking the danger in his tone now.This is exactly what he wants you to do. Ignore him.
Turn away.

 She faced him squarely. “Yes.”

 He smiled again, a cruel, triumphant smile. “Such anaccusation presupposes the willingness to back it up.
Would you care to demonstrate the efficacy of your mystical Force against my expertise?”

 With the greatest of difficulty Barriss held her anger in check and kept her mouth shut. She conjured up
before her mind’s eye the disapproving visage of MasterUnduli. It helped, a little. She had known when
she’dfirst spoken that this was the road down which she’dstarted, had known it was the wrong path for
her. Andyet, here she was . . .

 After a moment, he laughed. “That’s what I thought.I beat one of your Jedi Knights in a hand-to-hand
match, and it wouldn’t really be fair for me to pick on a lowly Padawan, now would it? Enjoy your
exercise,Jedi.”

 He turned contemptuously and started to walk away.

 Barriss couldn’t stop herself. She raised her hand,concentrated, and closed her open fingers into a fist.

 As Ji took another step, time seemed to slow for Barriss.Ji’s left foot came forward, and as it
approached his right,his boot twisted inward, no more than a few degrees—just enough to catch the heel
of his forward boot.

 He tripped.

 A man of lesser skill would have fallen flat on his faceupon the wet ground. And, despite her knowledge
thatit was wrong, Barriss would have enjoyed that sight.

 But even as he fell, Ji tucked into an ovoid shape, onearm curving, hand turned inward slightly, so that
hismotion looked like a deliberate action: he dived, rolled on his arm, shoulder, and back, coming up and
turningslightly, a neat gymnastic move that left him standing in balance and facing her.

 “Careful,” she said. “The ground is slippery from theheavy dew.”

 He stood there for a moment, glaring. The sense ofmenace hung heavy in the air, the currents of it
swirlingabout in the Force like a dark whirlwind. But even asangry as he was, he maintained control.

 He turned away.



 Once he was gone, Barriss shook her head at her action. What had she been thinking? One did not use
the

 Force for such childish, trivial things. It was wrong to take such petty action, even against a villain such
asPhow Ji. Yes, itcould have been an appropriate demonstration, designed to teach, to show that the
Force wasvalid, but she knew this had not been the case. It hadbeen a personal response, driven by
anger, and she hadknown better from the beginning. Great power had to be wielded with great care, and
taking an obnoxiouscharacter down a level because you thought he deservedit was simply not sufficient
justification. It was chasinga fire gnat with a turbolaser. Her Master would havebeenextremely
displeased.

 She was never going to become a Jedi Knight by behaving thusly.

 Barriss sighed and went back to her stretches. Herroad was hard enough already. Why did she keep
strewing boulders in her own path?
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 Den Dhur had seen a number of odd sights in his years on interstellar assignments. To the best of his
memory, however, he had never seen a droid sitting alone in a cantina.

 When he walked in out of the syrupy heat of midday, ittook his eyes several moments to adjust, even
with the droptacs’ aid. As his vision cleared, he saw that the bar was mostly deserted. Leemoth, the
Duros amphibianspecialist, was seated in a far corner nursing a mug ofFromish ale, two clone sergeants
sat at the bar, and at oneof the nearer tables was the new protocol droid, I-Five.

 There’s something you don’t see every day,Denthought. First off, droids rarely sat at all. Most of the
more humanoid models were capable of the posture,but since they never got tired, there was no real
reason for it. But I-Five was sitting there, albeit somewhatstiffly. His photoreceptors were trained at the
plasticasttabletop. Even though there was no expression in the metal mask of a face, Den got a distinct
feeling ofmelancholy from the droid.

 On impulse, he pulled up a chair, sat down acrossfrom I-Five, and raised a by-now-well-practiced
fingerto the cantina’s tender. “We don’t see too many droidsin here,” he said to his companion.

 “At these prices, I’m not surprised.”

 Den’s eyebrows went up. Thiswas something unusual—a droid with a sense of humor. The tender
brought the reporter his drink—Johrian whiskey. Densipped it, watching I-Five with interest.



 “I heard you were helping Padawan Offee earlier inthe OT.”

 “True. It was—quite an experience.”

 Den took another sip. “If you don’t mind my saying,you seem rather—unusual for a droid. How did you
come to be assigned here?”

 At first it seemed that the droid was not going to reply. Then he said, “ ‘I am cast upon the winds of
space and time, like a planetesimal spun eternally betweensuns.’”

 Now Den was shocked. “Kai Konnik,” he said.“Beach of Stars.Winner of the Galaxis Award for best
novel last year, if I’m not—”

 “Two years ago,” I-Five corrected him.

 Den stared at him. “You have an impressive knowledge of literature for a droid.”

 “Not really. My memory banks are programmedwith more than two hundred thousand novels, holoplays
, poems, and—”

 “I wasn’t talking about memory,” Den said. “Mostprotocol droids have the capacity to store that much
information. And most droids, if asked to quote from aparticular work, can access it as easily as you just
did.But,” he continued, leaning forward, “I’ve never metany kind of droid yet who could use the material
metaphorically. Which is what you were doing.”

 Silence for another moment; then the droid emittedsomething that sounded remarkably like a human sigh.

 “At times I wish I were a carbon-based being,” he said.“The concept of intoxication is attractive.”

 “It has its advantages,” Den agreed as he took another drink. “You going to tell me why you’re in here?”

 Again, I-Five seemed disinclined to speak at first. Then he said, “Nostalgia.”

 Den waited. He’d come into the cantina to see if hecould dig up any more dirt on Filba, but so far this
wasmore interesting. If I-Five hadn’t been a droid, Denwould have plied him with drinks to loosen his
tongue.It seemed, however, that little loosening would beneeded. The droid obviously wanted to
unburden himself to someone.

 “I used to spend a fair amount of time in establishments much like this one,” I-Five continued. “Places
like the Green Glowstone Tavern and the Dewback Inn,in the Zi-Kree sector on—”

 “Coruscant,” Den finished. “I know them both well.Nasty part of town; they call it the Crimson
Corridor.”He finished his drink and signaled for another. “I found a lot of good leads to stories there.” He
looked at I-Fivein silence for a moment. “Most watering holes don’t likedroids; some old superstition, I
believe. I’m surprisedyour master got away with bringing you in with him.”

 “Lorn Pavan wasn’t my master,” the droid said. “He was my friend.”

 The muscles in Den’s forehead were starting to getsore from their strenuous workout. “Yourfriend? ”



 “We were ‘business associates.’ We traded underworld information, ran sabacc numbers, brokered the
occasional minor government intel—that sort of thing.Not exactly the thrilling life one sees in the
holodramas,but it did offer an occasional frisson or two.”

 “Colorful,” Den commented. When the droid did notcontinue, he said, “Well, you’re a long way from
the bigcity now, as I’m sure you’ve noticed. Why are—?”

 He broke off, noticing I-Five’s sudden shifting of attention from him to a group of surgeons who had just
entered. Among them was Zan Yant, who carried hisquetarra. Den assumed there would be music later
on,after the cantina filled up a little more; that was theusual way of it. He didn’t mind; he liked Yant’s
musical choices, for the most part, although the Talusian’shomeworld compositions sounded to him like
two sand cats in a sack.

 The droid, however, seemed a bit—nervous.I’d swearhe somehow shows expressions with that metal
mug of his,Den thought. The concept was surprising, but no more so than the idea of a droid having the
emotionsnecessary to produce those expressions.

 Den’s second drink was set down before him, and helifted it thoughtfully. “So, what motivated you to
packup and leave such a rewarding existence?”

 I-Five said, “I have no idea. Lorn and I were being pursued by . . .” He seemed to be choosing his
wordscarefully. “ . . . an assassin.”

 “A Zabrak,” Den said casually. He watched thedroid’s face carefully this time. His photoreceptorsdidn’t
get bigger, but they did get brighter, which somehow conveyed surprise just as well.That’s it, hethought.
The eyes are the most expressive organs inmost humanoid faces. You can read a world of meaning
into their slightest movement. Somehow, I-Five getsmuch the same results by varying the intensity and
angle of those optical sensors of his.

 He was so intent on figuring out how the droidshowed expression that he almost missed I-Five’s reply.
“Do I rummage around inyour data banks withoutpermission?”

 “Sorry; reporter’s instincts. It was obvious that something bothered you about seeing Yant come in, and
sinceI’m assuming you’re not a music hater—”

 “Congratulations. The assassin was an IridonianZabrak. Quite deadly; a martial arts master skilled
enough to make Phow Ji look like a drunken Jawa. Hehad . . . other skills as well.”

 Den nodded. “I see. Yant’s from Talus, if that makes any difference.”

 I-Five didn’t reply to that. “This assassin stole an itemof value from us and fled Coruscant, into orbit.
Lornand I were about to go after him, and then—the next thing I knew, I was serving on a
spice-smugglingfreighter.”

 “Any theories?”

 “I think Lorn deactivated me to keep me out of danger. By then this had turned into something very per
sonal for him, you see. Someone he cared for greatlyhad sacrificed herself to save us, and—”

 “Sounds like a great story,” Den said. “Wish I’d beenaround to write it up.”



 “Trust me—you don’t. This assassin was—” I-Fivehesitated, then shook his head—another disturbingly
human action.

 “Black Sun?”

 “Worse. Far worse. Besides,” he said softly, “what’s astory without an ending?”

 “Every story has an ending.”

 “This one doesn’t—not for me. I don’t know whathappened to Lorn. I suspect he’s dead, but there’s
noway to know for certain. I’ve tried to find out, but thisall took place more than a decade ago, and
routes of inquiry are limited for droids, even droids that know howto hack past pyrowalls and other
computer defenses.The entire thing seems to have been completely hushed up at an extremely high level.”

 “Now you’re getting me interested,” Den said.“Nothing like a good conspiracy story, although theytend
to go over better when there’s not a war on. I’ll seewhat I can dig up.”

 “Dig too deep on this, and you may be the one whogets buried,” the droid said darkly. “I have no idea
howI escaped being mindwiped. All I know is one minute I was at the spaceport on Coruscant; the next
I’m helping feed people’s glitterstim habits across the Core systems.

 “That’s subjective, of course. According to my interior chrono, I was deactivated for about twelve
standardweeks. From what I was able to learn afterward, I waspart of some kind of barter arrangement.
I was on theKessel Run for six years; then the smugglers’ ships were raided by a local system’s solar
patrol. I was confiscatedand auctioned to a merchant captain—why, I’m not certain. There are still large
gaps in my data banks Ican’t account for—several years’ worth, in fact.

 “When the war began to spread, the Republic confiscated as many droids as they could to keep them
out ofthe Separatists’ hands. I was serving as a house droid for a noble family on Naboo when the order
came. My programming was augmented with medical training, and now here I sit in this . . . picturesque .
. . establishment, telling you my life story.” He paused. “I really do wish I could get drunk.”

 “Maybe you’re lucky you can’t. If you’ve been this forthcoming to everyone you’ve met,” Den said,
“It’s awonder you haven’t been reprogrammed. Most folkshave little patience with an uppity droid.”

 “Do tell. No, I’ve kept my sparkling wit and effervescent personality firmly in check until now, rest
assured. It’s been somewhat lonely, I must say.”

 “So why tell me all this? Do I just have that kind offace?”

 “I’m tired of the charade,” I-Five replied. “I’m tiredof playing a meek little automaton to humans and
theirilk, especially after watching the brutal results of or ganic sentients’ inability or unwillingness to
coexist.The more I see of all this carnage, the more convinced Iam that a CZ-Three maintenance droid
could do a better job of running the Republic.”

 Den couldn’t resist a grin. “That’s sedition, youknow.”

 “Who, me?” The droid’s photoreceptors projectedinnocence. “I am but a humble droid, built to serve.”
He sighed again. “Perhaps I just need my disgustdamper recharged.”

 “Or maybe you just need to get drunk.”



 “That, too.”

 “Of course, in order to accomplish that, you’d have to be organic.”

 I-Five actually shuddered. “Perish the thought.” He stood. “Excuse me. I have duties to perform; most
ofthem involve changing dressings and administeringspray hypos. Thoroughly fulfilling tasks for a being of
my capabilities, I must say. Perhaps I’ll occupy the ninety-nine percent of my cognitive modulenot en
gaged by my chores by solving Chun’s Theory of ReductionalInfinity. Or composing a light opera.”

 Den watched I-Five leave the cantina. A few momentslater Zan Yant began to play, a slow, soulful
melody. Itseemed the perfect accompaniment to Den’s bemusedmood.

 A droid that had been accorded equal status by hissentient owner? Den had heard of such things before,
but always before they had been fiction. For a droid to actually be emancipated, even informally, was
somewhat revolutionary. He wondered why he wasn’t moreshocked by the idea.

 It did seem a good reason to have another drink,however.

  

  

 18

  

  

  

  

 Usually, whenever he had a few moments in which totry cutting through some of the caked sweat,
spores,and grime that Drongar so liberally provided, Jos used the sonic shower, which was faster and
more efficient than chem-wipe or water. Step in, click the foot switchon, and the dirt was vibrated right
off—no muss, nofuss. At least the base had that basic level of technologyworking, most of the time.

 Today, however, he stood under the pulsing beat of afluid nozzle, and the water, piped and filtered from
adeep aquifer, was cold. Cold enough to cause chilblains, cold enough to make breathing harder than
usual.

 The water was not cold enough, however, to chill histhoughts—and the problem of Tolk. Tolk, who had
certainly discerned his interest in her. And who had apparently decided to have some fun with it.

 The water thrummed against his head, sending icytrickles and rivulets into his eyes and ears, but it was
not cold enough to drive the memory of what had happenedjust that morning from his too-warm thoughts
. . .

 He had stepped into the dressing room to change hissurgical suit, the one he’d been wearing having
becomesoaked from a bleeder that popped in the middle of avein graft. The room was unisex, but there



was aninuseindicator on the door to keep people from beingsurprised. Jos had palmed the door switch
and steppedbriskly into the room, having seen that thein use diodewas dark.

 And there was Tolk, halfway through changing herown surgical suit. Which was to say, not entirely
clothed. Or, to put it another way, mostly naked. Bare.Gloriously so. . .

 As a surgeon, Jos had seen plenty of flesh in his career, male, female, and other. It was simply part of
thejob—you didn’t have friendly thoughts about somebody whose liver you were resecting. But to step
into aroom and see your recently noticed and decidedlybeautiful assistant nearly nude was an entirely
different matter.

 Even that wouldn’t have been so bad—well, okay, itwasn’tbad, it was just blasted embarrassing—since
he’d gaped in slack-jawed shock for only a second, maybe two or three, before turning around,
crimson-faced, and saying, “Oops, sorry!”

 But what kept him staring for that extra second was Tolk’s expression. That, along with the rest of her.

 She smiled. Slow, languid, no-mistake-about-it. “Hi,Jos. Did I forget to thumb the diode on? How
carelessof me.”

 Jos managed to exit and shut the door, the vision ofTolk’s mostly bare form seared into his
memory—forever, he was pretty sure. But that smile . . . oh, thatsmilehad been the stopper in the bottle.
And as hethought about it later—at least two dozen times during the day as they worked together—he
kept wondering:Had she forgotten to light the diode?

 Even at its coldest, the water couldn’t washthat question away.

 “You’ve been in there half the night, Jos! How cleando you need to get?”

 A very good question, that.

 Seated at a table in the chow hall, Den Dhur was ahappy diner. It didn’t really have anything to do with
what he was about to eat. He was savoring the taste ofimminent cold revenge, for soon—very soon,
now—hewould slam the hatch on Filba, that no-creche outling Hutt. He had just collected another rock
for the Hutt’scairn from an unhappy corporal, and soon he was goingto bury Filba like a battle dog does
an old bone.

 The thought made him smile. You donot mess withthe press, no way, no how, especially if you are as
crooked as a rancor’s back teeth. Most everybody hadsomething to hide, something they wouldn’t want
to seesplashed on the evening holonets, but if you were athief, it would be something worse. A lot worse.

 And he’d found it.

 Filba was going to be flensed and hung out in the hotsunshine to dry, and good riddance. Den chuckled
tohimself, and reapplied his cutlery to the food beforehim with gusto. Vengeance was the perfect spice
fordinner.

 Of course, what dinner was and how it was preparedwas something he had to get used to when he
spaced to odd planets. One of the first things Den had discovered as a young reporter was that if he
didn’t learn to eat anddrink the local flora and fauna when he world-hoppedcovering the military, he got
hungry and thirsty in a bighurry. Space on board an interstellar troop transportwas at a premium, and it



wasn’t usually wasted on exotic foods. He’d heard the clone troopers had been conditioned to be happy
with simple fare, but even so,given the number of different species in the Republicarmies and navies, they
couldn’t begin to stock favorites for everyone. Especially since the officers, asusual, got preferential
treatment.

 The soldiers in the field got RRs—Ready Rations—which were reconstituted pap with essential nutrients
for each species. They usually ranged in color from pustulent to putrid, and in texture and taste from old
bootplastoid to something that would gag a Neimoidian.Given this, the first thing military cooks generally
didwhen they got to a new planet was assign foragers tofind and bring back anything that might be edible.
Den had been on some worlds where there wasn’t much lo cal produce or game to be found, and a
steady diet ofRR meals made for a lot of thin troopers. He’d lost a little mass himself on those
assignments.

 Fortunately, one of the few positive things that couldbe said about Drongar was that there were plenty of
things to be trapped, picked, tapped, or dug up, and,while it was not the best he had eaten, the Rimsoo
chowhall wasn’t bad as such things went. Den had ordered aplate of the local land shrimp, a hand-sized
creaturethat, boiled with herbs and spices, tasted surprisingly like hawk-bat, although more pungent. It
came withsome bright orange mashed plant root that had asmooth consistency and a nice cinnamon
flavor. Wash it all down with some of the locally produced ale and,well, he’d eaten a lot worse. Until
someone finally fig ured out how to invent a gadget that could instantaneously assemble a meal from basic
elements, like theadventurers in those future-fic holodramas were alwaysusing, military food would
always be a chancy affair.

 And besides, even eating an RR wouldn’t have been so bad, feeling as he did today. All cynicism aside,
a good story went a long way toward making a reporterfeel like he was worth his paycheck—as little as
thatwas . . .

 He looked up and saw Zan Yant leave the serving line,carrying a tray. Den caught the Zabrak’s attention
andwaved him over. “Hey, is that fleek eel?” he said, whenhe saw the other’s plate. “I didn’t see it on the
menu.”

 “No. It’s wriggler, a local species of giant worm,seared in redfruit juice and sprinkled with fried fire
gnats.”

 “Ah. Sounds . . . tasty.”

 “Well, it’s not the Manarai on Coruscant,” the surgeon said, “but it sure beats RRs.”

 Dhur regarded Zan Yant quizzically. “You’ve eaten atthe Manarai?”

 “I wasn’t born on this mudball, friend Dhur. One of my instructors was a professor at CU’s School of
Music. I went to visit him from time to time.”

 “Still, a spendy place for a student.”

 “My family is . . . comfortably well-off,” Yant said,slicing off a big chunk of worm and popping it into his
mouth. “Ah. That Charbodian cook really knows itsstuff. Want a bite?”

 “Thanks, no, I’m happy with mine.” Den regardedthe surgeon with curiosity. A rich medic and an expert
musician—not the sort of person one expected to runinto in the galactic hinterlands. Why hadn’t he or his
family been able to have Yant exempted from the mili tary? Wealth and power had its privileges,



everybodyknew that. Could it be that Yant had volunteered? If so,Den’s respect for him would have to
be ratcheted up anotch.

 Before he could pursue the subject, Yant asked, “Andhow goes the crusade to keep the public
informed?”

 “Good.” Den smiled. “And about to get better.”

 “Ah. A hot story?”

 “Yes, indeed. I can’t talk about it yet—don’t want to let the kreel out of the cage, you understand—but
I’mpleased with it. I expect it will shake things up quite abit in certain quarters.”

 “That’s good, I suppose.” Yant took another bigmouthful of worm, chewed, swallowed, and smiled.
“Not bad at all.” He paused a bit, then said, “A question, if you don’t mind.”

 “I’m all ears.”

 “I and the other medics here are conscripts. Left up tous, we’d be a dozen parsecs in any direction
away fromDrongar. But you’re a noncom. You don’t have to be outhere—you could be reporting off a
civilized planet, upto your dewflaps in relative comfort and safety. So whyare you here? What calls you
to this work?”

 He hadn’t expected that one. Nobody had asked thatparticular question in years. There were stock
answers,of course—every reporter had a few. The adventure, thechance to be where the action was, the
desire to servethe public. Maybe they even believed it—he had once, along time ago.

 And now?

 Abruptly, without meaning to, Den found himselftelling the truth. “Wars make for big stories, Doc. It’sall
about the important issues. Life, death, honor,love . . . it’s the raw feed, the mother lode, the crucible.
You watch people deep in this kind of fire, trying to getout, trying to get each other out, and you see
whatthey’re really made of.

 “Listen—you interview a local politician after a public meeting, and he spins word webs like an educated
spin-worm: all glossy and shiny, but without any realsubstance. Sure, he’s working to keep his job—he
mighteven be working for the public good and all, strangerthings have happened—but he’s not under any
realpressure,so he’s got time to sort out his lies and makethem nice and neat.

 “But you catch a commander whose unit has just beenshot to bloody pieces, with no hope of rescue and
enemy fire still incoming?He is going to tell it like he seesit, and forget the consequences. War is ugly, my
friend,ugly and painful and cruel—but it strips away the cover,it flenses out truth—andthat is what it’s all
about.”

 Zan nodded, thoughtfully chewing another bite of hisdinner. “But you see so much death. Not to mention
you could get killed yourself.”

 Den shrugged. “You see an epidemic of Rojo Fever,you see plenty of bodies. And you could get run
over bysome wet-head kid bringing his landspeeder to the city for the first time. When your name is
called, you go—doesn’t matter where you’re standing, does it?”



 Zan chuckled. “No. No matter where you are, you’realways at the head of the line.”

 Den chuckled as well, and for a few minutes the twowere silent, enjoying the rest of their food. At length
theSullustan drained the last of his ale, burped, and leanedback. “Let me tell you a story,” he said. “A
long timeago, I was assigned to cover a little insurrectionist brushwar on some backrocket world in the
middle of theGordian Reach. I was hanging around the exit base—aprefab muster station where the
troops shipping out forhome were staged for lift into orbit. It was way behindthe lines, a day’s ride by
crippled bantha from anyshooting, as safe as your mother’s lap—or creche, orpouch, or whatever.

 “So I’m talking to this human pup. Tall; I’m not even chest-high to him, even though he’s real young.
Seemshe lied about his age to get into the army, so he’s nomore than sixteen standard years old, and by
themaker’s grace he’s survived his tour without a scratch in the middle of somevery heavy action.
Seventy percent of his unit got fried blacker than carbonite, but he’s still breathing, and on his way out.
Just a child. A child whonow knows about war.

 “So I’m running my thumb cam, recording the kid,getting some basic
how-does-it-feel-to-be-going-home? stuff for the viewers. All of a sudden,braap-zap! somebody cuts
loose with a pulse carbine, just waving itback and forth like a pressure hose and cutting troops down,
left, right, and center. One of the insurrectionists, undercover on a suicide run.

 “The security guys come running, but they’re not getting there fast enough. The shooter is walking right at
us, he sees me, and I can see that he sees me, and I knowI’m about to have my datachip pulled.
Everyone’syelling, ‘Run!’ at me. Are they kidding? I’m so milking terrified I can’t even breathe, much
less run.

 “But then this kid, who isn’t even armed, steps infront of me, quite deliberately. He catches a bolt in the
gut—it was meant for my head—and goes down. Theshooter’s carbine runs dry right then, the secs open
upon him, and that’s the end of that.

 “I squat down next to this poor human kid and I see he’s not going to make it. So I ask him, ‘Why’d
you do it?’

 “And the kid says, ‘You’re so little.’”

 Yant stopped chewing and looked at Den, puzzled.

 “I think he knew I was an adult, intellectually,” Dencontinued. “But at that moment, when danger
threatened, he equated small stature with youth. He jumped in front of me because that’s what humans
do—theyprotect their young. I thanked him before he died.” Denpaused. “Know what he said?”

 Yant shook his head.

 “He said, ‘It’s okay. Would you tell my mother I loveher?’”

 They were both quiet for a moment. Yant ran onehand lightly over his stubby horns and sighed. “That’s
so sad.”

 “There’s more.” Den looked at his hands, saw theywere knotted together. He unlaced his fingers, feeling
them crackle.

 “The shooter? He was also a human. He was fourteen. I didn’t get to him before he died, but one of the



secs did. The shooter’s last words were, ‘Tell my motherI love her.’ Brothers in death, children saying
good-byeto their mothers.”

 Yant shook his head again.

 “These are the stories you get on the front, my friend.These are the stories that people need to know.”
Den shrugged. “Not that it slows war down a microsecond,but at least they know it isn’t all grand
fun—not whenyou have children killing each other, and mothers’hearts breaking over it.”

 Somehow, the potential skewering of Filba didn’tseem as bright and shiny now as it did when Den had
satdown to eat.

 “I’m sorry,” Yant said.

 “Yeah,” Den said. “Aren’t we all?”
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 Jos sometimes—not often, these days—felt as if hecould call a dying patient back to life; that by dint of
pure will, he could keep someone critically injuredalive, refusing to let Death claim him.

 It helped, of course, if his surgical procedure wentwell. Sometimes, however, even when the operation
wastechnically correct, something went sour, and no matterhow hard he tried, no matter how much he
wished it otherwise, the patient expired.

 So it was with the clone trooper on the table now. Thesurgery had been relatively easy as these things
went: abit of shrapnel had nicked the pericardium, and therehad been bleeding into the pericardial sac
with associated cardiac tamponade. But the blood had been drained,the wounds repaired, and that
should have been that.Instead, the trooper had ceased breathing, the repairedheart had stopped, and all
efforts to jump-start thingshad failed. Had Jos been a religious man, he would havesaid the man’sessence
had departed.

 This was the last patient, though, and he had managed to keep five others alive, including one who had
sustained massive injuries to three organ systems thatneeded replacement: a multipunctured and deflated
lung, a ruptured spleen, and a severely lacerated kidney.

 Why had that one survived and this one died? It wastotally unexpected, totally inexplicable, and totally
frustrating.



 Medicine was not an exact science, he knew—the patients often confounded things. You’d think that
genetically identical clones would have pretty much the same reactions to physical stress, but that
certainlydidn’t seem to be the case with these two.

 Back when Jos had been a fairly fresh student in medical school, he had frequented a Bamasian
restaurantthat had become all the rage among his peers. The foodwas cheap but good, and the servings
large; the placewas within walking distance of the student housingcomplex, and it was open all day and all
night—perfectfor students. Bamasian cuisine was varied, spicy, andsomething of an acquired taste, but
Jos liked it. At theend of each meal, the traditional complimentary dessertwas a small, sweet, baked
bread ring, about the size of abracelet. Cooked into the treat was a protein-circuitonetime holocaster.
When you broke the ring, the‘caster projected a bit of Bamasian wisdom that glimmered and hung in the
air for a few seconds before theorganic circuitry decayed. The aphorisms were amusingto the medical
students, who tended to eat as a pack forthe family-style discounts. Often they would all break the bread
rings at the same instant, then try to read the homilies before they faded away. Some of them werereal
howlers: “Avoid dark alleyways in bad neighborhoods.” Or “Being rich and miserable is better than just
being miserable.” Or “Beware smiling politicians . . .”

 One evening, when Jos was exhausted from a long series of exams and tricky procedures he had mostly
fumbled, and feeling overwhelmed by things he had never thought to see, never even considered might be
a part ofhis training, he had cracked his sweetened bread ringopen and gotten a message that had
seemed personallycrafted for him alone:

 “Minimize expectations to avoid being disappointed.”

 At the time, it had struck him as oddly useful, if somewhat obvious, wisdom. If he didn’t expect anything,
he wouldn’t be distressed if it didn’t happen. He tried to plug it into his life, and found it helped. Some
times he forgot, of course. Sometimes heexpected to beable to save them all. He was a good surgeon;
maybe,given the circumstances, even a great surgeon, and henever expected to lose a patient who had
even the smallest chance of survival. When it happened, it was alwaysa shock. And always disappointing.

 It was hard to admit, even to himself, but there weretimes when he even caught himself feeling resentful
toward the never-ending parade of wounded and dyingtroops. There were times, when they wheeled in a
Twi’lekwith a nearly severed lekku, or a Devaronian with one of his livers perforated, that a small part of
him relished theopportunity to do somethingdifferent. Because at thispoint it really did feel like he could
build a stratosphere-piercing tower just from the sheer tonnage of shrapnelhe’d pulled out of the clone
troopers. Not to mention paintit red with their blood.

 Jos sighed as he headed for the dressing room. It wastoo bad he didn’t have a Bamasian bread ring now
tooffer him solace . . .

 Barriss was on her way to the medical ward when shepassed a trooper standing in the hall outside the
main operating theater. He didn’t seem to be doing anythingother than simply standing there, staring at a
blankwall.

 To the unaided eye, they all looked alike, but to one who was connected to the Force, this was not the
case.She knew this one. He had been her patient.

 She stopped. “CT-Nine-one-four,” she said.

 He looked at her. “Yes?”



 She could feel his question roiling in his mind, and shesmiled. “You might all look alike, but you aren’t all
thesame. Your experiences shape you as much as your heritage. The Force can recognize this.”

 He nodded. She regarded him. “You have no problems with your blood pressure,” she said, and it was
nota question—she knew it was true.

 “No. I feel fine—physically.”

 “Why, then, are you here?”

 She felt rather than saw Jos Vondar emerge from the OT behind her, was aware of him listening.

 “I helped transport another trooper here yesterday.CT-Nine-one-five.”

 “Ah. And how does he fare?”

 “I don’t know. He’s still in surgery.”

 Jos drifted over. “Nine-one-five? He, ah, didn’t makeit.”

 The wave of grief that broke from CT-914 andwashed over Barriss was sudden and strong. To look at
his face, however, it was hardly apparent that he felt thisdeep emotional chord. He said, “Unfortunate.
Hewas”—he hesitated, just a heartbeat or two, —”a good soldier. The loss of someone so well trained is
. . .regrettable.”

 Barriss could see that, even without the Force, Jospicked up on something either in CT-914’s tone ofv
oice or his body language, as subtle as both were. Hesaid, “You knew him?”

 “He was decanted just after me. We trained together,were posted here together, we were part of the
same cohort.” CT-914 hesitated again. “He. . .I thought ofhim as my brother.”

 Jos frowned. “But you’re all brothers, in a sense.”

 “True.” The clone trooper straightened. “Thank youfor your efforts to save him, Doctor. I’m going back
tomy unit now.”

 He turned and strode away. Barriss and Jos watchedhim go. “If I didn’t know better,” Jos said, “I’d say
thathe was upset.”

 “And how is it that you know better? Wouldn’t youfeel upset if it had been your brother?”

 She half expected him to answer with a wisecrack—his standard response under circumstances like
these.He didn’t, however. Instead, he frowned. “He’s a clone, Barriss. Those sorts of feelings are bred
out of them.”

 “Who told you that? True, they are standardized,trained, and toughened, but they are not mindless au
tomata. They’re made from the same kind of flesh andmind as are you and I, Jos. They bleed when cut,
they liveand die, and they grieve at the loss of a brother. CT-Nine-one-four is in emotional pain. He
covers it wellenough, but such things can’t be hidden from the Force.”

 Jos looked as if she had just slapped his face. “But—but—”



 “The clones are bred for combat, Jos. It’s what they were designed to do, and they accept it without
question. Were it not for war, they would not exist. A hard life as a soldier is better than no life at all. But
even without the Force, you felt it,” she said, her voice gentle. “Stoic as he tried to be, it came out.
Nine-one-fourgrieves. He suffers the loss of his comrade. His brother.”

 Jos stood speechless. She felt emotion radiating from him as she had from CT-914. “It never occurred
to you before, did it?”

 “I—it—of course, I . . .” He ran down. No. Ithadn’toccurred to him, not like this. She could see that.

 How blind those who did not know the Force were.How sad for them.

 “Surgeons are notorious for their lack of bedsidemanners,” she said. “They tend to view and treat
injuries without worrying about the whole patient, evenwith ‘real’ people. Most beings consider clones
nothingmore than blaster fodder—why should you be any different?”

 Jos shook his head, confusion still bubbling in histhoughts. She felt badly for him. One of the drawbacks
to the ability to use the Force was that you sometimeslearned things that you weren’t expecting, things
that you weren’t capable of properly understanding, muchless able to do anything about. Over and over
again,Barriss had discovered that power brought knowledge, and that this was a decidedly mixed
blessing.

 “I’m sorry, Jos. I didn’t mean to—”

 “No, no, it’s fine. I’ll see you later.” He gave her a patently fake smile and walked away. He looked as if
the weight of the planet had just been dropped on hisshoulders.

 Jos walked across the compound, a damp heraldingwind and suddenly overcast sky cooling the muggy
afternoon somewhat as—big surprise—another storm approached. He had gotten pretty good at judging
thesethings after all the months here. He knew he had two,maybe three minutes before the sky would
open up.

 “Jos?” Tolk said. “You okay?”

 She had come up to walk beside him. He hadn’t evennoticed her in his preoccupation with this new and
suddenly troubling knowledge.

 “Me? I’m fine.”

 “No, you aren’t. Remember who I am. What is it?”

 He shook his head. “Just had a blindfold removed Ididn’t know I was wearing. Something I took for
granted, never really thought about before. I’m . . . feeling pretty stupid.”

 “Well, how unusual is that?”

 He looked at her, saw the smile, and appreciated hertrying to cheer him up. He managed a small smile of
hisown. “Bet you scored ‘sharpshooter’ on your basic weapons tests.”

 “Actually, I rated ‘master’ with the pulse rifle, anddropped down to ‘sharpshooter’ only with the



sidearmblaster.”

 “Figures. I was ‘basic marksman’ with both, which means I can’t hit the side of a Destroyer—from the
inside.”

 “You want to talk about it?”

 He stopped. The rain was almost here. She put her hand on his shoulder, and, oh, yes, he wanted to talk
about it. Later—when they were holding each other, kissing, and happier than he’d been since he had
beenconscripted.Then he’d talk about it. She’d be hard-putto shut him up, then.

 But now . . .

 “Not really, no,” he said. The touch of her hand onhis shoulder was almost hypnotic in its comfort.

 The storm hit then. Big, fat drops, a few at first, pattered—and then the deluge. They stood together in
the rain, notmoving.
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 Jos had hoped that Klo Merit could shed some light onhis newfound and uncomfortable knowledge
aboutclones, but so far, the minder was more stirring up mud from the murky bottom of his thoughts than
pumpingin clarity.

 Clarity seemed a forlorn hope right now.

 “So, what exactly are we talking about here whenyou say ‘expertise’?”

 Merit said, “Well, you can tell a lot about how muchsomebody knows by listening. See this ring?” He
held his hand up so that Jos could view it. The piece of jewelry was a deep golden band of metal with a
thumbnail-sized stone inset into it. The stone glittered in theoverhead light of Merit’s office, flashing
multiplecolors—reds, blues, greens, and yellows in a kind ofrolling pattern, as Merit moved his hand. It
was quiteimpressive.

 Jos nodded. “Very nice. Some kind of firestone?”

 Merit smiled. “Yes. And your question marks you assomebody who knows a little about them, but not
much. You recognize it as a firestone, but that’s only asmall step into the subject.”



 Jos shrugged. “I’m a surgeon. You want to knowabout kidney stones, I’m your boy.”

 “Somebody who didn’t know anything about gems would say, ‘That’s nice—what kind of stone is it?’
Somebody who knows a little more will comment asyou did. A person with a bit more knowledge might
say,‘Is that a Gallian firestone, or a Rathalayan?’ Theyknow there is a difference between those two and
probably that this is one or the other.

 “Now, areal expert will look at my ring and say, ‘Ah,a black Gallian firestone, very nice. Is it a crystal
or aboulder matrix?’ Because he can tell that many specificsjust by looking at it—that it is a firestone, that
it comesfrom Gall, that it is a black. But the way it’s mounted,he can’t see the back of it, so he can’t tell
the matrix. It’sa boulder, by the way, which denotes the kind of rock inwhich firestone is sometimes
found, and the termblack refers to the background colors upon which the flashes shine.”

 Jos shook his head. “So now I’m educated aboutgems.”

 Merit smiled broadly. “No, you aren’t. You couldn’ttell a real one from a fake, and you don’t know any
thing else about them other than what I just told you.How valuable is it, do you think?”

 “Even if you found it in the Jasserak Swamp, I stillcouldn’t afford it.”

 “It’s worth more than a blue-white diamond of thesame size. And do you know about the curse?”

 “‘Curse’?”

 “Yes. Firestones are supposed to be unlucky. But thatwas a canard, started by diamond merchants who
were losing business to firestone sellers. Only thing unlucky about them is not owning one.”

 Jos smiled. “Okay, I take your point. At least part ofit.”

 “So take the rest of it. You weren’t an expert onclones because you never tried to be. Other than know
ing how to cut and glue them back together, which issufficient for your needs, why would you bother? Be
fore the war, there weren’t enough clones around tomake it a concern. Out of sight, out of mind. You
dealwith their physiology, not their psychology.”

 “That’s true.”

 “But clones aren’t the only beings you probablyhaven’t thought much about. What about droids?”

 “Droids? What about them?”

 “Do you consider them people?”

 “Only in the same sense that a tetrawave is. They’remachines.”

 “But they think. They interact. They function.”

 Jos looked perplexed. “Okay, but . . .”

 “Work with me for a minute,” Klo continued. “Justfor the sake of argument, have you ever met a droid
that expressed worry, or fear, or that had, say, a sense of humor? That seemed . . . self-aware?”



 Jos was silent. Yes. He had. I-Five came immediatelyto mind. “But they don’t feel pain. They can’t
reproduce—”

 “Aren’t there people with neuropathic disorders who don’t feel pain? And who runs the assembly line in
adroid factory, building more droids?”

 Jos laughed. “You can switch a droid on and off, disassemble it, put it back together, and it won’t blink
a photosensor. Of course,” he added, “you can do that tome too, but only after a fourteen-hour shift.”

 “I’m not saying they areexactly like you and me. Butif you stop and think about it, a self-aware
constructthat has an emotional content and a job isn’t simply adumbot welding seams on next year’s
landspeeder.”

 “You aren’t helping here. I’m still trying to get mymind around the concept of clones as people, and now
you’re throwing droids at me.”

 “Life isn’t simple, Jos. Once you start clumping cellsinto tissues and tissues into systems, the level of com
plexity goes up in powers of ten. I can’t give you any easyanswers—you have to figure things out for
yourself.”

 “Whatever the Republic’s paying you, it’s too much.”

 Merit shrugged, a fluid and smooth gesture. “That’show the galaxy works. It’s not my design; when I get
tobe in charge of everything, I’ll fix it. Until then, we’restuck with this.”

 Jos sighed. When you wanted answers, more questions didn’t exactly help.

 Merit looked at his chrono and stood. “Our session is up—and I believe it’s now time for the weekly
sabaccgame, is it not?”

 “Raise,” Den said. He tossed a ten-credit chip ontothe table. The suspension field kept it from clinking
toomuch or rolling away.

 “I’ll see that,” Jos said, “and raise you two.” Twomore chips hit the growing pile.

 Den glanced owlishly at his cards, then at the rest ofthe players surrounding the cantina table as each
antedup in turn. Besides himself and Captain Vondar, there were five others: Captain Yant, Barriss
Offee, the minder Klo Merit, Tolk le Trene, and I-Five. Den couldglean no clues from any of them as to
the hands theywere holding; the four organics all had carefully noncommittal faces, and even though the
droid was capableof subtle expressions, he apparently had no problemcontrolling them.

 It had been said that sabacc was as much a game ofskill as it was of chance, and Den had no trouble
believing that, especially with this crowd. Talk about astacked deck: out of seven players, three of them
wereextremely adept at reading others. He was pretty certainthat the Padawan would not use the Force
to give herselfan edge, but he wasn’t so sure about Tolk and Merit.The minder might be able to sense
feelings in the othersthat would betray their emotional state, and so gain an edge, but Tolk would have a
harder time of it. Eventhough this group wasn’t exactly at the same level of expertise as a bunch of card
shooks working the Coruscant Crown Casino, they’d all, Den included, masteredfairly well the art of the
“sabacc mask”—the com pletely expressionless face that did not betray by somuch as an eyelash flicker
any clues whatsoever. Noteven a Lorrdian could read body language if the body inquestion was being
utterly uncommunicative.



 “Nobody calls? Great,” Yant said. “Draw two.” Barriss, the new dealer, handed him his cards.

 From the camp’s hypersound speakers, the voice ofone of Filba’s subordinates made an announcement,
thefocused sound beams making it seem as if he werespeaking to each individual alone. “Attention,” the
voice said hesitantly, obviously reading unfamiliarcopy. “At, uh, zero-six-hundred hours the scheduled in
spection by Admiral Bleyd will take place. Let’s makesure we give him a big welcome.”

 “Ah, yes,” Jos said. “The visitation from on high. Think I’ll start saluting now and avoid the rush.”

 A new round of betting began, starting this time withI-Five. Den had been watching the droid play with
someinterest. I-Five’s cognitive module was no doubt capableof calculating all or nearly all of the myriad
combinations possible in the seventy-six-chip-card deck, but noteven the most advanced synaptic grid
processor could anticipate the random order in which they might occurin any given hand. Still, the droid
was an excellentplayer, calm and cool. “Raise three,” he said.

 Jos raised an eyebrow. “Maybe it’s just the heat,” hesaid, “but I could swear that durasteel skin of yours
isstarting to sweat.”

 “Must be a leaky lube node,” I-Five replied imperturbably. “I might note, however, that my olfactory sen
sor is picking up a distinct whiff of fear pheromonewith your genetic tag, Captain Vondar.”

 “How’d you get to be so good at cards, I-Five?” Denasked the droid.

 “My partner taught me,” the droid replied. “Hecould usually walk out of a game with more creditsthan
he went in with. He’s held more idiot’s arrays thanan asylum nurse.”

 “Do you consider yourself to be a sentient organic, like a human?” Jos asked abruptly.

 “Only when I’m particularly depressed,” the droidreplied.

 Jos made a wry face. Before he could reply I-Five continued, “Knowing what I do of organics,
however, and of humans in particular, I must assume that your question is sincere, Captain Vondar. I can
only answer that,due to a cognitive module superior to most droids ofmy category, as well as the lack of
a creativity damper, Iam more sentient than most of my colleagues. Does thismean that I qualify as a
‘living’ being? I suppose thatdepends on one’s point of view. But most philosophers take the position
that to be able to ask the question is tohave already answered it.”

 Den saw a quick glance pass between the captain andthe minder, saw the latter smile slightly. Something
subsurface was definitely going on there.

 “In the twelve years that I have ricocheted around thisgalaxy like the legendary Roon Comet,” I-Five
continued, “I have encountered a great many interesting personalities. Some of them have been droids. I
still have gaps in my memory that seem to be connected to somekind of trauma occurring not long after
my leaving Coruscant. My self-repair systems are processing thesegaps, assembling the missing data
from interior hologrammics, but my internal logic circuits won’t allowsynaptic linkage to proceed with less
than seventy-fivepercent certainty.”

 Den glanced at Jos. It was his hand, but the surgeon seemed deep in thought, unaware of his turn.

 “Jos,” Barriss said gently after a moment.



 Jos looked up. “I call,” he said.

 Everyone showed their hands. Den chuckled as he putdown a full twenty-three. “Pure sabacc,” he said,
grinning and reaching for the two pots. “Scan ‘em and sob,ladies and—”

 Jos laid down his cards. Den and the other playersstared in disbelief. It was an idiot’s array: the face
card plus a two of sabers and a three of flasks.

 “Niceplay,” Tolk said.

 “Thanks,” Jos said as he gathered in the credits. ButDen, watching the surgeon’s expression, had the dis
tinct feeling that right now, Captain Vondar could nothave cared less about winning.
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 The night was, of course, warm. Wingstingers, firegnats, and other hapless insects flew past and hurled
themselves against zappers, adding little blue flickers tothe camp lights and what little wan star gleam
managed to penetrate the mostly cloudy skies. Drongar’s twomoons weren’t even big enough to show
disks, so, wereit not for the Rimsoo lights, the swamp would be exceedingly dark now. As would the
entire night half ofthe planet. On a rainy evening, the only light was fromswamp rot, lightning flashes, and
the intermittent glowof the fire gnats.

 An unpleasant place in every aspect. Well, no, be honest—the enemy personnel were actually fairly
decentbeings.

 There was a tendency, the spy knew, to identify with the people you found yourself among when you
wereworking. There could come a time when you’d forgetyour original purpose, and start to think of
those whomyou were detailed to watch, or to damage, as realfriends. It was called “going native.” Many
agents andspies had done it, in war and in peace. It was all tooeasy. Enemies were not faceless
automata, or amoralmonsters who got up every morning with a burning desire to rage forth and do evil.
No, most of them werejust like anybody else—they had hopes, fears, families,and they believed they
were doing the right things for the right reasons.

 It was hard to demonize such people.

 To be sure, you could present it as such to a bunchof young troopers. You could indoctrinate them, visu
alizing the enemy soldiers as maniacal fiends who wanted nothing more than to slaughter innocent
younglings, burn down your prime mother’s house,and violate your drove father’s grave. Modern



soldiersrarely saw the enemy face to face at any event. Firing amissile at somebody ten thousand meters
away was bloodless and uninvolving. But even a brief encounterat close range on the field was sometimes
enough to ruin months of training: the first time one of your recruits saw a young being who looked a lot
like him orher or it, sitting on a battlefield holding in his gutswith his hands and crying for a drink of
water—well,it was a shock. Your newly battle-trained conscript might suddenly realize that the dying
young soldierhad hopes and fears not all that different from hisown—and maybe that all he, too, wanted
to do was just serve his tour and go home. That realization waslike an upended flask of liquid nitrogen,
chilling to thecore.

 Thinking along those lines was not a good idea for asoldier. It might make him hesitate next time; might
even get him killed. Best to try and ignore it.

 But when you were a sub-rosa agent, you couldn’t dothat. You couldn’t harbor illusions that your
enemieswere evil; not when you ate with them, drank withthem, worked with them. You sometimes grew
very attached to them. In a place like this, people lived in eachother’s pockets. You learned to know the
one sittingacross from you at the chow hall table, almost as well asyou did your own reflection.

 The staff at this Rimsoo were good people, almost all of them. The spy knew this—judging beings was a
bigpart of an agent’s business. If this war hadn’t begun,any of them could have been potential friends.
Therewasn’t a demon among them.

 That made the tasks harder. When you weren’t hurting some monster by setting events in motion, but in
stead were harming people who considered you theirfriend—it hurt. You got up every morning and your
lifeamong them was almost totally a lie. Everything yousaid or did had to remain hidden behind a thick
shroud, kept secret for your own survival. Spies, after all, werenot well treated in times of war. You were
seldomtraded when caught; generally, a quick military courtwould be convened and you would be
extinguished likea switched-off glow stick, quietly and quickly, as soonas they extracted whatever
intelligence they could fromyour soon-to-be-dead brain. Dead on some farawayplanet, unmourned in a
shallow grave, detested by thosewho thought they’d known you.

 And even if you were successful—even if you completed your mission and returned safely—there was
no glory, no medals, no parades at home. If you were very lucky, you got to live a quiet, low-key life
without having extensive parts of your memory sponged away by“your” side.

 Spying was not a job for one with pale courage. Youhad to be made of something stronger than the
strongest steelcrete to withstand the stress of being anundercover agent, no matter which side you
worked for,no matter how strong and valid your reasons for doingthe job.

 Valid? Oh, yes, the spy’s reasons were certainly that. The reasons were old and far away, but
undiminishednonetheless. Even so, it was impossible to smile at these people and not mean it, because
they were good people.None of them had participated in the atrocity that hadmade all this necessary—all
of them, in fact, wouldhave been horrified at the event. Decent beings on anyside of any war would be.
But it wasn’t the decent beings who caused such things. And it was the indecentones who had to pay for
their crimes. You had to resolveearly on that the innocent might have to suffer, and youhad to strive to
make them suffer as little as possible,but suffering was unavoidable. People died in war, justas the spy’s
people had died, and there was little to bedone about it, save to make it happen as cleanly andquickly as
possible.

 Some of them were attractive, bright, skilled. . . allthe things the spy sought in friends and lovers. And
yetthey would die. That resolve had to remain steadfast.War was a cold business. The tears would have
to comemuch later . . .



 It was time for bed. Tomorrow would bring whateverit would bring, and rest, if allowed by
happenstance,was always necessary.

 At least once a month, Admiral Bleyd did a tour ofthe Rimsoos. It was a cursory inspection, to wave the
flag and pretend he cared about the troops and medicstoiling on this tropical mudball he had come to so
thoroughly detest. When the next Black Sun agent appeared, it was not Bleyd’s intent that there be
anythingunusual in his own routine. The inspection tour wasscheduled and, without compelling reason to
call it off, would proceed as normal. Business as usual.

 It was largely a waste of everybody’s time. They knewwhen he was coming, had had plenty of time to
polish and prepare. He would not see anything amiss unless ithappened by accident, and right in front of
him.

 He couldn’t even take time off to go hunting—butthen, there was nothing worthy of his skill on this
sodden world.

 Bleyd always used his personal lighter for the flight tothe surface, a small craft traditionally called that
because its namesake’s original purpose had been to“lighten” vessels on planetary seas by moving cargo
ashore. His craft, a modified Surronian Conqueror assault ship, was not the standard vessel for an
admiral ofthe fleet. The vessel was small, less than thirty meters inlength, and its cargo-carrying capacity
was limited—itwouldn’t lighten any ship of size to any noticeable degree, which was normal enough. It
ran, however, a cluster of eight Surronian ion engines, four A2s and four A2.50s, and was the fastest
thing in the atmosphere on this planet by far. Enemy guns set to track ordinary transport and starfighters
would be shooting at emptyair far behind the ship when Bleyd cranked it up. Expo sure to the spores
was also more limited than in othercraft. On a good flight, with no local storms to slowhim down, he
could leave the flight deck and land at ground stations in half the time any other transport available could
manage. The hyperdrive was a ClassOne Corellian Engineering Corporation HI.5, sufficient to carry a
passenger back to the realm of civilizedworlds. Bleyd had heard about the vessel after it hadbeen
captured from some pirate or other during a military engagement just before he was posted here, andwith
a bit of clever bargaining had managed to obtain itas his personal transport.

 Aside from its other virtues, the ship had a pleasing aerodynamic shape, a kind of elongated figure eight.
There was, after all, no reason an admiral’s transportcouldn’t look as good as it flew.

 This jaunt was a piece of dream cake. As he lancedthrough the atmosphere toward the surface, he was
pondering his other problem: credits, and how best toamass as many as possible as quickly as possible
without risk of detection.

 “Please identify yourself,” came the request from themain Republic ground battery control.

 Bleyd smiled. They had to ask, but they certainlyknew who he was. The sensor profile of his lighter was
unique—there was nothing in twenty parsecs thatlooked even remotely like it.

 “Admiral Bleyd here,” he responded, his voice crisp.“On inspection tour from MedStar Nineteen.” He
rattled off the current identification code, which waschanged daily on his order.

 There was brief pause while the officer in charge pretended to check to make sure his commander
wasn’tsome Separatist spy coming to bomb a poor Rimsoo unitsquatting in a swamp. Then: “All fine, sir.
Proceed to designated landing quadrant, and welcome, Admiral.”



 Bleyd shut off the comm without responding.

 It was not the money per se, though that certainly hadits appeal on some level. No, it was the recovery
ofhonor, the prestige, the righting of wrongs—that waswhat a bank full of credits represented. He had
alreadymanaged to build himself a nice sum, enough so that, ifmanaged correctly, it would keep him fed
and clothedand reasonably comfortable for the rest of his life. But thegoal was not merely to retire in
comfort; no, the goal wasmuch more important than that. The goal was honor.

 Mixed in with this was, of course, a degree ofvengeance. There were beings who needed to be dealt
with, old grudges settled, and a dynasty to begin. Hehad to find a mate, marry, produce heirs, and make
certain that his sons and daughters would be sufficiently wealthy so as to guarantee their rightful places in
thegalaxy. This war would be over eventually. The Republic would prevail—he didn’t doubt that,
inconceivable that it would not—and life would go on much as it hadbefore. A peaceful galaxy, with
ample opportunity for the landed and wealthy to prosper even more—thesewere things to be taken for
granted. No sane being wanted war, save that it served his own ends. Therewere fortunes to be made in
times of conflict, power tobe gathered, and when this one was done Bleyd and his descendants would be
among the rich and powerful. Ofthat, there was no doubt.

 The doing of it was not so easy, but he was both cleverand resourceful. Small amounts of the bota could
continue to be diverted and stored. His dealings with BlackSun would have to cease—a major theft was
out of thequestion—but he could hide a lot of the valuable adaptogen on a ship the size of a MedStar,
stack it in blocksof carbonite disguised as something else, and take itback to civilization himself, bold as
you please. The material would never show up on a manifest, nobodywould know it existed, and it would
only become morevaluable as time went by. A thousand kilos of pharmaceutical-grade bota stashed in
some warehouse would eventually be worth millions all by itself.

 But there were other things a smart admiral could doto enhance his fortune. A medical system necessary
fora Rimsoo could be ordered in duplicate, and one ofthem could find its way elsewhere, perhaps to
someworld in desperate need of such a facility, and barteredfor something of equal value but more
portable. Precious metal or rare gems, say. And a couple of first-classmedical droids misdirected to
some frontier planetwhere doctors were in short supply would also beworth their weight in credits. Even
a copy of a proprietary computer program, such as the one that ran theMedStar’s operational systems,
was a valuable commodity—if presented to the right customer. How manyone-starship worlds would
love to have one of those forits hospitals, with no questions asked, for the rightprice?

 The ship’s hull began to warm as it arrowed its wayinto the atmosphere. The sensors noted this and ad
justed the environmental control systems. He was only a few minutes away from the ground medical HQ,
traditionally called Rimsoo One. There didn’t seem to beany fighting in this quadrant today, so he didn’t
expect any real trouble. Now and then, some pilot from theConfederacy would try a suicide run, braving
the sporesin order to get a chance to attack a Republic vessel outside his operational range. He had
never been attackedhimself, and the lighter was equipped with a pair of fire-linked ion cannons, as well
as laser cannons he coulduse from the cockpit. He sometimes wished one of the Separatist fighters would
try him so that he could demonstrate he was no rear-guard admiral, but such an opportunity had never
presented itself.Too bad.

 “This is Landing Control. We are assuming command of your vessel in thirty seconds, sir.”

 Bleyd nodded to himself. “Acknowledged, LandingControl.” He would prefer to bring the lighter in him-
self on manual, but this was not standard procedure,and Tarnese Bleyd would not risk his future on pure
ego-driven matters of such small consequence. Let themland the ship. He had bigger game to slay . . .
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 Bleyd liked to vary his inspections. Sometimes hewould stick to one planetary sector; other times he
wouldtravel across an entire region. On one trip he might visitRimsoos in numerical order; another time
he’d hit onlythe even- or odd-numbered ones. There were a dozen of the emergency medical bases, one
for practically everymajor battlefront, spread far and wide over Tanlasso.There was no way he could see
them all in a single visit,unless he was willing to stay on the ground for a monthof constant travel. Republic
Mobile Surgical Units weretechnically able to pick up and move quickly, either toavoid danger or to
follow the advance or retreat of thefront lines. Once established, however, the units tendedto stay put for
weeks or months, and some of them werestill in the same spot where they’d been initiallydropped. There
wasn’t a lot of variation among them,since they all had the same primary purpose: the repair and
maintenance of the clone trooper army and whatever other casualties might occur.

 Not that it made any difference how he conducted hisinspections; whichever manner he chose, the word
would be there long before he arrived. Some leadersliked to drop in unannounced, but for him, surprise
wasnot part of the process. He wasn’t looking for some-thing unpleasant to have to deal with. As long as
nobody fouled up, he didn’t worry about the day-to-dayoperations.

 As the landspeeder ferrying him from the area’s temporary hub spaceport approached the current
locationof Rimsoo Seven, Bleyd watched faint speckles of reddish spore dust glitter over the vehicle’s
transparisteelcanopy. Even though the spores were much less dangerous at ground level most of the time,
zipping along in aspeeder with the top down was hardly a good idea.

 The unit was just ahead; they’d covered the twohundred or so kilometers of marshland and bayous
separating it from his landing pad quickly. His driver was a young, four-armed Myneyrsh male, which
wassomething of a surprise. Most Myneyrshi had an aver sion to technology, and Bleyd assumed that this
applied to powered ground-effect craft such as this one.The driver also had an issue blaster on the seat
besidehim, though if attacked, Bleyd was fairly sure thetrooper would reach first for the big garral-tooth
knifehe wore in a sheath strapped to his translucent blueleg. There was a Myneyrsh saying: “A knife
never runsout of ammunition.” Bleyd understood that wellenough.

 “Rimsoo Seven, Admiral, sir,” the driver said.

 Bleyd nodded. He had been here before, though it hadbeen several months, at least. The place looked
like allthe others; only the location and the local graffitimarked it as different.

 Well, that and the fact that his partner in crime, Filbathe Hutt, was based here . . .

 They approached the perimeter, were challenged bythe guard, and admitted through the energy shield.



The military-grade power shield kept certain things out,notably fast-moving missiles and high-energy
spectrasuch as gamma and X-rays, while letting in radio wavesand visible light. Unfortunately, heat, rain,
spores, andinsects were slow enough to some degree to passthrough the osmotic shield as well.

 Bleyd met Colonel D’Arc Vaetes, the commander, andeach offered up the usual ordained and
meaninglesscompliments and comments. Going through the motions, Bleyd was paying somewhat less
than half his attention to the tour. Vaetes ran a tight ship, he knew, andthe admiral would have been
surprised to see anythingreally amiss.

 As they passed the dining hall and cantina on their wayto look at the main surgical theater, Bleyd saw a
manleaning against a poptree twenty meters away, smiling.

 A chill touched Bleyd’s spine, for there was a distinctsense of danger emanating from the smiling human.
There was nothing overt about it, nothing that might be seen as a gesture of disrespect, but the feeling
was unmistakable. Here was a warrior—not just a soldier. Asmiling killer who knew what he was and
gloried in theknowledge.

 Bleyd stopped. “Who is that?”

 Vaetes glanced over and said, “Phow Ji, the Bundukiclose-combat instructor. His workouts keep me in
better shape than I’d like.”

 “Ah.” That explained it. Bleyd knew about Ji. Likeany good hunter, he always marked predators in his
territory. Ji had had a reputation before he arrived here; hisdatafile had been flagged. And since he had
arrived, hehad done several things to add to that reputation. There was a rumor that a holo existed of Ji
going up against atrio of mercs, and being the only one to walk away.Bleyd was very interested in seeing
that.

 To Vaetes, he said, “Let’s go over and say hello.”As they turned and headed toward Ji, the admiral was
amused to see the fighter’s nostrils flare a little, and hisrelaxed pose become just a bit more tense. He
smiled. Itcould have just been his rank, but Bleyd didn’t think so. His file stated that Phow Ji had little
respect for authority. No, Bleyd figured that Ji recognized in him the samething that he had immediately
seen in the Bunduki: apotentially dangerous opponent.Ji came to attention, albeit somewhat slowly. “At
ease, Lieutenant Ji.”

 “By your command, Admiral.” The fighter relaxed, bent his knees slightly, and shook his shoulders
almostimperceptibly.

 Getting ready to move,Bleyd thought.Excellent1.This man could take on twenty Black Sun thugs like
theone Bleyd had bested orbitside without breaking asweat.

 “You know me?” Ji asked.

 “Of course. I have heard that you are. . .an adeptfighter.”

 His tone, and the pause, were just enough to give hiscomment an archness that might or might not be sar
castic. So close that it could have been nothing—or a calculated insult. Impossible to tell.

 The two looked at each other for a second, each gaze cool and measuring.

 Ji said, “Adept enough for anyone onthis planet.Sir.”



 Bleyd held a grin in check, though he wanted to showhis teeth. The Bunduki was insolent. The comment
wasplainly a challenge.There had been a time, when he had been muchyounger, when Bleyd would have
stripped off his skin-shirt at such a remark, and they would have dancedright then and there. He wanted
to do it now—and hecould tell that Ji knew this, and was ready to go at it, too.

 Three things stopped Bleyd from physically attackingthe Bunduki who was standing there and inviting
justthat. First, he was an admiral of the fleet, and it was beneath him to be seen brawling in public. Such a
matchwould have to take place behind closed doors and unwitnessed, were it to happen at all.

 Second, Bleyd’s plans to redeem his family’s honor were still paramount, and a physical squabble with
another officer, for whatever reasons, would draw unwanted attention from uplevels. He did not want to
riskthat.

 Third—and this reason came hard, but he could notdeny it—he wasn’t at all sure he could beat Phow Ji
in afair match. There was no doubt that he was strongerand faster, but the human was a combat
champion, andhis skills had been honed in dozens of matches, some ofwhich had been to the death. Size
and strength andspeed all mattered, of course, but an opponent withenough skill could level that field.
When two fullygrown saber-fangs fought, the winner and the loser bothcame away bloody, and which
was the victor was sometimes difficult to tell. Bleyd was a predator, and as suchwas willing to risk death,
but smart killers did so onlywhen the reward was worth the risk. Bragging rights for beating a combat
champion did not fall into thatcategory—at least, not on this day, and not in this place.

 What if, he wondered briefly, he were to turn Ji loosein the rain forest and make it a hunt? That would
giveBleyd the advantage, but even so, it might not end withhim victorious. Such risk would definitely
spice the game, but it was not, unfortunately, going to happennow.

 “I would like to see you in action someday,” Bleydsaid.

 Ji nodded without breaking eye contact. Bleyd couldsee that he understood that the admiral was not
backingdown, but only postponing a possible confrontation.“I’d like that as well, Admiral. Sir.”

 The two stood there for a few seconds, neither ofthem blinking. Finally, Bleyd turned to Vaetes. “You
were going to show me the operating theater, Commander. And I expect that the field commanders will
want todisplay their troops, who will no doubt be getting warmin this weather.”

 Vaetes, who had kept a respectful distance from and anoncommittal expression about what must have
seemed to him a very strange interlude, nodded. “Rightthis way, Admiral.”

 Bleyd could feel Ji’s gaze on his back as he walkedaway. A pity, but it was true that a hunter without pa
tience usually went hungry. There would be anothertime. Already, though, Bleyd felt better about his tour.
There was nothing like a dangerous animal stalking youto get the blood circulating.

 His enthusiasm dampened a bit as he rememberedthat there was other business to which he must attend
atthis particular Rimsoo, distasteful as it was. No rest for the being in charge . . .

 It was time.

 With the Rimsoo admiral planetside for his tour,there would not be a better opportunity, Den knew, tos
pring his trap for Filba. To see the larcenous Hutt’smany crimes finally brought to light—the
embezzlement and usury and countless other illegal appropriations that Den had diligently discovered



over the pastseveral weeks, both through the HoloNet and by skillful interviews with the staff, all
revealed right under Admiral Bleyd’s nose—what could be more fitting? Or moresatisfying?

 It hadn’t been easy. The data trail had been as serpentine as the Hutt’s own slime track after a massive
cantina bender. The most incriminating indictment hadcome from one of the medical staff who had an
uncle onthe supply side. The uncle had in his possession en crypted data that implicated Filba in the
rerouting offive hundred hectoliters of Anticeptin-D into the cargo hold of a black marketeer’s freighter
two months ago.It wasn’t strong enough evidence by itself, and Filba hadat least been smart enough not
to bleed the same sourcetwice, but coupled with the other infractions Den had discovered, it would be
more than enough to take himdown.

 Den leaned back on his formcot and smiled. Payback would be sweet.

 Over the hypersound speakers came the martialstrains of the Republic Anthem’s first stanza—the music
traditionally played whenever a ranking officer or visiting dignitary was present. Of course, Den was a
noncom, so he was not technically obligated to turnout with the others. Still, no harm in showing a little
courtesy.

 He’d only spoken to the Sakiyan officer once, andthat briefly, before he’d made the drop to Drongar.
But from what he’d heard around the base, Admiral

 Bleyd was held in reasonably high regard. He ran atight operation, and there seemed to be little question
of his personal courage, pride, and honor. Den didn’tknow that much about Sakiyan culture, but he did
know that the society was structured around complexfamily-political units, and that honor, dignity, and re
spect played a big part—so much so that there were amultitude of subtle, yet distinct, permutations, each
with its own name and rules.

 He emerged from the tent, blinking and, as always,slightly astonished at the stifling, sodden heat, and
sawthe officers, enlistees, and medical personnel lined upfor inspection. The clone cohort was separate,
their gleaming black-and-white-armored forms, all exactlythe same height and body type, standing at
attention inrows that, if not perfect, couldn’t have been off by morethan a millimeter at best.

 Why you would bother to inspect clones was beyondhim. Seen one, seen them all.

 Admiral Bleyd stood before them. He was an impressive figure, surely enough—tall and lean, his dress
graysshowing nary a wrinkle, and somehow Den knew thathe wasn’t using an antistatic field generator.
No wrinklethat knew what was good for it would come anywhereclose to the admiral’s uniform.

 The bald, burnished head gleamed in the sun, its darkbronze shining like an insect’s carapace. Den
couldn’tsee any sign of the admiral sweating. Maybe Sakiyans didn’t sweat. Or maybe it was just
Admiral Bleyd whodidn’t.

 The reporter came to a stop not far from the officers’ line. He could see Filba—Not exactly hard to
miss, helooks like something a space slug sneezed out.The

 Hutt’s yellowish skin was even more mottled than usual, and he looked particularly slimy today.Youdon’t
know what suffering is yet,Den silentlypromised the gigantic mollusk.At least this planet hasan
atmosphere, foul though it may be. Not like aprison on an asteroid, where all you’ll have to look atis rock
. . .

 The best time to drop his bombshell would be duringthe inspection tour—out of Filba’s earshot,



obviously. Den tried to visualize the look of dismay on the Hutt’sface when security came to collect him.

 Somewhat to his surprise, now that this elaborate revenge scheme he had worked on for the past several
weeks was about to pay off, he felt remarkably unenthusedabout the whole thing. Blowing the whistle on
the Hutt suddenly seemed like more of an obligation, aduty, than savory retribution. He didn’t feel the joy
hethought he would.

 It wasn’t just payback for the Hutt’s recent treatmentof him. He’d nearly gotten Den killed on Jabiim, as
well. No, Filba had had this coming for a long time. But now—and this struck him with something very
close to real horror—Den realized might actually be feelingreluctantto do it.

 You’re getting soft,Den told himself.Losing youredge. Must be the heat. Yougottaget off this planet.

 Then he noticed the admiral pause slightly as hepassed the Hutt. There was eye contact between the
two—a very quick glance, something that, unless you’d been an investigative reporter with your sensors
attunedby years in the field, was virtually unnoticeable.

 But Den noticed it.

 Mostinteresting.

 Although he was aware that he might be reading a terabyte or two into that look that wasn’t necessarily
there, still, the implications were . . . unsettling. Hewould bet his droptacs that there was something going
on between the Hutt and the Sakiyan, and that it wouldbe, at the very least, highly unorthodox. What
would anadmiral of the fleet and a supply sergeant have to talkabout?

 It was a lot to read into a single, almost subliminalglance. It might be nothing more than distaste for Hutts
in general that had caused Bleyd’s look, but Den Dhurwas adept at what he did, and he had learned to
trust hisreporter’s instincts—maker knew they had been hard enough to come by. And the more he
thought about it, the more sense it made. The deeper his investigationsinto Filba’s malfeasance had gone,
the more obvious ithad become that the Hutt couldn’t be handling a black-market operation like this by
himself. He had to be getting help from higher up. Den just hadn’t realized how high up the help was.

 Of a moment, he did a fast revision of his plans.

 Looks like I won’t be acquainting the admiral withyour iniquities after all, you sack of slime.Certainlynot
until he was more knowledgeable about Bleyd’s involvement. The rot had spread higher than he’d
thought. If he went tripping into the admiral’s presenceand began blathering about Filba’s crimes to his
partnerin those crimes, who just happened to be somebodywho could have him shot with a wave of his
hand— well, that could be a fatal error.

 Don’t tell me you’re surprised,his mind whisperedmockingly.

 The admiral dismissed the troops and personnel. Colonel Vaetes, accompanied by Captains Vondar and

 Yant, joined Bleyd to walk him through the operatingtheater.

 Sooner or later, Bleyd would find time to speak toFilba alone. And Den was determined that they
wouldn’t be as alone as they thought they were . . .
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 Back in his cubicle Den pulled a small box from under the bed, thumbed the recognizer lock, and
opened it. Itwas time to bring out the big guns—or, rather, the smallones. The smallest one, in fact, and it
wasn’t a gun,though it did “shoot.”

 Den held the tiny device close to his eyes and admiredit. It was a tiny spycam disguised as a flying insect,
known as a moon moth. The entire thing barely covered his thumbnail, but its biomimetic design allowed
it to fly about undetected, letting its operator hear and seeeverything its sensors could pick up, from up to
tenthousand meters away. He’d used it a few times before.It had a built-in state-of-the-art confounder
that would nullify tangle fields, sensor screens, or other electromagnetic obstructions either Bleyd or Filba
might bewearing. And, with all the winged pests buzzing aroundthe base anyway, one more would hardly
be noticed. Ithad cost him three months’ pay, but the first time he’dused it, back when he’d done the
story on the WildSpace smugglers, it had paid for itself.

 “Off you go,” he murmured as he activated the device. The moon moth flew through the open entrance
and vanished as Den slipped on the virtual headset thatwould allow him to control it.

 He let himself enjoy the feeling of flying for a few moments, climbing high over the base for a panoramic
view of the swamp, then swooping down low to buzzone of the many clones in sight. Then he leveled out
andheaded for Filba’s domain.

 The door was shut, but there were plenty of tinyopenings where the heat-warped plasteel was joined
with the duralloy framework. He squeezed the moonmoth through one. Not a moment too soon—Bleyd
was already there, facing the Hutt, and from the looks on both their faces Den didn’t expect either one to
whipout holos of the kids anytime soon. He steered the bug-cam to a landing on a nearby shelf.

 What was that old Kubaz saying about wishing onewere a buzz-beetle on a wall . . . ?

 Filba had evidently prepared for this confrontationby finishing most of a keg of what looked like Alder
aanian ale. His skin folds had that rubbery look thatHutts got when drunk.

 Bleyd, on the other hand, was not at all intoxicated,unless anger could be considered an intoxicant. He
wasspeaking in a low, level tone, and seemed—to Den, atleast—ready to slice and dice Filba.

 Den turned the gain up on the sound enhancers.

 “—things are too hot right now,” Bleyd said throughhis fangs. “I don’t want Black Sun coming back
anytimesoon. Until this affair with their missing emissary is settled, we have to lie low.”



 “Easy for you to say,” the Hutt rumbled. “Your profitmargin’s far higher than mine.” He took another
mighty swig of the ale; despite his distended gut, he wasevidently nowhere near capacity. “I’m taking all
therisks, and you’re getting all—”

 “There’ll be no profits for either of us if Black Sunmoves in, you bloated imbecile! If you’ve a brain
buriedanywhere in all that blubber you’d understand that.”

 “Insults,” Filba sneered, waving his jug about. “All Iever get. I deserve more for my part in this. I
deserve—”

 Bleyd was suddenly across the room and at the Hutt’sthroat. He’d moved so fast that the moon moth
had only registered a blur. “You deserve,” the Sakiyan hissed, “tohave your innards rearranged, you
swamp-sucking—”

 He stopped abruptly. Filba’s eyes were even more bulbous and distended than usual. His wide gash of a
mouth opened and closed, either questing for air or trying to speak, and apparently not succeeding at
either.The small arms were waving about in panic. The jug slipped from his hand and shattered on the
floor.

 Filba lurched forward, drawing more and more of hisbulk upright until it seemed impossible that he could
maintain his balance. He swayed, a mottled tower of flab and slime—then toppled, crashing down to the
floor. Bleyd had to leap out of the way to avoid beingcrushed as the Hutt’s considerable mass struck
hard enough to shake the building. It nearly vibrated themoon moth off its perch.

 Maker’s eyes! He’s fainted! Or worse . . .

 Den, watching, could not believe his eyes—or, rather,the moon moth’s photoreceptors. What was going
on?Had the admiral actually scared Filba into havingheart failure—or whatever the Hutt equivalent was;
hard to believe Filba even had a heart—by appearing toattack him?

 Bleyd bent over the motionless form. He touched theHutt’s back, perhaps feeling for some kind of
pulse.

 Then he turned to the broken ale jug, lifted a shard, and sniffed it.

 A peculiar expression spread over his face—equalparts understanding, anger, and bafflement. He stood
frozen for a moment, then hurled the fragment to breakagainst the wall.

 The entrance chime activated. A muffled poundingwas heard, as were concerned shouts. Filba’s
collapsehad probably been noticed by everyone in the area—Den would have been surprised if the
Separatists hadn’tfelt it as well.

 Bleyd turned to the door. He smoothed his uniform,made sure no medal hung even slightly askew, and
thenopened it.

 Den knew it was time to go. The moon moth was immune to most detection devices, but shortly techs
wouldlikely be going over this chamber with gadgets thatcould hear an electron shifting shells. He made
themoon moth fly off the shelf, toward the entrance, whichwas already filled with confused and shocked
faces—

 A hand came out of nowhere, moving so fast it justseemed toappear. Den gasped as his point of view



shifted violently. And then, suddenly, the moon mothwas being held close to Bleyd’s face. The admiral
was staring, it seemed, right into Den’s eyes.

 A second later the hand closed into a fist. There wasa flash as the piezoelectrics shorted out—and then
blackness.

 Uh-oh . . .
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 Barriss Offee was just finishing her meditation whenshe heard the commotion, and felt a simultaneous
ripplein the Force. She settled to the floor, unlocked her legs,and stood.

 Outside, several people were running back and forth. This in itself wasn’t unusual for the base, but the
reverberations she had felt were not the familiar ones of incoming wounded. She followed these new
feelings, and the excited crowd, and saw a knot of people animatedlytalking outside Filba’s office in the
large central admin-and-requisition center. Zan Yant was among them. Shestepped up alongside him.

 “Doctor Yant.”

 He smiled at her. “Healer Offee. Looks like we all feltFilba’s passing, one way or another.”

 “The Hutt is dead? How?”

 “Hard to say for sure. Apparently it was very sudden. I had a word with one of the techs, who
sometimes sitsin on our card game, and the indication from him waspoison.”

 A tech emerged from the large cubicle with an antigravgurney, upon which was a large body sack,
sealedshut and obviously filled to capacity. The lifter’s gyrosand condenser whined under the load as the
tech guidedit outside.

 “That would be the late, and fairly heavy, Filba, unless I miss my guess. I wonder who’s on medical
examiner duty today? Whoever it is has got quite a job aheadof him.”

 Jos Vondar arrived just then, and the three of themwatched the gurney head for the OT.

 “Bad luck,” Jos said. He didn’t look happy.

 “Filba was a friend of yours?” Barriss asked.



 He looked at her, obviously surprised at the question.“Filba was an obnoxious, officious, tightfisted
fatherless squat who would make his own pouch mother signa requisition for water if she was dying of
thirst.”

 “You’ve got to learn to be more open with your feelings,” Zan said.

 “Why the grief, then?” Barriss asked.

 “Because I’m on ME duty,” Jos said dolefully.“Lucky me, I get to do the autopsy. This war’ll be overby
the time I’ve cut him up. I’ll dull just about all the vibroscalpels we have in stock. I’m saving the last one
formy throat,” he said to Zan in a mock-aside whisper.

 “Word is, he was poisoned,” Zan said.

 “Won’t help, and you know it. I still have to dice himand weigh each organ, even if he just had a simple
cardiac arrest. I’ll need a wrecker droid to help.”

 “Oh, well, look on the bright side,” Zan said.“Maybe we can recycle him into lube—it’d be enoughto
keep all our surgical droids working smoothly for,oh, the next couple hundred years.”

 “It’s good to see you two can maintain a sense of humor at the death of a fellow being,” Barriss said,
sounding slightly stiffer than she had intended. After all theseweeks at Rimsoo Seven she was certainly
not unfamiliarwith the black humor; even so, it occasionally took hersomewhat by surprise.

 Jos looked at her and shrugged. “Laugh, cry, gettanked, or go mad—those are the options around here.
I’ll leave you to your own choice—me, I have a mountain to carve.” He headed toward the OT,
following thegurney.

 After he was gone, Zan said, “It gets to you, after awhile. You have to develop defenses. I have my
music—Jos uses sarcasm. Whatever gets you through the hotnights.”

 Barriss didn’t say anything. She knew he was right,but still . . .

 Zan sighed. “You know what I regret?”

 “What?”

 “I just heard a brand-new Hutt joke, and now I can’t use it to steam Filba.”

 She looked at him in surprise, and he grinned at her. After a moment, she smiled back and shook her
head.

 It was, other than Filba’s demise, a quiet day. Therewas a lull in the fighting, and no medlifters arrived
bearing wounded, a welcome rarity.

 The activity around Filba’s death was excitingenough. The plithvine carried rumors everywhere. As
Barriss made her medical rounds in the ward, even thepatients knew about it. She overheard the
Ugnaughtsgossiping:Yar, the Hutt drank poison. Suicide, f’sure.He beed a spy—it war Filba who
blowed up the botatransport, no lie, blood. They were closin’ in on ‘im, ‘esar it comin’ . . .



 Hadn’t Admiral Bleyd himself gone to see the Huttjust before Filba had croaked? No doubt it had been
toquestion him about his activities. He was also stealing bota, didn’t you know? That little reporter,
Dhur?—hewas on the Hutt like sleaks on swamp scum, nosingaround, building a case, and Filba was on
the verge ofbeing arrested, and he had taken the poison to avoid being court-martialed and executed . . .
and so on.

 Barriss didn’t add to the gossip; she just listened asshe went about her duties. If the suicide rumor was
true, then it might mean she would be leaving Drongar soon. Her mission to find out who had been
stealing botawould be over, if it truly had been the Hutt. And from the talk, it seemed it had. How many
thieves, after all, were likely to be operating at the same time in a smalloutfit like this? Filba had been a
supply noncom—hewould have had the access. And, while Barriss didn’tlike to make sweeping
speciesist generalizations, it was true that Hutts in general were not known for theirhonesty and virtue.
Filba was a good fit for the crime.

 Perhapstoo good a fit. She could not be sure, because the Force was not quiescent. Something was still
roilingin its invisible folds, and she did not have the skill to determine exactly what the subtle vibrations
portended.She only knew that the matter was not yet settled.

 She had mixed emotions about it all. This war was indeed a situation that called for heavy emotional re
sponse, and she had been on a lot more pleasant worlds,that was for certain. But it was all part of her
test, herpath to Jedi Knighthood—and if she was called away, then what? What would her own future
bring? She was not afraid—her training did not admit many fears—but it was . . . unsettling.

 What would be, would be. It was not up to her.

 The day faded into evening, and eventually Barrisswas finished with her medical chores. She decided tos
kip dinner and go to her cubicle. Perhaps another session of quiet meditation and deep breathing would
shed some light on whatever it was causing those small, butcontinuing, disturbances in the Force . . .

 The camp was quiet as night crept over it. Few peoplewere about; shift change was long past, and most
wereeither eating supper, or resting, or doing whatever it wasthey did when they weren’t working. For
the most part,that didn’t include taking in the fetid, hot night air.

 As Barriss neared the mouth of the alley that led toher quarters, she felt a presence in the shadows. She
sawno one, but the Force’s prompt was clear and unmistakable—almost the psychic equivalent of a
hand on hershoulder.

 She stopped. Her hand moved slowly toward herlightsaber.

 “You won’t need that,” a voice said. “I’m not goingto do you any real harm. Just teach you a little lesson
inhumility. You Jedi are big on that, aren’t you?”

 Phow Ji.

 She still couldn’t see him, but she knew where he was. Just over there, in the dark shadow of a quiet
power generator, a few meters to her right. He was an evil presence,a pulsing obstruction in the Force’s
smooth continuum.

 Her voice was low and even. “What makes you thinkyou are the person to give lessons in humility?”

 Phow Ji glided from the darkness. “Those who can,do. Those who can’t, don’t.”



 “Very succinct. What do you want?”

 “Like I said—a lesson is required. The last time we chatted, you tripped me. From behind. I owe you a
return of the favor. I think a mud bath is only fair. Nothing serious, no broken bones or anything. This is
anexercise in reciprocity, nothing more. If your Force canstop me, then by all means”—he held his arms
wide in abeckoning gesture—”use it.”

 What an egotist he was! So convinced in his ownmind that he was unbeatable. And that he was so good
he could humiliate her without hurting her—there was a real challenge for a fighter.

 She briefly considered touching his mind with a subliminal suggestion that he didn’t really want to do this,
that what he wanted was go back to his quarters andtake a cold shower—but she could feel the
discipline ofhis thoughts. They were a dense weave, as impenetrableas spin-worm silk. Ji was not
weak-minded enough fora Padawan’s ability to sway him easily, if at all.

 Ji settled into a stance, legs planted low and wide. Heraised his hands, beckoned with one in a flippant
gesture. “Come, Jedi. Shall we dance a little?”

 I shouldn’t be doing this. I should refuse and walkaway. Let him think I’m afraid—what does it
matter?

 But he should respect the Jedi, even if he didn’t respecther. It sat poorly with her to hear the name of her
Ordercoated with contempt.

 She stayed where she was.

 She shifted her weight slightly, not moving her feet,just balancing herself so that she could push quickly
with either leg, forward or back.

 The evening was muggy; everything was damp, eventhe air. Her perspiration had nowhere to go; it
gatheredand rolled down her face and neck, soaked into her jumpsuit, threatened to drip into her eyes.

 Ji smiled. “Good move. You don’t want to be committed one way or the other when facing a skilled
opponent.”

 He circled to his right, and Barriss moved away fromhim, maintaining a wary distance.

 The temptation to reach for the Force, to use it to flatten Ji, was almost overwhelming. She had no doubt
she could do it. One gesture, and Ji would fly into the nearest tree like a rabid rockbat. No fighter, no
matter whathis physical strength, could pit muscle against the Forceand prevail. Maybe she couldn’t
control his mind, butshe could control his body. This she knew.

 She would win the battle if she did it. But, she knew,she might lose the war. Ji had told her he had no
plansto harm her. He wanted to knock her sprawling into themud, to embarrass her, but that was the
extent of it. Shesensed no darker, baser purpose than that. Nothingwould be greatly damaged, save her
dignity—whichwas, of course, his point. Ji’s driving energy was control, and right now, he wanted,
needed, to control her.

 To use the Force against an opponent when you werein no real danger was wrong. She had been taught
so allher life. The Force was not something to spend like a token in a sweets shop simply because you



could. Neitherwas it solely a weapon.

 So what was left? Her own fighting skills. These werenot inconsiderable—Jedi were trained in all
manner ofdisciplines, both mental and physical, and the Mastersknew there were times when use of the
Force was not appropriate. Even without activating her lightsaber, shewas someone to be reckoned with.

 Of course, her self-defense skills had not been designed to deal with a champion martial artist—what
were the odds of ever encountering such a situation? Especially when he didn’t intend to seriously injure
orkill her?

 She would have smiled at that thought another time.The odds didn’t really matter when the reality stood
two steps away, facing you and ready to attack.

 There was always the option of using the lightsaber. Jiwould, of course, consider it a breach of combat
rules.That didn’t matter to her, but she was concerned thatthe drawing of the energy blade might spur him
to at tack more viciously. A Jedi Knight or Master wouldhave the skills to stop him without injuring him,
but asa Padawan, she was not confident in her ability to do so.She might wind up killing him—and she
did not want that on her conscience.

 She had already determined that his would be the first move. If Phow Ji was waiting for her to attack
him, he’dbe waiting for a long—

 He leapt, covering the two strides separating themwith phenomenal speed. Barriss barely had enough
timeto dodge, twist to her left, and block, so that his punchglanced off her shoulder, instead of connecting
with hersolar plexus.

 She backed away, keeping her guard up.

 “Excellent,” he said. “You have very good reflexes.But you should have counterattacked. Pure defense
is alosing strategy.”

 By acting as a teacher with a student, she knew, hewas trying to show his superiority—as if he needed
todemonstrate that.

 Ji circled the opposite way, moving his hands up anddown and around in an almost hypnotic weave,
tryingto draw her attention.

 His hands didn’t matter. It was his feet she had towatch. To get close enough to her to attack
successfully, he had to step, had to move in. He could wave his handsaround all day as far as she was
concerned. When hemoved his feet, then she would have to—

 He came in again, and this time, instead of movingout of his path, Barriss slid forward to meet him. But
shedropped very low, below his center of gravity, firing ahard punch at his belly as his strike sailed over
her head.She hit him, but it was like punching a wall—there was no give. His abdominals were like ridged
plasteel.

 She scooted out of range as fast as she could, but notfast enough. She caught a slap on the left side of
herneck as she retreated, hard enough to make her visionflare red for an instant.

 She gained two steps away, and he turned to face heragain.



 “Very good, Padawan! Not the best target, but a cleanstrike. You’ll need more than one, though. Think
combinations—high, low, multiple attacks.”

 Her neck stung, but the pain was small, and no damage done. The Force sang within her, and she could
barely keep from using its power. The dark side was always there, her Master had told her; always
waiting foran opportunity to be set loose. Give in once, it would betwice as powerful the next time. Give
in again, and you might be lost forever.

 Oh, but she wanted toshow him—wanted to knock that gloating smirk from his face and replace it with
awe, with amazement, with . . .

  . . . fear . . .

 Too much thinking, she realized too late. Ji leapt in again and, in a fast series of open-hand techniques,
slapped her head, her torso, and her hip. The last hitwas coupled with a foot hooked around her ankle.
Barrisswent down, hard, and the wet ground was only a little forgiving as she slammed into it.

 Whatever might have happened next, as she scrambled back up into a defensive stance, was interrupted
bythe too-familiar drone of lifters arriving. People came boiling out of their quarters, heading for their
stations.

 Those who noticed Ji and Barriss at all spared them little more than a glance.

 “I think we’re done,” Ji said. “My point has beenmade.”

 Barriss said nothing—she did not trust herself to. Herrage enveloped her like the mud. She trembled
under theweight of it. She could feel the dark side surging withinher, whispering to her of howgood it
would feel, howeasyit would be to let her rage fuel it and send it ravening for her enemy, to seize her
lightsaber, leap after himand bisect him with a single downward slash of thesinging energy blade . . .

 Phow Ji had no idea how close to dying he was justthen. Her rage was such that a flicker of a finger
wouldsuffice.He’d never know what hit him —and it wouldeven be justice, in a fashion—was he not,
after all, akiller?

 Yes, he was—but Barriss Offee was not. It was one ofthe hardest things she’d ever done, but she did
it—she resisted the dark side. She lost the battle, but won the war.

 Thistime . . .
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 Admiral Bleyd paced. The chill he felt in his spineseemed as cold as interstellar space. He had immedi
ately regretted crushing the spycam disguised as an insect; had he simply kept it, he might have been able
to backwalk the guidance system memory and find outwhere it had come from. As it was, all he had for
certain was the knowledge that somebody was spying on either Filba or him. Given the nature of the
device, the operator could be anybody within ten kilometers of the camp. Maybe Black Sun had an
operative here? Or maybe it was one of his own people . . .

 Bleyd growled deep in his throat.Somebody had poisoned Filba, the autopsy had confirmed that, and
Bleydwas not a believer in coincidences that large. The Hutt ismurdered and there just happens to be a
miniature spy-cam there to witness it? The probability of it wasn’tquite as high as that of a rogue
planetoid smashing intoDrongar in the next five minutes—but it wasn’t far behind. No, the two events
were surely linked.

 Filba had enemies, of course, and it could be possiblethat one had just happened to choose this time to
repayan old debt, and then used the spycam to make sure itwent down smoothly. But whoever had done
it, and forwhatever reasons, that person now had informationlinking the dead Hutt with Bleyd in a
criminal enterprise. No matter how he scanned it, that was bad. Hehad to find out who it was, get
whatever recording theremight be, and eliminate it—along with whoever had it.

 He considered the possibility that it might be one ofthe enemy, but quickly dismissed the notion. It did
not seem likely that a Separatist spy had managed to sneakinto camp, poison Filba, and then hurry back
to hide outin the marsh among the slitherers and saw grass, andwatch it happen via the spycam. And
what spy wouldhave any interest in the goings-on at a Rimsoo? Nothingstrategic happened here, save for
the occasional shipment of bota. It was true that one of the transports hadblown up, and, while there was
no reason to assumeFilba had anything to do with it, the rumor floatingabout the unit was that he had.
Filba had been as warpedas an event horizon—a fact that had evidently been fairlycommon knowledge.
That could serve him, since he had been keeping the Hutt in reserve in case something went wrong with
their black-market operation. He could have blamed the big slug for everything, and then Filba couldhave
had an “accident” before his trial. And now . . .

 Now that he was no longer around, it would be even easier to make him the scape-Drall for any
illegalitiesthat might turn up.

 Bleyd stopped pacing and smiled. Yes. This couldturn out to be an advantage after all. Even a killer
storm watered the garden.

 But if the spycam’s operator was in the camp, as Bleydsuspected,that was a bantha of a different color.
He— or she, or it—might seek to use the information against Bleyd—and that, of course, could not be
allowed.

 So. The hunter had evidence of prey. Bleyd bared histeeth. Let the tracking begin . . .

 Den Dhur went where he usually went to work outhis problems—the cantina. But even sitting there in
thesemidarkness, feeling the damp sluggish air, reluctantlystirred by the circulators, sliding over him like
hot oil, he barely sipped at his drink. Now was not the time to dull his perceptions or his wits. Such as
they were.

 Filba was history, and so was Den’s story—nobodywanted to read an expose about a dead Hutt on a
one-rocket planet. The masses wanted their bread and circuses. A nefarious gangster revealed, captured,



and punished—that was the good stuff, that was what soldnewsdiscs. But Filba dying of pump failure, or
even being poisoned by an old enemy, before he was brought tojustice? That wasn’t what the readers
wanted, not at all.

 As he’d suspected, Bleyd had been in on whateverskulduggery had been going with Filba.That was a
great story—but one he couldn’t dare file until he was atleast fifty parsecs away, the enmity of angry,
crooked,and feral admirals being generally bad for one’s health.Still, the stone hidden in the stew was
that the admiralknew somebody had seen and heard what had happened just before Filba was shuffled
off back to the primordial ooze from whence he’d come. It wasn’t theadmiral who had poisoned
him—Den was fairly sure ofthat, judging by Bleyd’s reactions. Not that it matteredmuch, since black
marketing during wartime was generally considered treason and was punishable by death. Atbest, even if
Den had all kinds of outstanding favors duehim from high places—which he didn’t—his careerwould be
ruined if this got out while he was still in thesame sector as Bleyd; at worst, he’d be quietly executedand
spaced.

 The first thing he had done after he saw Bleyd crushthe moon moth was feed the receiver unit into a
wastedisposal unit that turned it into sludge and piped it off into the swamp with the rest of the sewage
slurry. Hehad cursed at the necessity—the unit had not comecheap—but it wasn’t worth his life. Besides,
without the cam, it wasn’t much more than a big flimsiweight whilehe was here.

 The recording from the cam, a disc the size of his little fingernail, was now glued to the back of a wall
braceof the south refresher, just a hand-span above the catalytic tanks—not a place where anybody
would happen across it, and one where, even if by some miracle it wasfound, it wouldn’t be connected to
him. He needed therecording to verify his story, but he didn’t need Bleydfinding it and having him shot.
As long as he kept his mouth shut, he should be safe enough. Bleyd couldn’tknow who had been
watching, and the admiral wasn’tabout to start an investigation that might reveal his owncomplicity in
Filba’s bootlegging activities.

 The only problem was, this meant Den was going to be stuck here on scenic Drongar for a while. Any
sudden move to fire thrusters now would certainly throwthe hard glare of suspicion on him. If Bleyd were
looking for the cam’s operator—and you could take it to theFirst Bank of Coruscant that he was—then
anybodyfrom this Rimsoo who tried to leave quickly wouldprobably find himself being brain-scanned,
and a reporter would likely have to endure a harsher exam thanmost. Den had no desire to be turned
inside out by ahigh-ranking official who knew his life was in the balance if his crimes came to light.

 Too bad—it was a great story, far better than if onlyFilba had been implicated. The rabble did so love to
seethe mighty brought low, and a fleet admiral stealing was

  the kind of thing that could win a Nova Award, if doneright. Poor troops in the field, dying because
medicineor some equipment wasn’t on hand due to a crookedadmiral who was filling his vault? Ah, the
teeming trillions would love that. They would scream for Bleyd’s head on a force pike.

 But if he moved too soon he could get turned into fertilizer, and if there was one thing this planet didn’t
need,it was more fertilizer. Not to mention how muchhedidn’t need it.

 No, he would just have to stick it out. Find another story to justify his being here. Maybe something with
Phow Ji, that fighter who’d slaughtered the mercenaries? It wouldn’t be too comfortable having him
irritatedat you, either, but at least Den could get some protection from the higher-ups, Ji being only a
lieutenant.Yeah. That would keep the pot boiling long enough forhim to eventually jet this swamp world.
Once he was onthe other side of the Core, then he could bring low themighty Admiral Bleyd for his
audience.



 Black Market Admiral Revealed! Associate in crimedies mysteriously!

 Den smiled. Hedid love a thrilling headline.

 He took a bigger sip of his drink. Problem raised,problem solved. Another victory for crack reporter
DenDhur, speaking to you live from the Jasserak Front inthe Clone Wars . . .
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 There were times, during her meditations, when Barrissslipped from her concentration, drifted from
being-in-the-moment and into memory. In earlier years, she had never been sure whether this was a good
thing or not;then she had learned to simply accept that it was what itwas. True, it was not conducive to
the purpose of achieving a clear mind, but sometimes the past offered insightinto the present; therefore
sometimes she went with it.

 And so it was tonight. Because she was still troubledby the strong feelings she’d had during the fight with
Phow Ji the night before, when the memory arose unbidden she let it take her where it would . . .

 It had been a sunny but cool morning on Coruscant.No rain was due in this sector for another day, and
theslidewalk leading to the park was busy, but not toocrowded, as she and Master Unduli reached the
designated greenbelt. The other beings also on their way to the large patch of nature represented an
amazing variety of sentients: Nikto, Phindians, Zeltrons, Wookiees,Twi’leks. . .a fascinating glimpse of
the galaxy’s infinite diversity, all headed for Oa Park. There was much ferrocrete and metal on this
world—some said too much— and parks were dotted here and there to help those whowished more
contact with nature achieve it. Oa Park contained within its boundaries more than thirty different
environments simulating various other worlds, each with its own atmospheric mix, solar spectrum, and
gravity field, separated from each other by energy boundaries.

 On such a bright morning, in the middle of smilingand laughing folk going to enjoy the multifarious flora
and landscapes and streams, the dark side seemed far,far away to Barriss. But even as that thought
crossed hermind, as she and her Master stood in the shade of a four-hundred-year-old blackneedle tree
three meters thick and two hundred meters tall, Master Unduli had smiled and said, “The dark side is
always at hand,Padawan. It is no farther away than a heartbeat, an eye-blink, side by side with the bright
side of the Force, separated by no more than a hair. It waits to snare theunwary, wearing a thousand
disguises.”

 Barriss had heard that before, many times, and shebelieved what her teacher said, but she had never
reallyfelt or understood exactly what it meant. She had notbeen tempted by the dark side, as far as she



knew. Shesaid as much, as they moved to a quiet spot where thegrasses had been engineered to grow
short and soft, likea living carpet. “We’ll do the Salutation here,” her Master said.

 Barriss nodded. She moved to one side a bit to giveher Master space.

 “To answer your question, let me offer this: everyconscious move you make, from the smallest to the
largest, requires choice. There is always a branch in the path, and you must decide upon which turning
you willtread. Do you recall the testings of your ability to sense a remote while wearing blinders?”

 “Of course.” This was among the most basic of Jediskills. A remote was a small levitating droid about
thesize of a goldfruit that could be programmed to zipabout and fire mild electric bolts at a student. With
ablast helmet on and the blinders down, the only way to know the position of the orb was to use the
Force. As astudent progressed in the use of his or her lightsaber,blocking the remote’s bolts became a
standard exercise.Since you couldn’t use your eyes or ears to track the device, the only way to avoid
being shocked was to let the Force guide your hands.

 Her Master continued: “And were there not instanceswhen your use of the Force was less than perfect
and thetraining bolts got past your lightsabor?”

 “Far too many of those instances,” Barriss said ruefully. She shook her head. “At times, I felt like a
needlecushion!”

 “And did you ever feel during those times like destroying the remote? Reaching out with the Force and
crushing it like a wad of scrap flimsi?”

 As she spoke, Master Unduli began the Salutation to the Force, a combination exercise and meditative
posture that started with a body arch upward, followed bya deep squat and leg-extended stretch to the
rear.

 Barriss copied her Master’s pose. “I confess therewere occasions when I had little love for the training
device, yes.”

 “And did you have sufficient skill in use of the Forceto have destroyed it, had you chosen to do so?”
MasterUnduli stood and repeated the pose, ending on the other leg. Again, Barriss copied her.

 “Yes. Easily.”

 “Why didn’t you? If the goal was to protect yourself from being shocked, would that not have been
justifiable?”

 Barriss frowned. “But that was not the goal. The goal was to learn how to attune my lightsaber with the
Forceso that I could stop the bolts from striking me. Theshocks were painful, but without any lasting
damage. In a real fight, with a full-charge blaster bolt coming atme, if I could not block that, I might not
have the powerto stop a shooter fifty or a hundred meters away frompulling the trigger.”

 “Precisely. But did you know that one student in eightdoes eventually reach out to destroy a remote?
Thatthey usually justify it by saying it is more efficient tostop the source of the damaging bolts than to
endlesslydeflect them? Laser Pose, please.”

 Her Master lay upon the soft grass, rolled up onto herneck and shoulders, and extended her body
skyward,her hands on the ground at her sides.



 Barriss also assumed the Laser Pose. “I can certainlyunderstand how they might feel that way. And it
makes acertain logical sense, especially given the premise in ourhand-to-hand combat training that says
pure defense is inferior to a combination of defense and offense.”

 “Indeed. Arch Pose.”

 Hands and feet on the ground, Master Unduli pushedupward and formed her body into a high, rounded
arch.

 “I hear a ‘but,’” Barriss said as she followed suit.

 “And I see that yours could be higher from theground.”

 Barriss smiled and pushed herself into a more acutearch. Her Master continued: “Many of the exercises
Jedi in training must learn—and Jedi arealways intraining, be they Padawan, Knight, or Master—involve
determining what the true goal of the exercise is. You will recall the levitation drill and the bakery.”

 “As if I could forget that one.”

 “To destroy the remote is, in itself, not necessarily awrong choice. If you have developed sufficient skill
toblock the training bolts and you arrive at the decisionthrough logic and with a calm mind, then you can
justifyusing the Force to stop the attack at its source. Some of the more gifted students do just that. But if
you do it outof anger, or pain, or fear, or any emotion that you haveallowed to control you, then you
reach for the dark side.If you offer that the end justifies the means without mindful thought to determine
that it indeed does, you havesuccumbed to the insidious energy. If you remembernothing else from this
talk, Barriss, remember this:Power wants to be used.It must be kept under constantvigil, else it will
seduce and corrupt you. One momentyou’re swatting an annoying training toy; the next you’reparalyzing
an offending being’s lungs and choking himto death. You do it because youcan. It becomes an end in
itself. As a Jedi, you live always on this edge. A singlemisstep, and you can fall to the dark side. It has
happened to many, and it is always a tragedy. As with an addictive drug, it’s too easy to say, ‘I’ll do it
just this once.’That’s not how it works. The only thing that stands between you and the dark side is your
own will and discipline. Give in to your anger or your fear, your jealousy oryour hate, and the dark side
claims you for its own. Ifthat happens,” Master Unduli said, “you will become anenemy to all that the Jedi
stand for—and an enemy of allJedi who hold to the path of right. Rocker Pose, please.”

 Barriss moved to assume the pose. She said, “Andhave you ever given in to the dark side, Master?”

 For a few seconds, there was silence. Then: “Yes. In amoment of weakness and pain, I did. It allowed
me tosurvive when I might have perished otherwise, but that one taste was enough for me to realize I
could never doit again. There may come a time when you experiencethis, Barriss. I hope not, but if ever it
happens, youmustrecognize and resist it.”

 “It will feel evil?”

 Master Unduli paused in her stretch. She regardedBarriss with what seemed to be great sadness in her
eyes. “Oh, no. It will feel better than anything you haveever experienced, better than you would have
thoughtanything could feel. It will feel empowering, fulfilling,satisfying. Worst of all, it will feelright. And
therein liesthe real danger.”

 Now, on a planet many parsecs away from Coruscant, in a Rimsoo medical facility, Master Unduli’s



words on that sunny and cool morning came back toBarriss with renewed clarity and, perhaps, a better
understanding. She had been tempted to destroy Phow Ji.He had been no real threat, save to her pride,
and shehad almost justified it by telling herself that his attack had been a threat to the honor of the Jedi
Order. Thatwould have been a lie, of course—the Jedi Order was not threatened by Ji’s attack any more
than she personally had been. But how close she had come to using thatas her rationalization for taking a
life!

 In a very real way, she realized that she owed a debt ofgratitude to Phow Ji. Ironically, his presence here
in herlife was instructive, was an opportunity for her to learnhow to resist the temptation of the dark side.
If therewas a purpose to all things—if, as the core tenets of theJedi Code stated, the galaxy was indeed
unfolding as itshould—then Phow Ji had his destiny to fulfill, even as she had hers.

 Barriss took a deep breath, exhaled slowly. MasterUnduli had been right—she did indeed walk a fine
linethat had to be watched at all times. It was not an easypath, but it was the one she had been raised
from birthto tread. Failure was unacceptable, unthinkable. To become a Jedi Knight was her life’s goal.
Without the Jedi, she was nothing.

 Jos waited until the afternoon shower tapered tosprinkles before he headed to the refuse bin to dump his
and Zan’s trash. Unfortunately, there weren’t enough maintenance droids allocated for that duty, so many
times he either carried his own garbage out to the bins or it quickly filled up their living quarters. He and
Zan had a side bet for the chore going at the sabacc game, and even though Jos had walked away the big
creditwinner, he had lost the trash bet to Zan, so he was stuckwith the duty all week. And it seemed at
times that allhe and Zan did was sit around and generate trash—theplastiwrap bag he carried had to
weigh five kilos andwas barely big enough to zip shut.

 He skirted the larger puddles and deeper mud, andmade it to the bin without being drenched, hit by
lightning, or attacked by killer Separatist battle droids. The sensor on the bin dilated the input hatch, and
he fed thebag into the recycler, listened to oscillating power humsand crunches as the trash was reduced
to small bits andthen flash-zapped into greasy ash by the reactors. Therewas something curiously
satisfying about the process,although doing it with regularity certainly didn’t holdany appeal.

 Another exciting moment from the life of Jos Vondar,crack Republic surgeon . . .

 He turned and nearly bumped into a trooper arrivingat the bin with several bags of refuse. The trooper
murmured a respectful apology; Jos acknowledged it andstarted to leave, then stopped abruptly. He felt
somehow that he knew this one. If he looked past the Jango Fett template, there was something about
the eyes, theface . . . he could be wrong, but he was pretty sure itwas CT-914, the one who had sparked
the question thathad, of late, threatened to overwhelm Jos.

 “Hello, Nine-one-four,” Jos said.

 “Hello, Captain Vondar.”

 “On trash duty, are you?”

 “That would seem self-evident, sir.” He began to feedthe bags into the dilated maw of the bin.

 First a droid,Jos thought,and now a clone, crackingjokes. Everyone’s a comedian.

 For a moment he just stood there, unable to think of anything to say—which, for him, was a rarity.
Finally,he said, “Let me ask you a question.”



 CT-914 continued to shove the bags into the bin,which ground and hummed as it ate them.

 “How did you feel about the death of CT-Nine-one-five?”

 Nine-one-four pushed the last of the bags into the hopper. He looked at Jos. “The loss of a trained
soldieris . . . regrettable.” Both his speech and bearing werestiff.

 Jos knew CT-914 didn’t want to pursue this, but he forged ahead anyway. He had to know. “No. I’m
nottalking about his value to the Republic. I’m asking youhow it madeyou feel. You, personally.”

 CT-914 stood there for what seemed like a long time without speaking. “Were I a civilian,” he said at
last,“delivered naturally and not vat-born, I could tell youit’s none of your business—sir. But since I’m
bound toobey my superior officers, then the answer to yourquestion is that I—personally—was pained
by Nine-one-five’s death. We’re all of the same flesh and design,all equal in basic abilities, but he was
my comrade inarms. I knew him all my life. We fought together, ate together, and shared our off-duty
times like brothers. Imiss him. I expect I’ll miss him until I die.

 “Does that answer your question, sir? I have moretrash to collect.”

 Jos swallowed, his throat suddenly dry. “Yes, that answers it. Thank you.”

 “Just doing my duty, Doctor. No thanks necessary.”

 CT-914 turned and walked away, and Jos watchedhim go, unable to move. Inside his mind, the tiny
voice he was growing to hate piped up again and said, Youought to know by now not to ask questions
you don’treally want answered.

 No kidding. If they were all like CT-914, then clonetroopers were much more mentally complex than
Joshad thought. They had feelings, inner lives, maybe evendreams and aspirations that reached beyond
the art ofwar. Andthat shifted things into a realm Jos didn’twant to think about.

 Blast.
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 Though the action was unusual, Admiral Bleyd found sufficient reason to delay his departure from
RimsooSeven for a few days. He offered as a reason his beliefthat the matter of the murdered Hutt
needed further investigation, and his desire to make certain his people were protected. It might have



seemed a thin excuse toanyone with more than a few working brain cells, butthat didn’t matter—he was
the admiral, and no onewould question his decisions.

 The real reason for him staying, of course, was to findthe one who had dared to surveille him. Whoever
it was,he would soon learn how dangerous it could be to spyon a predator.

 They erected a command module for him, not muchmore than a bubble with some basic furniture and
comm gear, but it was enough. For someone who hadhunted many times on planets where there was
nothingto sleep on but the cold, hard ground, a formcot wasmore than he needed.

 The morning after Filba’s death, Bleyd was on his wayto meet a transport bringing in the head of his
militarysecurity unit to take charge of the search for Filba’skiller. The man was late, and Bleyd
hoped—for hissake—that he would have a good reason. As he strodethrough the camp, the mud from
the near-constantstorms caking his boots, he noticed one of The Silent drifting in his direction. Even in the
cloying heat andhumidity, the figure had his cowl up, his face hidden in its shadows. There were a few
members of this particular order on the planet at various Rimsoos, offeringtheir presence for whatever
good it might be. The Silentwould pass close to him, though their paths would notquite intersect.

 As the figure drew near, Bleyd noticed a peculiar odorcoming from it. It was not unpleasant—in fact, it
had aheady, almost spiceflower-like aroma, noticeable evenover the fecund stenches of the nearby
swamp. Offhand,he knew of no species that carried this particular scent. He filed it away for later
consideration as The Silent passed. He had more important things on his mind.

 The head of the security unit was Colonel Kohn Doil,a Vunakian human with a pattern of ritual scars on
his forehead, cheeks, and depilated head. The geometricwhorls and configurations of the raised
cicatrices,which signified caste status, were amazingly intricate.Bleyd knew that Doil had not used a pain
inhibitor during the scarification ceremony; it was one of the reasonshe had hired the man. A unit
commander with a highpain threshold was not a bad combination.

 Doil alighted from the transport, saluted, and apologized for the delay in his arrival. “A vortex storm hit
themain camp just before I was due to depart; the wind wrecked the transport on the pad, along with a
goodly portion of the supply prefabs and trooper barracks.”

 “No need to apologize for the weather on this forsaken planet, Colonel. But let us waste no more time. I
know you have the facts of the case, and the autopsy report showing the poison used, but since I was
therewhen the Hutt died, I thought I should brief you personally.”

 “I appreciate that, Admiral,” Doil said as they walkedback through the camp. “If I might be so bold as
to ask,how did that come to pass? That you happened to be there?”

 “I had heard certain rumors about Filba that I founddisturbing. I suspected that he might have been
responsible for a black-market operation, and maybe even forthe destruction of the bota transport not
long ago. Inshort, I feared he was either an illegal entrepreneur or a Separatist spy.”

 “Ah. You think it was suicide, then? Fear of beingcaught and disgraced?”

 Bleyd did not want to appear too eager to lay that hypothesis before the colonel. Doil was an adept
security officer, and it would be better if he came to the conclusion on his own. “Possible, of course. It
might also bethat the Hutt had a confederate who saw that we suspected his partner and decided to
eliminate him. Huttsare not well known for their bravery under pressure.”



 Doil said, “Sir. Hutts are not known for their bravery under any circumstances. It would seem most
unusual, however, for there to be a spy in a medical unit in the middle of nowhere, much less two of
them.”

 Bleyd shrugged. “As you say. Better to consider allthe possibilities, however.”

 “Yes, sir.”

 “I expect you’ll need to find quarters before beginning your investigation. I shall remain here for a few
days, to offer what help I can. Feel free to call upon meas necessary.”

 “Sir.” Doil saluted, then set off to find Vaetes andarrange for his new lodgings.

 As Bleyd headed back to his own quarters, he considered the situation yet again. He knew that Filba
hadn’tpoisoned himself. The Hutt had thought that Bleydcould protect him—that hewould protect
him—and he was too much the coward to ever snuff his own greasyflame. No, somebody had murdered
the slug, and under the Rule of Simple Solutions, it was likely that whoeverhad done that was the same
one who had been spyingupon them. But why? Bleyd shook his head. That wasanother question. Better
to first determine the “Who” and then worry about the “Why.”

 As he opened the door to his bubble, a spicy floralsmell wafted over him. Without even thinking Bleyd
drew his blaster.

 “Move and I’ll cook you where you stand,” he said.

 “I won’t move, Admiral. Though I’m not standing atthe moment.”

 The voice had a musical and amused lilt to it. Bleyd passed his free hand in front of the room’s lighting
control and the hut’s interior lit up, revealing the figure of a Silent—obviously a disguise, since by
speaking he hadbroken the siblinghood’s most sacred tenet. The robedand cowled being sat on Bleyd’s
cot, leaning against thewall.

 Bleyd did not lower the blaster. “Who are you? Whatare you doing here?”

 “If I may?” The other raised his hands slowly to thesides of his head.

 Bleyd nodded. “Slowly, and with great care.”

 The figure slipped the cowl back to reveal his face.

 It was not the countenance of any being Bleyd had ever seen before, and he had been around the galaxy
more than a few times. The face was vaguely birdlike,with sharp, violet eyes, a nose and mouth that
couldhave been a short beak, and pale blue skin that might beeither extremely fine fur or feathers; Bleyd
could not tellwhich from where he stood. The head was smooth, theears flat and set close against the
skull, and there was a hint of darker blue at the base of the throat. Quite striking, the admiral thought; he
had certainly seen more unattractive bipeds.

 The being smiled—Bleyd assumed he was male—andthere were at least several pointed teeth in the
thin-lipped beak-mouth. The beak seemed to be formed ofrubbery cartilaginous material rather than
keratin,which gave it a limited range of expression.



 There was also more than a hint of danger glinting inthose eyes. This was a deadly creature, whatever its
origins or intentions.

 “I am Kaird, of the Nediji.”

 Nediji? Nediji. . .he had heard the name . . . ah, yes,he remembered it now. An avian species from a
far-flung world called Nedij on the east spinward arm. Bleyd frowned. There was something else unusual
about them . . . what was it . . . ?

 “I didn’t realize the Nediji traveled outside their ownsystem. I seem to recall hearing that such journeying
was taboo.”

 “If one is properly nested, yes, that is true,” theNediji replied. His melodious voice was as pleasant to
hear as his scent was to whiff, but the cold, calculatinglook in those eyes was all Bleyd cared about. As in
mostspecies, the truth could always be found in the eyes.

 “But there are some among us who, for one reason oranother, cannot be of The Flock,” Kaird
continued.“No one cares where the winds bear us.” There was noregret in the words; what Bleyd heard
instead was amusement.

 “Well, here, wedo care if somebody breaks into ourquarters. Explain yourself—quickly.” He gestured
slightly with the blaster.

 There was a smallclick! behind him, as if someonewas trying his closed door. Bleyd shifted his attention
tothe sound for a heartbeat—

 The Nediji vanished.

 No, that was not strictly true. The being had moved,but so fast that Bleyd couldn’t believe what he was
seeing. Of a moment, he was sitting on the cot, and then inan eyeblink he stood next to Bleyd, out of the
blaster’sline of fire, close enough to touch.

 Bleyd started to shift his aim, but stopped. If the fellow could move that swiftly in a one-gravity field, he
would never be able to line up on him in time if he had aweapon of his own and wanted to use it.

 He lowered the blaster.

 “Wise move, Admiral.”

 Bleyd caught a flash of light on something in theNediji’s hand, then whatever it was disappeared.

 “All right,” Bleyd said. “You’ve established thatyou’re faster than a dirt-demon. Though if I hadn’t been
distracted by that noise—”

 Kaird walked back toward the cot, a slow stroll thathad definite elements of avian locomotion in it.
Whenhe reached it, he turned, flashed his teeth again, andsaid, “You mean this noise?”

 Theclick! came again. Bleyd did not allow it to distract him this time.

 Kaird held up a small device the size of his thumb— the thing that had caught the light a moment before.
Hehad yellowish talons on his fingertips, Bleyd noticed.“A simple clicker, operated by this remote.”



 “Fine. You came prepared. What do you want?”

 “The continuation of our mutual benefit, Admiral.Apparently our last agent was careless in his piloting. I
am a much better flier. In the genes, you know.”

 Bleyd felt a small but definite surge of fear.Black Sun!

 He hadn’t expected them so soon.

 “Ah,” he said.

 “Indeed,” Kaird said.

 As it turned out, Kaird was a surprise on more thanone level. Apparently, Black Sun didnot want to
changeits former arrangement regarding the bota. It tookBleyd but a moment to realize that Mathal, the
agentwhom he had dispatched to the Realm Beyond, hadbeen up to some “business” of his own. Kaird’s
purpose was to investigate Mathal’s death, which he had done tohis satisfaction while disguised as one of
The Silent, andto assure that the flow of bota stayed constant. Supplyand demand kept the value very
high, and moving a small amount of material for a large profit was betterthan moving large amounts at a
lesser rate, which was what Bleyd had figured all along. So Mathal’s real intention had been to grab as
much bota as he could, thenflee before his superiors in the criminal organizationfound out. How
interesting.

 Had Black Sun known what its late agent had been up to, they would likely have taken care of him
themselves,Bleyd realized. He’d done them a favor. But he wasn’tabout to volunteer how Mathal had
met his end—thatwould be suicide.

 Despite his resolve to avoid such daring ventures,Bleyd was immediately beset with the idea of testing
himself against the new agent. The Nediji was muchfaster than he was, and tricky as well. No doubt he
waswell trained in many combat arts. Avian predatorswould have a different way of viewing prey than
thosewho were ground-bred. Here was a foe worthy ofBleyd’s mettle.

 But—no. If he were to die with his family honor tarnished, he would have failed in his life goal. Not to
mention losing that palace on Coruscant. No matterhow tempting such a confrontation was, he had to re
sist. He could give the Nediji no more thought in thisregard.

 Still, it would be a glorious fight . . .

 “I will remain in the camp for a few days,” Kairdsaid, “pretending to be of The Silent, observing the doc
tors and patients, so as not to arouse suspicion by leaving too soon. This business with the Hutt—your
doing?”

 Bleyd considered his reply for a moment. He did not need a Black Sun operative poking around in his
business any more than was absolutely necessary. If theNediji believed he had poisoned Filba, he would
give itno more thought. “Yes. He was becoming greedy. I thought it best to remove him before he caused
problems.”

 “Wise. We like prudent beings in our partnerships.”The bird-being turned toward the door. “We will be
in touch, Admiral. Until then, keep following the originalplan agreed upon by you and my superiors.”



 “Understood.”

 Once Kaird had gone, Bleyd felt a sense of relief. Theloss of Black Sun’s hot breath on his back was
one lessworry with which he had to deal.

 Now, if he could just find the spy, all would be wellonce again.
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 The spy was not surprised to see one of The Silentstanding in the hard shade next to the medical ward.
There hadn’t been any assigned to the Rimsoo in thelast few months, but where there were doctors and
suffering, the presence of The Silent was always a possibility. They lived only to serve their vision of
helping the sick or injured, simply by being there. There wouldseem on the face of it no scientific basis for
their belief, but it was well known that when one of The Silent tookup residence at a medical facility,
mortality figures dropped more often than not, and length of hospitalstays somehow shortened. Some
said it was merelyplacebo effect, but there were cases in which ill patients did not know one of The Silent
was about, and they stilltended to get better faster. A strange phenomenon, no question about it. Perhaps
it had something to do withthe Force; perhaps it was something entirely different.But it had been
documented too often to be dismissed.

 While seeing The Silent there was not a surprise,hearing the whisper from the cowled figure: “We needto
talk, Lens,”was startling. Almost startling enoughto draw a visible reaction.

 The spy was too well trained to give anything away,and there was no one else around, in any event. The
code nameLens provided all the information necessaryto know what, if not who, the being disguised as a
Silent was. The disguise was unexpected and clever.

 The spy had two code names on this world—one for the Separatists, and the second for the underworld
organization Black Sun. To the latter, the spy was knownas “Lens.”

 Anybody who spoke that name aloud could only havegotten it from Black Sun, and they didn’t give such
information to anybody but their own.

 “My quarters, ten minutes,” Lens said, lips unmoving.

 When the agent from Black Sun arrived, precisely tenminutes later, in the cubicle, Lens was there and
readyto deal with him. That an agent had been sent here wasalso not a surprise. Lens had information he
or shewanted.



 The cowl lowered. Lens saw that the face belonged to a Nediji, and that brought a smile. Another good
choicefor Black Sun. Few knew of the outfar avian species,and fewer still all that they were capable of.
They werefast, ruthless, and clever, and there were only a relativehandful of them outside their own
system, so their talents were unlikely to be well known. Lens knew, ofcourse. A kind of kinship, albeit
not one of blood or genetics, existed between the two species.

 “I am Kaird.”

 Lens nodded. To the Nediji’s credit, he did not seem worried that his being here might be a problem.
He assumed that Lens would not have invited him to privatequarters if that was the case. But Lens
volunteered it,just to be sure they were on the same trail: “Unlikelythat anyone will ask you anything, but
if they ask me, Ihave decided to write a monograph on the effect of TheSilent upon patients in a war
zone.”

 The Nediji nodded, eyes bright and sharp. He said, “Iunderstand there was a death in the family here re
cently.”

 Lens nodded. “The Hutt was more useful to us deadthan alive.” As Black Sun’s operative on this world,
Lens had been given information pertaining to their operation here. That included knowing about Filba,
the deal he’d had with the admiral, and the recent loss ofthe courier sent here to check on the bota.
Kaird cocked his head to one side. “Your doing?”Lens nodded. “Of course. Who else? You are aware
that I have . . . other duties, and that these do not conflict with my responsibilities to Black Sun. Filba
wasbecoming greedy and erratic. His death was only a matter of time, and by hastening it, a certain
measure ofprotection for my position here was provided.” “Interesting,” Kaird said.“ You disapprove ?”

 “Not at all. You are here because our organizationhas trust in your abilities. As long as things get done,
how you manage it is not our concern. It’s just that I hada chance to speak with our partner here a short
while ago, and it is the admiral’s claim thathe had the Hutt rendered inert.”

 Lens frowned. “Why would he say that?”“An excellent question. One I feel I should find theanswer to
before I leave this world.”Lens nodded again. “And what of my mission?”“The same as before. How
goes the charting?”“Slow, but steady. I have locations for all the majorbota fields in this quadrant, many
of them in the adja cent quadrants, and several wild patches on the opposite side of the planet that so far
have not been officiallylogged. Nor will they be, unless by accident. I havecaused the records to show
those locations scanned andfound empty of the plant.”

 “Excellent. When the Separatists or the Republic finally triumph, we are prepared to deal with either one
regarding the bota. If there are unknown sources, somuch the better. The more information we have, the
stronger our position.”

 Lens smiled. “You don’t care who wins, do you?”

 The Nediji smiled also, a thin-lipped, wicked expression. “This bothers you because you have chosen a
side.”

 Lens said nothing.

 Kaird continued, “There will always be vices that needto be fed. Wars come, wars go, but business
continues.Political systems change; people don’t. Ten thousand years ago, people drank or inhaled or ate
intoxicants,gambled, and dealt in matters of the black market. Tenthousand years from now, they will still
do these things, no matter who rules. Even if Black Sun founders, therewill always be somebody who will



arise to fulfill thesedesires.”

 “And to make a fat profit.”

 “Of course. You know the works of the philosopherBurdock?”

 Lens did not and said so.

 “Burdock said, ‘Face it—if crime did not pay, therewould be very few criminals.’”

 “Most criminals wind up in prison,” Lens said. “Because most are not very bright.”

 “True. Which makes the smart ones all the richer. Black Sun does not suffer the stupid.” Kaird smiled
again. “You have the new information encoded?”

 “Yes. It’s on an implant chip.” Lens removed a dome-shaped nub the size of a man’s fingernail from a
drawerand held it up. Inside the clear plastoid nub, the chipwas the size of a small, sharp-tipped eyelash.
“Put the flat end against your skin and twist the other end for asubcutaneous injection. Remember where,
because it isundetectable by anything short of a doppraymagnoscanner.”

 “Always a pleasure doing business with a professional,” Kaird said. He stood. “We won’t speak again
while I am here. Perhaps someday we will meet in another time and place, Lens. Until then, live well.”

 Lens nodded. “Fly free, fly straight, Brother of the Air.”

 That surprised the Nediji, as Lens knew it would. Heraised a feathery eyebrow. “You know the Nest
Blessing. I’m impressed.”

 Lens gave him a slow, military nod, a small bow. “Knowledge is power.”

 “Indeed it is.”

 After he was gone, Lens sat for a moment, thinking.Why Bleyd had claimed Filba’s death as his doing
was, as Kaird had said, interesting, but the Nediji would sortthat out, and Lens need not worry over it.
The admiral’sfate was of no real concern. Lens had much biggerquarry to bring down. What, after all,
did a single admiral matter when you were after the entire Republic?

  

  

 29

  

  

  

  



 As Barriss entered the main medical facility to make her rounds, she noticed that the droid on duty was
the same one that had aided her during triage—the samedroid that had been in the sabacc game a few
nightsago. I-Five. The droid with which Jos had discussed theessentials of being human.

 She watched him for a moment. He was changing thebacta fluid in a tank. He moved with the
economicalprecision of a droid, and yet, something was subtly different. She’d noticed the same thing
about his face—itseemed almost capable of expression at times. Curious,she reached out to him with the
Force. Ethereal tendrils,unseen and insubstantial, but no less effective for that, enveloped the droid’s
form, seeking knowledge and relaying it back to her. There was no sensory analog to describe how she
received and processed the Force’sdata—those who were not sensitive to it could no more comprehend
it than one blind from birth could comprehend sight. But to Barriss it spoke loud and clear.

 Initially there seemed to be nothing unusual aboutI-Five. She could sense the almost undetectable
susurrusof countless quarks and bosuns shifting spin and polarity, providing the synaptic grid with nearly
unlimitedpotential connections. She could feel the hum of circuitry,the smooth pulse of hydraulic fluid, and
the restrained power of the servos. The droid was well made, even though some of his parts were old.

 But there did seem to be something else . . . something too subtle even to be called an aura. The merest
hint that somehow, in a way unexplainable by scientificmethods, the sum of I-Five was greater than his
parts.

 “May I be of assistance, Padawan Offee?”

 He had asked the question without turning around.He had sensed her somehow; the most probable way
was with his olfactory sensor, which was many timesmore sensitive than most organics’. He had smelled
her.

 “Merely here to make my rounds,” she said, steppingforward. “Some patients whom I have been able to
help.”

 I-Five turned to face her. “With the Force.”

 “Yes.”

 “I knew a Padawan, a female human approximatelyyour age, on Coruscant. Her name was Darsha
Assant.” He seemed disturbed by this recounting.

 Barriss nodded. “I’ve heard of her. Obi-Wan Kenobisays she died bravely, battling an unknown foe.”

 I-Five was silent for a moment. “Bravery,” he said atlast. “Yes. She was very brave. You humans are
knownfor your courage throughout the galaxy. Even the mostwarlike of species respect it. Did you know
that?”

 “I hadn’t really given it that much thought. There are a great many species who are as brave or braver
than humans, I should imagine.”

 “Yes. But there is a crucial difference between yourkind and a Sakiyan, say, or a Trandoshan, or a
Nikto.They are fearless, but not necessarily brave. Fearlessness is encoded in their genes. There are two
ways thatlife ensures survival of the fittest—by producing warrior types fierce enough to conquer all in
their path, orby creating life-forms that have the sense to run away.Those capable of both are rare. You
humans have achoice—fight or flight. Yet so many times you choose tofight—and so often for the



strangest reasons.” I-Fiveraised both hands, palms up, in a very human shrug.“It’s fascinating, at times
baffling, and often infuriating.Humans never cease to amaze me.”

 As they spoke, Barriss took her lightpad from therack and started walking down the rows of beds,
checking the overhead monitor stats against the glowing figures appearing on the pad as she entered each
bed’sinformation field. The droid walked alongside her.

 “You and Jos were talking about what it is to be human during the game,” she said. “Do you consider
yourself brave, I-Five?”

 “Somehow I doubt that anyone who is really braveconsiders himself brave. I don’t believe Padawan
Assantdid.”

 They walked down the narrow aisle between the tworows of beds. Nearly all of them were occupied by
clone troopers; the same face multiplied over and over.Only the injuries were different.

 I-Five said, “I’ve been told that the troops have alsobeen genetically modified to feel little or no fear on
thebattlefield. One can’t help but wonder—does eliding the‘fear gene’ make them less human?”

 Barriss did not answer; she was suddenly occupiedwith watching the last piece of a puzzle fall into place.
She knew that Jos had been wrestling with some sort ofexistential conundrum for the past few days, and,
withthe surety of those connected to the Force, she suddenly knew that this was it. Jos, like most
people—even someJedi—had compartmentalized those around him intocomfortable slots—comfortable
for him, anyway. Forhim, clones had been dumped into the same category asdroids—the only difference
being that they were madeof flesh and bone instead of durasteel and electronics. Ithad been convenient to
view them with such detachment; it made it easier to accept it when he was unableto save one on the
table, though he still took it prettyhard. He was not the sort to be callous or indifferent to any life, even
that of someone most considered an organic automaton.

 But then, along comes I-Five, a fully cognizant machine, or at least extremely close, and suddenly life
isn’t so easily dealt with. If Jos couldn’t mentally segregate adroid into something less than human, then
he certainlycouldn’t fit clones into that category.

 No wonder he’d seemed shaken up lately. His view oflife had been wrenched.

 A hand with a vibroscalpel needed to be steady. Sheshould speak to him. Or at least make sure he
spoke tothe minder.

 And yet—what words of wisdom couldshe offer toquiet his turmoil? Was she so certain of life in all its
manifestations that she could offer a real solution to his problem? Wiser heads than hers had failed to
come upwith a sustainable philosophy of everything that madethe galaxy a neatly packaged place. Who
are we? Wheredo we come from? What does it all mean? She had the Force, a constant upon which she
had been able to rely since she could remember, and her knowledge of it hadgrown stronger over the
years. Like the microwave humof the universe, the Force was always with her. She hada certainty. Those
who were unable to feel the comfortof the Force—what did they have?

 What could she say to a man who had questions forwhich there were no simple answers? And even if he
could feel the Force, what did it say about the life of adroid or a clone, or, for that matter, anyone else?
TheForce was not an instrument of any but the most basicof ethics and morality. There was the light side
and thedark side, and those were the choices the Force offered.Education as to the true nature of
sentient life? Thatmust come from elsewhere.



 Still . . . she was a healer. She could, at times, ease thefury of mental storms. At the very least, a calm
mindwas a better tool for dealing with such issues. Shecouldn’t answer Jos’s questions, but perhaps she
could help him find a quiet place in which he could find hisown answers. That much she was willing—and
happy— to do.
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 The spy was known by two aliases—Lensto Black SunandColumn to the Separatists. It was the latter
identitythat sat and frowned at the odd-looking squiggle on thecomputer’s holoproj. To the uninitiated,
the little markmight seem nothing more than a flaw in the projector’s image resolver. To those in the
know, the glitch meantsomething else entirely.

 The spymaster on Drongar had sent yet another of aseries of all-too-frequent communications. It was irri
tating. Of the dozens of coded messages that had beensent, none had yet offered anything of substance.
Themessages were trivial intelligence, along the lines of “Keep an eye on the bota” . . . useless in general,
and aparticular waste of time to a field agent in Column’scircumstance. It took hours to decode the
blastedthings, which were Feraleechi onetime loops. In a dull,repetitive, manual process a cipher was
partially decoded, using a keyword in the early-morning holonews.This gave a series of numbers that
were then keyed to aparticular textbook available on the library ‘cast, always something so boring that
reading it aloud couldstop a full-scale cantina riot dead—Aridian Proceduresfor Development of
Agricultural Fertilizer on Lythos Nineor some such mindless twaddle. Then it had to betranslated from
Basic into Symbian, a language dead, but unfortunately not buried, for thirty thousand years,and every
sixth word transposed. The end of all this labor was usually a message along the lines of, “How’s it
going?”

 The spymaster must not have much to do, and must be paranoid in the extreme to boot.

 Which, Column thought, teetered on the edge of silly. Even if somebody managed to intercept one of the
messages—unlikely—and even if they were the best slicer inthe galaxy and somehow broke the
cipher—unlikelierstill—learning the number of cases of Phibian beer delivered to the military canteen at
Prime Base last monthwould hardly be worth the effort.

 Column sighed. It was how the Separatists chose todo things, and no there was no help for it. It would
haveto be done, but not right now. Later.

 Much later . . .

 Jos moved through the medical section, on his way tosee a postop patient who had recently developed a



nosocomialinfection. The patient was a human male officer,not a clone, and one upon whom both he and
Zan had worked for several hours to replace a shrapnel-riddledheart. They had been lucky; five minutes
more and theywould have lost the man. After such a brilliant surgicaltriumph, losing him to some
waste-hopper secondarybug was simply unacceptable. Even though the Rimsoowas state-of-the-art in
sterile procedure and environment, nosocomial infections—contagions picked up while one was
hospitalized—still happened now andthen. This particular one had been very stubborn, not responding to
the usual broad-spectrum antibiotics, andso far they had been unable to culture out and identify it.

 The prognosis was dire. Unless they could ID thecause, the officer wasn’t going to survive.

 When Jos arrived at the isolation chamber, he saw that Zan was already inside the airflow “walls” and
sterile zap field that kept pathogens from entering or escaping. Next to the bed, just outside the field,
stood ahooded figure, one of The Silent.

 Jos had never put much credence in the mute sibling-hood’s supposed efficacy in aiding patients’
recoveryrates, but at this point he was not one to turn down anything that might help. And, whether it was
some kind ofplacebo effect, spontaneous healing or remission, orsomething completely outside Jos’s
medical experience, the fact was that a Silent’s presence at or near a patient’sside seemed to speed
recuperation. So he nodded at thefigure, whose face was hidden in the cowl, as he passed.The Silent
nodded back.

 Jos stepped into the field, which crackled slightly.Zan started, as if somebody had poked a finger into his
back. He looked around, saw Jos, and relaxed. “Oh, it’s you.”

 “Nice to see you, too.” Jos noticed that Zan washolding an empty skinpopper.

 “Sorry. Just a little on edge.”

 “I can’t imagine why. These days everybody’s adrenals are stuck on full throttle.” Jos looked down at
theunconscious form in the bed. “How’s our latest poster boy for the horrors of war doing?”

 The patient, one N’do Maetrecis, a major in thearmy, looked somewhat better than the last time Joshad
seen him. His skin had been pale and anhidrotic,but now it was taking on a normal, healthy glow. The
flatscreen chart hung on the bed’s foot, and Jos picked itup and scanned the stats. Blood pressure
normal, heartrate normal, white cell blood count . . .

 Hello? Look at this. The elevated white count that indicated the infection wasway down. And the
differentials—the spread and proportion of specialized white cells, segs, polys, eos, and so forth—were
all withinnormal limits.

 The patient had turned around.

 “Well, well,” Jos said. “Looks like somebody has thehealing hands of a Jedi. Or the fingers, at least.”

 The skin around Zan’s horns mottled a bit—theZabrakian equivalent of a human’s blush. He dropped
the empty skinpopper into the pocket of his one-piece.

 Jos frowned. “You develop a sudden sentimental attachment to instruments? Going to have it anodized
and put it on the mantel?”

 “Excuse me?”



 “Since when do empty poppers not go into thetrash?” Jos waved at the waste hopper next to the bed.

 “Oh. Sorry—guess my brain’s gone on leave.” Zan pulled the skinpopper out and tossed it into the bin.

 As it arced past him, Jos got a good look at the pneumatic injector. The clear plastoid cover was just
that—clear. Blank. No identification denoting what kind ofmedication it had held. No batch number,
either.Nothing.

 That simply wasn’t done.

 The patient, who was now awake, mumbled that hewas indeed feeling much better. Jos made polite
doctornoises, automatically checked the man’s vitals, thenraised an eyebrow at Zan. “Doctor Yant, if I
mightspeak with you in private?”

 Outside the building, Jos steered Zan into a patch ofshade and relative coolness. “All right. What’s going
onhere?”

 “Going on? What are you talking about?” Zan didn’tmeet Jos’s eyes.

 “I’m talking about a patient who comes out of a life-threatening secondary infection so fast he leaves ion
burns on his chart. I’m also talking about treatmentwith unmarked skinpoppers.”

 Zan hesitated for a moment, then sighed in resignation.

 In that short pause, Jos suddenly knew what had transpired. “You didn’t,” he said.

 Zan said, “I did.”

 “Zan, have you got an ingrown horn or something?You know what the risks are. If they catch you, you’ll
becourt-martialed!”

 “If you see a fellow sentient drowning and there’s arope lying right next to your foot, are you going to
worry about being accused of stealing the rope?”

 “If there’s a good chance they’ll hang me with it,yeah. This isnot the same thing.”

 “It isn’t? We’re on a planet with the biggest supply of aflat-out miracle drug in the galaxy—you can walk
to ahuge field of it in five minutes. We tried everything elseon this guy, Jos—macromolecular
regeneration, nanocellimplants, maser cauterization—nothing worked. Theman wasdying. You’ve read
theSGJ literature toutingbota—an adaptogen that can cure everything but arainy day in most humanoid
phenotypes. We’ve hadpatients who died from infections we could probably have cured with one scale
of it.” Zan raised his hands,a gesture of inevitability. “Icouldn’t just watch himdie. Not when there was
the slightest chance . . .”

 Jos opened his mouth, but said nothing. What wasthere to say? Bota was valuable—so much so that the
Republic deemed theft of it a crime to be severely punished. The plant was, ultimately, why both they and
the Separatists were on Drongar. And, ironically, the local Rimsoos were forbidden to use it because of
its potential offworld value.

 Before Jos could speak again, Zan said, “Nobody willmiss a few plants. There are little pockets of bota



allover the lowlands that nobody even knows about. Plucka couple of scales, stick them in your pocket,
hand-process them later . . . who’s to know?”

 “Zan—”

 “Come on, Jos, you know a lot of the xenos aroundhere sneak out and harvest the stuff for recreational
use.Filba used to bliss out with a hookah full of it mostevery night. Everybody knows what it can do for
them,and everybody looks the other way, as long as no onegets greedy. At least I’m using it to save
lives—which iswhat the Republic says it’s doing, too. Is the life of someone a hundred parsecs from here
more valuable thanone in the next room? Can I stand by and let people die without doing everything in
my power to save them?”

 “You didn’t start this war, Zan. You’re not responsible for everybody who gets hurt in it.”

 “Oh, that’s good. This from the guy who once kickeda hole in a wall when he lost a patient to Draknahr
Syndrome—something that all of Coruscant Med and aroom full of Jediand Silents couldn’t treat.”

 At a total loss for words, Jos looked at his friend, andsaw nothing in front of him but a doctor who took
hisjob as seriously as he himself did. He sighed. “Okay.But you’vegot to be more careful—there are a
lotsharper eyes than mine around here who could notice ablank skinpopper.”

 “Point made. I’ll make sure they’re marked from now on,” Zan said. “I can even use dye to color the
serum so it looks like polybiotic or spectacillin. Nobody will notice, Jos.”

 “I hope not,” Jos said. “ ‘Cause if someone does, yourcareer could be smashed flatter than a mynock in
ablack hole.”

 Zan grinned and clapped a hand on his friend’s shoulder, and the two turned and reentered the building.
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 Den Dhur was not a being to sit idle for long. Despitehis facade of being supremely bored and cynical, of
doing his job solely because it paid his drink tab, the thingin which he took the most pleasure in his life
was hiswork. Even with the admiral hunting him, he could notsimply camp in his quarters—in fact, he
couldn’t do that precisely because the admiral was hunting him.The first question to answer during an
investigation, an old police officer had once told him, is: what looks different now than it did before? Any
change in the behavior of a criminal suspect was cause for suspicion. If abank is robbed and the guard on
duty at the time suddenly decides to take an unscheduled vacation or beginsdriving a new and expensive
speeder to work . . . well,unless his rich uncle just passed away suddenly and lefthim a bundle of credits,



or a winning ticket in the daux-cat races, he’s going to have company, to be sure. Company in uniform,
carrying sonic pistols and stun batons.

 Den Dhur the reporter did not usually spend his daysalone in his quarters, and he surely wasn’t going to
startdoing so now. So it was that he found himself out in theblistering hot day, shadowing the Rimsoo’s
combat instructor. Discreetly. Very discreetly. It wasn’t a real goodidea to come to the attention of a
being who could, if hewished, exterminate you without even raising his heartrate. A being who had
demonstrated his ability and hiswillingness to snuff out lives and who had beenrecorded doing it. A being
who glorified in the hunt and the kill.

 A being like Phow Ji.

 Den slipped into the shade of an outbuilding, happyfor the relative coolness there, and watched his
quarry.He focused a tiny recording cam upon the scene and triggered it. A little more background
material neverhurt. Better to have too much and have to cut it than toolittle and have to stretch it. This
device wasn’t nearly assophisticated as the moon moth, but it would get thejob done.

 Phow Ji had assembled a class of combat students, maybe a dozen or so, mostly humans, and they were
limbering up their bodies on a patch of pink shortgrass behind the cantina. Broad-leaved trees offered the
martial arts trainees partial shade, but their exertions stillhad those who shed heat by perspiring sweating
profusely, while those who used other means of coolingthemselves were panting, waving their limbs, or
expanding rills and bulbae—whatever it took to bleed off excess warmth.

 “What is the First Rule?” Ji said. His voice was oddlysoft, but carried well enough in the damp morning
air.

 “Always be ready!” the class chorused in unison.

 “Exactly. You don’t hang your fighting mind-set onthe hat hook when you enter your cube. You don’t
leaveit on the counter when you shower, you don’t set it onthe bedside table when you sleep. If it is not
part of you, it is useless and—”

 Without a hint of what he was going to do, Ji took aquick step to his left, swung his fist in a short arc,
and punched a tall, thin human amidships.

 The human went“Oof!” and staggered back a step,hands coming up in a belated defensive posture.

 “Too late!” Ji roared, loud enough to put a cold fingeron Den’s spine, thirty meters away and hidden.

 The human had sagged to one knee, his face congested in pain. When he saw Phow Ji watching him, he
hastily rose to his feet.

 “Duels are fun,” Ji said. “Duels come when you andyour opponent both know what’s about to happen,
atleast in general terms. Duels are neat, clean, and have rules. A match in the ring might kill you, but you
areprepared for it. You know who your enemy is, youknow where he is, and you aren’t surprised when
hecomes at you.

 “In real life, you don’t have those luxuries. You couldbe sitting in the ‘fresher when someone comes for
you.Showering, sleeping, or taking a class like this one.Now. What is the First Rule?”

 “Always be ready!” they shouted in unison.



 Ji took a step toward the group. The group, as one,took a step backward. Some of them raised their
hands.One of them pulled a knife partway from a sheath.

 Ji grinned. “Better. Now. First Posture!”

 The students took a stance, one foot forward, onehand high, one low. Ji walked around them, touching
anarm or leg here and there, correcting the poses. Everybody in the group watched him with what Den
couldsee, even from his hiding place, was a tense wariness.

 Den shook his head. This Phow Ji was a bad man, no doubt about that. He already had enough to file a
story,but he allowed the cam to continue running. He knewwhat his slant was going to be: Phow Ji, a
murderousthug who, in peacetime, would likely be locked away toprotect the citizenry, instead was
indulging his violent tendencies on the field of battle, allowed to kill and bethought a hero and not a villain.
How did the public feelabout that? Knowing that someone who was mentallyderanged and violent, an
assassin, a monster, was out there, and ostensibly on their side?

 Den knew he could twirl it so that they would be horrified. A few more sequences showing the human’s
cruelty and violence, and civilized beings would turn awayin disgust and revulsion.

 He smiled. This was what he did, and he was good atit. Of course, one could never be sure what the
public would do, but he knew a good story when he saw one, and whatever else he might lack in, he
could tell thatstory well.
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 Tolk, Jos decided, was deliberately torturing him.

 Sheknew how she affected him—it was in her natureand training, both as a species and as a
female—and shewas doing everything but giving him a handwritten invitation to join her in whatever his
heart might desire.

 In the preop surgical scrub room, Jos washed hishands, taking the customary ten minutes to do so, lath
ering, cleaning under the short nails, then repeating theprocess, even though the need for such had been
unnecessary since long before he’d been born. With sterilefields and gloves, there was not much of a
chance anypathogens were going to be transferred into a patientbecause he washed his hands for nine
minutes instead often, but he’d been taught by traditionalists who valued the old customs. So he washed,
and he watched the chrono, and he brooded.



 Old customs. On his world it was acceptable—barely—that a young unmarried person might go forth
into the galaxy and sample the pleasures of ekster company. It wasn’t spoken of in polite circles, but it
wasdone. Then the young, having gotten it out of their systems, were to return home, find a spouse from
a properenster family, and settle down.

 But even in his younger and wilder days, Jos had neverbeen comfortable with the idea of brief liaisons.
He’d done it, of course, but the essentially meaningless encounters had weighed heavily upon him. At the
core ofhis being, Jos knew that there would only be one love inhis life, and that he should not be unfaithful
to her—even if he did so before he ever met her.

 But now, here was Tolk. Beautiful. Sexy. Adept. Caring. Intelligent and, Jos knew, all too perceptive.
Shecalled to him. He wanted to get to know her, to exploreher emotional depths, to find out if what he
saw within was real. And, were he from another background, he would have broken landspeeder
records to pursue her, to see if she was indeed the One. But she could not bethe One for him; his family,
his culture, and a lifetime ofduty to both forbade it out of hand. She was not of hispeople. She was
ekster. There was no sacrament, no ceremony, no ritual, that could change this. She could notbecome
one of them.

 Jos was indeed a man torn.

 Tolk knew about his cultural background, of course.She could have politely backed away from any
possibleentanglements. But she hadn’t.

 And why is that, Jos, you simpleton? Hmmm?

 Jos scrubbed hard at the backs of his fingers. Howpink the skin was getting there. Clean. Very clean.

 Tolk hadn’t made herself scarce for a simple reason:he wanted her, and not just physically. And she
knew it.And apparently, she was of like enough mind so as notto be offended by the idea. And therein
lay the realproblem—

 “I wouldn’t recommend scrubbing the skin off entirely, Jos. Get serous fluid inside the gloves and all.”

 Speak of temptation, and lo! there did she appear!

 He mumbled something.

 “Pardon? I didn’t catch that.”

 Jos continued to meticulously wash his hands, likethat character in the old holodrama who believed that,
no matter how hard he scrubbed, he would never beclean of his father’s blood. What was his name again
. . . ?

 He took a deep breath. Might as well get to it.

 “Listen, Tolk. I. . .uh, I mean . . . uh . . .” Blast, thiswas hard! The termmixed emotions didn’t begin to
cover how he felt. It was more like pureed emotions.

 She smiled sweetly at him, pretending, he knew, that she didn’t have a clue as to how he felt. “Yes?”

 He straightened, stuck his hands under the dryer.“Why are you making this so hard?”



 “Me? I’m sorry, am I making something hard, DoctorVondar?” The finest strands of spun Yyeger sugar
would not have melted upon her tongue.

 “You know my culture,” he said, determined to see itthrough.

 “Yes. And this knowledge disturbs you . . . ?”

 “Blast it, Tolk. You know very well what I’m talkingabout!”

 She looked at him with an innocent gaze, her eyes so wide they made a Sullustan look squint-eyed. “My
talents aren’t perfect, Jos. I’m not a mind reader; I can onlysee what’s obvious to anybody who looks
closelyenough. Maybe you should just say what you mean sothere won’t be any confusion.” She smiled
again.

 He wanted to scream and break things.

 “I—you—we—we can’t have a future together.”

 Tolk blinked, as innocent as a newborn. “Future?Who said anything about that?”

 “Tolk . . .”

 “We’re in a war zone, Jos. Remember? Our protective field might malfunction tomorrow, we could take
incoming fire from the Separatists, and we could all cease to be, just like that. Or the spores could mutate
and kill us. Or we could be hit by lightning. In short,this is a dangerous place. Prognosis dismal. Any
futurefor us is purely theoretical.”

 Jos stared at her. Somehow he retained enough musclecontrol to close his gaping mouth.

 Tolk said, “You know the Bruvian saying,‘Kuutavelomin’?”

 He shook his head.

 “‘Seize the moment.’ It’s all we have. The past isgone, the future may never arrive. What exists isnow.
I’m not asking for marriage, Jos. I know that you can’ttravel that path with me. But we could share what
comfort we might have together, here and now. Two peoplewho care for each other. The future,if it
comes, will attend to itself. As should we. Where’s the harm in it?”

 He shook his head again. “I’m—I wish I could dothat. I’m just not wired that way. I need to commit to
something this important.”

 “Am Ithat important to you, Jos?”

 He looked at her, and she smiled again, a sad smile. “You needn’t say it aloud. Your expression tells
me.”She paused.

 “All right, then. I’ll be your friend and your co-worker, because it seems that’s all we are allowed.
More’s the pity.” She reached out and touched his hand, and he felt an electric thrill run through his
whole body.



 She withdrew her hand. She wasn’t smiling now. “Oops, I’ve contaminated you. Sorry. You’ll have to
wash your hands again. I’ll see you in the OT.”

 When she was gone, he found that he was shaking.

 Hehated this. The war, the deaths, his culture, and inthat moment, he was very glad Tolk had left and
couldnot see the despair that he knew must be showing on hisface.

 He had to get out.

 Not for long, and not far, but he could not face theOT right now, especially with Tolk in it. He’d sooner
face an entire platoon of droidekas armed only with atrochar than see that look in her eyes again, at least
today. He wouldn’t be able to concentrate; likely as nothe’d wind up replacing a kidney with a
gallbladder orsomething equally bad.

 He commed Zan.

 “You owe me,” the Zabrak said darkly as Jos watchedhim scrub up. “I just finished my own rotation
twohours ago.”

 “Sleep’s overrated.”

 “I wouldn’t know.”

 “Just give me an hour or so,” Jos said. “I’ve got toclear my head.”

 “So you’re going for a walk? Have you been outsidelately? The air’s so thick you could swim to the
cantina.”

 “One hour,” Jos said. “I’ll be back.”

 He left the building and struck out across the compound, angling away from the marshes and toward the
relatively drier bota fields. Zan hadn’t exaggerated—ten minutes of walking and his clothes were already
sweat-soaked. He would have to decontaminate all overagain.

 He didn’t care.

 He stepped through a small stand of broad-leavedtrees, waving away the wingstingers and fire gnatss
warming around him, and saw the bota fields. Twentyor so parallel rows of growth stretching into the
mistydistance. Bota grew low to the ground; actually, the majority of the plant was underground, with
only the fruiting bodies exposed. The rows were being tended by theusual assortment of droids; he didn’t
see any organichandlers at the moment.

 He made no attempt to pinch off a bit of the plant,knowing that the rows were protected by a low-level
zap field. This innocuous growth was a precious commodity—understandable, since its adaptogenic cells
could serve a variety of purposes, everything from potent broad-based antibiotic to hallucinogen to
nutrient,depending on the species. If it could be cultivated off-world, it would give the spice traders
considerable cause to worry, because it could literally be all things to allpeople.

 All things to all people.It suddenly seemed to Jos thathe’d spent a goodly part of his life—entirely too
much,perhaps—trying to be the same thing. As far back as he could remember, it had been assumed that



he would bea doctor. It wasn’t a decision he regretted—he wasproud of his profession—but that was
only one of manyways that he had endeavored to be the Good Son. He’dstudied hard, always toed the
line, been a child ofwhom anyone could be proud. And his familyhad beenproud of him, no question of it.
They had never stintedin their praise. He had no desire to hurt them or to seethem hurt. And he knew that
espousing an ekster wouldprobably put them in early graves.

 But—he seemed to be hearing the voice of Klo Meritin his ear:Are they yourcustoms?

 Are they?

 It didn’t take a Jedi to see that Tolk would shine outamid an entire planetful of women. And he couldn’t
deny that her offer of wartime comfort was tempting,very tempting.

 But hecouldn’t.

 What are you afraid of?

 “I’m afraid I’ll fall in love with her,” he said aloud.

 “I think it’s too late to fear that,” a gentle voice behind him said.

 Startled, Jos turned, expecting for an instant to seeTolk, to wonder if he should be delighted, angry,
afraid,or something for which he likely had no name—

 But it wasn’t Tolk. It was the Padawan, Barriss Offee.

  

  

 33

  

  

  

  

 Barriss had been initially surprised to encounter Josthis far from the base. After a moment, however, she
realized there was nothing to be surprised about. She hadbeen wanting to talk to him, to offer him some
solacefor the mental and emotional turmoil she knew he was going through. It was not just her desire as a
friend; itwas her duty as a Jedi.

 And now, here he was.

 The Force does work in mysterious ways,shethought.

 He didn’t seem overly pleased to see her, but shecould tell he wasn’t keen on anybody’s company right
now. She reached out with the Force, found the tangledskein of his distress, stretched taut beneath his



mind’ssurface. He was wrestling with a very different problemthan his feelings about clones, but no
matter—heneeded quietude, and that she could provide.

 Flowing with the Force, very lightly, she touched thetight, knotted strings of his dilemma, quieting their
thrumming as a finger passed over the strings of a quetarracould subdue a chord.

 He seemed surprised. He looked up, meeting her gazewith his own uncertain one.

 Barriss smiled. “You are troubled, Jos,” she murmured. “You are fighting your own internal war, on as
many different fronts as the Republic is on Drongar. Ican’t solve your crises, but I can guide you to a
more secure place, from where you can deal with them.”

 “Why?” he asked. “I mean—what’s so special aboutme?”

 Barriss smiled. “I could say I want to ensure your ability to perform well in the OT, and there is some
thing of that in my purpose. But mostly it’s because I’ma Jedi, and a healer as well. My purpose is to aid
andcomfort.”

 Jos was silent for a moment. Then he said, “What didyou mean when you said it was too late to fear
falling in love with Tolk?”

 “Exactly what I said. It’s obvious you love her and she reciprocates. I would see it even without the
Force’s aid.If you don’t believe me, ask any of your friends.”

 Jos lifted his arms in exasperation. “So everyone seesit but me?”

 “One is usually blind when one is in the eye of thestorm.”

 “But she’s ekster,” he whispered. “My family wouldbe devastated.”

 “Most likely true.”

 “I’d be giving upeverything —my family, my friends,my practice . . . and for what?”

 Barriss looked at him. “For love,” she said.

 Jos was silent for several long minutes, his eyes downcast. Then he heaved a great sigh and looked at
Barriss.

 “I can’t,” he said.

 She nodded. She could sense his anguish, and that he spoke the truth. Perhaps it was the right decision.
It wasnot her place to judge him, only to aid him.

 “Choices of the heart are never easy,” she said. Shelooked at the sky, saw that the sun was setting in a
blazeof reds and oranges, its light reflecting off the spores inthe upper atmosphere.

 “It will be dark soon,” she said. “Best we return tothe base.”

 Jos glanced at his wrist chrono and nodded. “Yeah, Ipromised Zan I’d be back in—”



 A light brighter than a dozen suns seared Barriss’s vision. An instant later, a giant hand lifted her, then
smashed her full length into the mud.

 The attack took Jos as much by surprise as it did the Jedi. At first he was not sure what had happened;
onlythat there had been a brilliant flash of light, a deafening explosion, and when he regained his senses he
foundhimself lying across Barriss’s still-unconscious form,both of them half buried in warm mud. Not far
away, inthe grove of broad-leaved trees, one tree was now ashattered, smoking stump, its sap having
been instantlysuperheated by the energy of a powerful laser blast thathad turned the tree into an organic
bomb. Jos’s face tingled painfully, and he realized that his skin had beenpeppered by tiny splinters. It was
a miracle he hadn’tbeen blinded.

 He looked up. His vision was blurry, and he wasnearly deaf from the explosion, but he could see well
enough to realize that a battle droid was standing on the other side of the bota field, its telescoping chest
cannonstill extended. It looked like it was lining up anothershot.

 Jos scrambled to his feet—or tried to; Drongar suddenly seemed to be rotating in several directions at
once, and he fell again, this time landing alongside Barriss. His face wound up in the mud, only a few
centimeters from hers.

 He saw her open her eyes.

 Another cannon blast scorched the ground a meter infront of them, ripping up rows of bota and raining
fragments of the plant down around them.

 Barriss rose to her feet—just how, Jos could not havesaid. She seemed to levitate—one moment she
wassprawled on the ground, and the next she stood upright.Impressive as that was, however, it was
nothing compared to her next action.

 As Jos watched in astonishment, the Padawanleaptacross the bota field, covering a distance of at least
ten meters in a single bound. As she arced through the air toward the droid, Jos saw another flash of
light. At firsthe thought the droid had fired again, but then he realized the glow came from Barriss’s hand.

 She had drawn her lightsaber.

 Jos had seen images and holos of the Jedi weapon inuse, but he had never before seen one in real life.
Barriss’s energy blade was an azure streak about a meter inlength. It made a sound like a nest of angry
wing-stingers, and, even over the noisome stenches borne onthe breeze from the nearby swamp, he
could smell the acrid scent of ozone it produced.

 He watched, openmouthed, as Barriss landed next to the battle droid. Before it could fire again, she
struck asingle blow with the energy weapon that shearedhalfway through the droid’s torso. Sparks
erupted, andthe droid collapsed.

 Jos managed to get to his feet and stay there as thePadawan deactivated her lightsaber. Hooking it to
her belt, she walked back to him, taking care to go aroundthe bota field to avoid causing any more
damage to the precious growths.

 “That . . .,” he said, at a loss for words for one of thefew times in his life. “That was . . . you’re
amazing.”

 She made a grimace of annoyance. “I’m an unwaryamateur,” she replied. “Had I been more mindful of



theForce, that droid would never have gotten close enoughto attack us.

 “We’d better get back. I think that was a single scout that managed to penetrate our lines, but there
might bemore.” She started back toward the base, and Jos hurried to keep pace with her.

 “I can’t believe it missed us,” he said.

 “It appeared to be battle-damaged; perhaps its targeting computer was malfunctioning. In any event, I
doubtsuch luck will be ours more than once. Best we hurry.Also, we need to get you treated—you look
like you’vebeen shaving with a raven thorn.”

 Jos was in ready agreement with that. Suddenly facing Tolk in the OT didn’t seem nearly as traumatic.
Thiswas an aspect of the war he had not been exposed to until now. It wasn’t one he was eager to
experience again.

 And, of course, Zan was not impressed when he did get back.

 “You’re ten minutes late,” he said.

 “I nearly got killed by a battle droid,” Jos said.

 “No excuse. It didn’t kill you, didn’t even burn off a leg or anything.”

 Jos only half heard him. His mind was occupied with the memory of Barriss Offee battling the droid. She
hadbeen spectacular using that lightsaber. So far, most ofthe ekster women were a lot more exciting than
the en-ster women he remembered back home . . .
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 Jos had enough on his mind that he was paying scantattention to the chip-cards. The coins, flasks,
sabers,and staves upon them held no real meaning for him.Around the table, the other players looked at
theirhands, brooded, or made classic comments:

 “Son-of-a-bantha, who dealt this mess?” This fromZan.

 “That would be me,” Den said. He glanced at Jos. “Itried to cheat in your favor, Doc—didn’t you get a
pure?”

 “Very funny,” Jos replied. “If this bomb was any bigger, they’d be calling this the Drongar asteroid



field.”

 “Spoken like a being trying to up the bets,” I-Fivesaid.

 “You going to bet, fold, or just whine?” Tolk askedJos.

 Her tone of voice was like a sonic disruptor fired straight into his chest. To his surprise, he’d found that
nearly getting killed while out trying to clear his headyesterday had not bothered him nearly as much as
Tolk’s new coolness toward him.

 But that’s what you told her you wanted, wasn’t it?

 He looked at his hand. What with holding the Queen of Air and Darkness, the Evil One,and the Demise,
hewas so far below negative twenty-three that there wasno way he could win, given the mathematical
laws ofthis particular galaxy. When his turn came, he folded.

 Bets went into the hand pot. After the next card, Zan folded also.

 Den dealt the remaining players—Tolk, I-Five, Barriss, and himself—another card. The Jedi dropped
out.

 Zan leaned back and said, “So, Den, weren’t you going to write a story about Phow Ji?”

 The reporter paused a beat in his deal, then resumed.“Yeah.”

 “So when are we going to see it?”

 “With any luck, never.”

 Jos thought this was odd, since Den seemed to havepretty high opinion of his abilities as a writer. He’d
toldhis sabacc cronies a few days previously that he plannedon eviscerating the Bunduki in pixels.
Naturally, Denhad cautioned them, this data wasn’t to be considered broadband, as the Sullustan had no
great desire to berendered into shaak fodder by Ji. “What happened?”Jos asked.

 Den didn’t answer. Tolk called, the hands wereturned over, and she won with an even twenty-three. Of
course.

 “Lucky at cards, unlucky in love,” Den said.

 Tolk glanced at Jos, then smiled at Den. “So whywon’t we be seeing the story, Den?”

 “Oh, you’ll see it, if you bother to look. They . . . butchered it. I laid it out as how our friend Ji was the
scum of the galaxy and that feeding him feetfirst to a hungry rancor was too good for him.”

 “And . . . ?” Barriss said.

 “And they . . .twirled it, so that now he doesn’tsound. . . so bad.” Den shuffled the cards. “Not bad ata
ll, I’m afraid. Seems the audience is tired of grim newsat the moment. According to my editor, they’ve
beengetting a lot of that lately—battles lost here, systemscut off there, and so on. Dooku’s forces might
be getting their metal behinds kicked in the long run—if you believe the Republic flacks, anyway—but it
doesn’tsound like that to the viewing public. They want heroes.”



 “Phow Ji is not in any way, shape, or form a hero,”Zan said. “He’s a murderous thug who kills people
forfun.”

 “A fact I went to great pains to point out, believe me.But that doesn’t matter. Ji can be trimmed and
lubedenough to fit the slot. So it has been decreed by voiceslouder than mine, and so, apparently, shall it
be.”

 There was a moment of shocked silence as the otherplayers digested this.

 “That’s not a twirl, that’s a Class-One troopship’sgravity-gyro on full spin,” Jos said.

 “We gonna talk, or are we gonna play cards?” Densaid, passing the deck to him. “Your deal, Doc.”

 “The way my luck is running, talk is a whole lotcheaper,” Jos said. “I’m already down fifty creds.”

 Zan looked like he’d just been hit with severe vestibulardisorder. “But—they can’t make a coldhearted
no-creche like Ji into somebody for people toadmire!” hesputtered. “The man keepstrophies of all the
peoplehe’s murdered!”

 “Enemies of the Republic, each and every one,” I-Fivesaid. “That’s how they’ll twirl it.”

 “This is unbelievable news, Den,” Barriss said. “Youmust be horribly disappointed.”

 Den was quiet—he seemed to be editing his thoughts.“It is. I am,” he said finally. “But I’m not all that sur
prised. I didn’t just fall off the purnix lorry yesterday, after all. I’ve seen it happen to others. I’ve even
had itdone to me before—though never to this degree.” Hesnorted. “Our warped Phow Ji will probably
get a richentproj contract out of it, if he doesn’t dice the agentwho offers it to him. ‘The Hero of
Drongar,’ coming to your home three-dee soon.”

 “Sweet Sookie,” Jos said.

 “Heroes are transient,” Den said, in a tone thatsounded like he was trying to convince himself more than
the other players at the sabacc table. “They come,they go, and they tend to die more often than
everybody else in wartime. If one is real and another is a product ofthe media, it’s all the same, in the
long run. None of it really matters.”

 “I’m going to go out on a spiral arm here and guessyou have no use for heroes,” I-Five said.

 Den shrugged. “They make good copy sometimes.Other than that, no.”

 “So there’s nothing for which you would risk yourlife?”

 “Good maker, no. I don’t believe in all that spiritualstuff. I don’t expect to be recycled as something
higherup the food chain in another incarnation, or to see theSpectrum at the end of the galaxy, or
discorporate andbecome one with the Force. For me, what you see iswhat you are, and when the lights
go out, that’s it. Sowhy should I court the Eternal Sleep any sooner than I absolutely must? No risk, no
loss. Heroes are, save forthose who wind up being in the category completely byaccident, either fools or
selling something.”

 Jos looked at the droid. “What about you, I-Five?Given your construction, you could last five hundred,



athousand years or more. Would you put your durasteelneck and all those centuries on the line if there
was agood chance somebody would ax it?”

 I-Five said, “It would depend on why. I’ve mentionedbefore that I still have some memory damage I’m
endeavoring to repair, and it seems from some of the recently recovered bits that I may have performed
some‘heroic’ actions in my past.” He fanned his cards. “Imust say I’m interested in learning the
circumstances.”

 Den shook his head, then looked at Barriss. “You, Iexpect it from—you’re a Jedi, that’s what you do.
The medical folks—well, I’ve seen some of them who’dcharge a particle cannon at the drop of a glove,
sothey’re as crazy as clones, too, in my ‘cron.” Heglanced at Jos, Zan, and Tolk. “No offense,” he
added.

 “None taken,” Zan said.

 Den shifted his gaze back to I-Five. “But I didn’t expect to ever encounter adroid with delusions of
valor.You, my metallic friend, are in need of some seriousrewiring.”

 “And you,” I-Five replied as he tossed a credit intothe hand pot, “need a damper slapped on your
cynicismchip.”

 Jos, Zan, and Tolk smiled. Zan took the deck ofcards. “Maybe my luck will change,” he said.

 “It better not while you’re dealing,” Jos said.

 Zan shuffled, then put the customary blank card atthe bottom of the deck, marking where the shuffled
cards stopped. He put the deck down for Barriss to cut.As she did so, he said, “I guess I’m what they’d
call a devout agnostic. I don’t know if there’s something biggerthan us or not, but I think that we should
attempt to liveour lives as if there is.”

 “A philosophy more beings should espouse,” Barrisssaid.

 Den rolled his eyes but said nothing.

 There flashed into Jos’s mind once again an image ofCT-914’s quiet grief for his comrade. He looked
upfrom his cards and saw Barriss watching him, a look of sympathy on her face.

 He glanced at I-Five. The droid was studying hiscards, but he appeared to sense Jos’s attention,
because he looked up. Jos had gotten quite good at reading thesubtle shifts of luminosity in I-Five’s
photoreceptors,but this time the droid’s expression was enigmatic.

 The moment stretched.

 “Jos,” Zan said. “It’s your turn.”

 “What are you going to bet?” I-Five asked.

 What indeed?

 Jos dropped his hand and stood. “I’m out,” he said.“I’ll see you all later.”



 Zan blinked. “Where are you going?”

 “To pay a sympathy call,” Jos said as he left.
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 Jos walked across the compound, slipping an osmoticmask over his nose and mouth as he did so,
because theconcentration of spores in the air was unusually heavy.He was so preoccupied with his
thoughts, however, thathe barely noticed them, or the syrupy heat of midday.

 He was thinking about space travel.

 His training was in medicine, not applied and theoretical physics—he smiled slightly, remembering the
irascible Dr. S’hrah, one of his teachers, who had zerotolerance for any discipline outside
medicine—”You’rea doctor, not a physicist!” would be his take on Jos’swoolgathering—but he knew
the basics and the history,as did anyone with anything more than a dirt clod for abrain. Travel between
star systems was made possibleby moving through hyperspace, an alternate dimensionnot all that different
from realspace, in which superluminalvelocities were easily reached. In ancient times, this had been
thought impossible, since the legendaryDrall scientist Tiran had proven conclusively, more thanthirty-five
thousand years ago, that time and space wereinseparable, and that the speed of light was an absolute
boundary that could not be crossed.

 But Tiran’s Theory of Universal Reference did notprohibit anything travelingfaster than light—it onlyd
isallowed travelingat the speed of light. If the “lightspeed barrier” could somehow be bypassed, one
couldtheoretically shift easily from realspace to hyperspace and back.

 Galactic colonization had initially been accomplishedby generation ships, and this made it impossible to
knitthe separate worlds together in a viable galactic civilization. Finally, after centuries of experimentation
andfrustration, the best scientists of the Republic found away to create and contain negative pressure
fieldsstrong enough to power a portable hyperdrive unit. Atlong last, affordable and ubiquitous
superluminal travelhad been achieved.

 This accomplishment, of course, had quickly led tothe Great Hyperspace War and various other forms
ofunpleasantness, but that wasn’t where Jos’s thoughtshad taken him today. The problems of achieving
FTL speed made a nice metaphor for breaking through tonew concepts. If you could somehow make it
past the initial barrier of perception, then the galaxy you found yourself in wasn’t really all that different
from the one you’d left behind. In his case, it was a galaxy in whichartificial intelligences and cloned
personalities had to be judged on an equal emotional footing with organics,but, once that concept was
grasped, it proved to be notthat hard to assimilate.



 It did, however, require some adjustment—and someapologies.

 Barracks CT-Tertium was the largest of the three garrisons at Ground Base Seven, which was located
at theedge of the Rotfurze Wastes, a region of severe ecological blight two kilometers from the Rimsoo.
Jos requisitioned a landspeeder and was there in less than ten minutes. He was far enough behind the
lines to feel relatively unconcerned, although he could hear, on several occasions, the distant crackle of
particle beams and themuffledwhump! of C-22 frag mortars. Apparently the Separatists weren’t all that
worried about bota damageanymore.

 At GB7 he was directed to a tiny 4.5-square-meter billet, barely large enough for the bunk-and-locker
combination that constituted CT-914’s home awayfrom—actually, Jos realized, it was just his home.
Unless one counted the vat from which the clone had beendecanted in Tipoca City on the waterworld
Kamino,CT-914 had no place else he could call his own.

 The bed had been made to military precision, theblankets as smooth as the surface of a neutron star. The
locker was ajar, and closer inspection proved it to beempty.

 What was puzzling, however, was the spot over the head of the bed, where the trooper’s designation
should have been. Instead of readingct-914, the frame wasempty.

 Jos spied a Dressellian corporal nearby and hailedhim. The Dressellian, surly like most of his species,
saluted somewhat resentfully upon recognizing a superior officer. Jos asked him where Nine-one-four
was.

 “In the recycling vats, most likely,” was the shockingreply. “Along with most of his platoon. They were
ambushed by a Separatist guerrilla attack two days ago.”

 The Dressellian waited a moment, then, seeing thatthe human captain was not likely to be asking any
morequestions immediately, saluted again and continuedabout his business.

 Jos slowly left the garrison, stunned. In the last hour or so he had come to think of Nine-one-four as
exemplifying all of his newfound knowledge of the clones’essential humanity, and to suddenly learn that
he wasdead was almost as big a shock as hearing of the deathof an old friend or a loved one. He had felt
compelled toseek the clone out and apologize to him, hoping that,somehow, such an expiation would
simplify some of thechallenges of an awareness that now included respecttoward more than organic life
alone. But instead he’dfound that CT-914 had joined his vat-brother, CT-915, in death. And Jos knew
that it would be a long time, if ever, before their deaths, and all the others perpetratedby this war, would
seem to be anything but senselessand despicable.

 He tried to still his racing thoughts for a moment, tohave a few seconds of silent respect for the fallen war
rior. But it seemed that, no matter how still he willed hismind to be, it kept filling up with images of Tolk.

 On board the MedStar frigate, Admiral Tarnese Bleydstudied the flimsies before him, the results of his
latestround of inquiries into any suspicious or surreptitious‘casts from the personnel of Rimsoo Seven.
With a growl he swept them off his desk and onto the floor. Nothing—just the usual air and space chatter
to be expected.Nothing to give him the slightest clue as to who mighthave been spying on him when Filba
died, or why.

 Bleyd growled again, an almost subsonic sound, deepin his throat. As long as whoever on the other end
ofthat spycam remained at large, he, Bleyd, was in danger.The recording might even now be circulating



over theHoloNet, or being viewed in the private chambers ofsome investigative committee back on
Coruscant. The situation was intolerable.

 Think, curse you! Use that hunter’s brain, thosepredatory instincts.Who would be the most likely being
to possess a surveillance cam, and who would havereason to shadow him, to attempt to record him in
some kind of illegal activity?

 Perhaps Phow Ji, that Bunduki martial artist he’d encountered? Bleyd considered, then shook his head.
Such undercover activity would be much too subtle for such athug. Perhaps he should reconsider the
possibility ofBlack Sun—

 His eyes narrowed in sudden thought. Was he comingat this from the wrong angle? He was assuming
that hehad been the target of whoever had done the espionage. But what if he was wrong? What ifFilba
had been thesubject?

 Bleyd activated the flatscreen desk display, quicklyconstructing a new search algorithm. In a moment he
had the data he needed.

 On several separate occasions there had been publiccomplaints made by the Sullustan reporter, Den
Dhur, concerning Filba. While Dhur was hardly the only one in the Rimsoo to have some kind of
grievance againstthe Hutt, the fact that he was a reporter meant he mostlikely had access to surveillance
equipment.

 Yes. Yes, it made sense. Dhur must have been recordingthe Hutt’s actions at the time of the latter’s
death—andhad, by unhappy coincidence, gotten the incriminating interchange between Filba and Bleyd.

 Unhappy indeed, for the reporter . . .

 Bleyd stepped out from behind the desk, wearing agrim smile. He would order Den Dhur arrested andb
rought up from planetside immediately. With anyluck, there was still time to rectify this mess before—

 The door to his office opened.

 Bleyd blinked in surprise. It was the robed figure of a Silent who entered, but Bleyd knew immediately
who was hidden beneath the vestments.

 Kaird, the Nediji. The Black Sun agent.

 Bleyd stepped away from his desk. Almost automatically his hand slipped around to the back of his uni
form, releasing the knife from its hidden belt sheath. It slipped comfortably into the folds of his hand. It
was a ryyk blade, much smaller than the traditional weaponsfashioned and used by the Wookiee warriors
ofKashyyyk, but no less deadly. It had proven the difference between victory and defeat, between life
and death,for him before, and he intended that it do no less now.

 The bird-being folded back his hood, revealing hissardonic face and blazing violet eyes. He cocked his
head in greeting.

 “Admiral,” he said. When he lowered his hands fromthe hood, the right one held a gleaming blade in it.

 Bleyd did not reply to the greeting. He circled to hisleft, his knife held low by his right hip, the point ex
tended downward from the little finger side of his fist,edge forward, in a reverse grip.



 Three meters away, Kaird kept the circle complete,moving to his left, and the short and stubby blade he
held jutted upward from the thumb side of his grip, theedge also facing his opponent.

 Bleyd seemed outwardly calm, although he wasthinking furiously. His office was fairly large, but it was
still on board a starship, where every cubic centimeterof space was at a premium. With any luck, the
enclosed area would negate the Nediji’s speed. He couldn’t dodgeif he didn’t have room, and once he
was backed into acorner, Bleyd, who was larger and stronger, would havehim. He would take some
damage—no way aroundthat—but damage could be repaired, wounds could behealed.

 “Let me guess,” the Black Sun agent said. “Mathaldidn’t ‘accidentally’ fly his ship into the wrong orbit.”

 “Mathal was greedy. He wanted to fill a freighterwith bota, to make a killing, and Samvil take the strag
glers. Doing that would have made me a fugitive from the authorities for life. He didn’t care about that.
He got what he deserved.”

 “You should have contacted us. Black Sun wouldhave dealt with him. We take a longer view of our busi
ness, and we frown on rogues.”

 Bleyd shrugged. “As far as I was concerned, hewasBlack Sun. I could not allow him to ruin what I had
set up here.”

 Kaird shifted his stance, turning so that his right side faced Bleyd. The Admiral noticed that the dark blue
swatch of feathers around his opponent’s neck had grown darker still, and had risen in a stiff ruff—no
doubt an atavistic warning for predators. The Nedijiwas in full combat mode. He spun his knife, twirling it
around his fingers. A showy move, the more so becauseit indicated he was not tight with fear.

 “It’s not too late,” he said. “As you said, Mathal gotwhat he had coming. We can overlook that. No
need toruin a business that’s making everybody profit.”

 Bleyd shook his head. Just to show that he wasn’t nervous, he also shifted his knife, turning it with a little
move that switched from a mountain climber’s pick to asword fighter’s hold. “Too much of the profit
linesBlack Sun’s vaults. I can store the bota far away fromhere, move it myself, and make much more—if
I cut outthe middle beings.”

 The Nediji laughed. “Starting with me, eh?”

 “Nothing personal.”

 Kaird laughed again. “Pardon me, but I take mydeathvery personally.” And with that he lunged,
impossibly fast, and the short knife flicked out in a blur.

 Bleyd saw it coming, but even so, he barely had time to get his own knife in position for the block.
Durasteelclashed with durasteel, and Kaird hopped back, grinning, before Bleyd could counterattack.

 “Just checking to see if you’re awake, Admiral.”

 “Awake enough to cut you down, Nediji.”

 “And what if you manage that? There are many morewhere I came from. Do you think Black Sun will
justshrug and forget to send another agent? Perhaps next time it will be a team of shockboots, real



shoot-first-and-ask-no-questions types. Most unpleasant folk.”

 “Teams need a ship,” Bleyd said. “Enemy ships tendto be shot down in wars. By the time the next agent
oragents get here, I can be far, far away—far enough tomake it financially unfeasible for the Republic to
pursue me.”

 “You think having the authorities looking for you is aproblem? You can’t imagine how that pales
compared tohavingus after you.” Kaird flipped the knife from handto hand. “And Black Sunnever gives
up the chase.”

 “I’ll worry about that later. Right now, I’ll deal withyou.”

 “I don’t think so. You’re larger and much stronger,true, but I’m far faster. You are obviously adept with
these”—he waved the knife—”but I still have the advantage.”

 It was Bleyd’s turn to laugh. “You really think so? I’ma hunter and a warrior, bird-man, and I’ve killed
half adozen opponents with this very blade. You are fast, yes,but your bones are hollow and your
feathers no protection against cold durasteel. No matter how fast you are,you can’t get to me before I
gut you.”

 “You’re forgetting something,” Kaird replied. “I’man assassin.”

 Bleyd raised an eyebrow. “Which means . . . ?”

 “It means that getting the job done is more importantthan how I do it.”

 Bleyd frowned.What—?

 Kaird whipped his hand back suddenly, snapped it forward, andthrew the knife —!

 It came too fast to dodge. Bleyd instinctively swattedat the incoming weapon, and, with reflexes honed
by centuries of natural selection, managed to deflect it—barely. It nicked him on the hand, but that was
all. Amere scratch.

 He grinned as the Nediji’s knife fell to the floor, clattered, and bounced to his feet. He crouched swiftly
andscooped it up, then stood, a knife in each hand.

 “Now you have no weapon,” he said. “You don’tstand a chance, barehanded against two blades.
Fool!”He brandished the knives mockingly.

 The Black Sun agent backed up a couple of steps, until his back was against the transparisteel port. He
rose slowly from his fighting crouch. What was he up to?Bleyd wondered. Did he have another knife
hidden on him? Or a small blaster, maybe?

 The Sakiyan paused, considering his next move.Then, to his surprise, the Nediji slowly shook his head.

 “You could have taken me just then,” he said. “Ifyou’d come in fast enough, you might have backed me
into the corner before I could have maneuvered aroundyou. But you hesitated. And now you’ve lost.”

 “Lost? Nothing has changed. I still have you cornered.” Bleyd smiled, a feral gleam of teeth. “Frankly, I
was hoping for more of a fight, Nediji. I expected betterof a Black Sun killer. Now we finish this.”



 “I don’t think so,” Kaird said. His posture was quitecasual now; he could have been carrying on a
conversation on a Coruscant street corner. Despite himself,Bleyd felt a slight sting of uneasiness.
“Something haschanged,” the bird-being continued. “Time has passed.And all of a sudden, you feel . . .
tired, don’t you, Admiral? As if you can hardly hold your weapons. As if allyour strength has been used
up.”

 Bleyd snarled. “Are you a Jedi, to try infantile mindtricks? Trust me, I’m immune to such claptrap.”

 “But you’re not immune to dendriton toxin.”

 Bleyd blinked. Then, suddenly, the pulse of uneasiness bloomed into full-blown shock.

 The Nediji’s knife! The cut on his hand!

 Bleyd gathered himself to charge, but his legsabruptly would no longer obey him. He tried to leap,and
instead staggered to one side. Tried to take another step, and his left leg, now completely numb, gave
way.He fell to one knee. He kept his grip on the knives, buthe was so weak! And now a sudden fire
raged withinhim, roasting his muscles, torching each individualnerve . . .

 Kaird moved toward him, reached out, and took oneof the knives from Bleyd’s burning fingers. The
otherone fell from the Sakiyan’s nerveless grasp.

 “Dendriton toxin is a bad way to go,” Kaird said.“Painful, slow—you’re literally immolated from insideo
ut. But you were a brave adversary, Admiral, and I admire bravery. So, even though my superiors wish
you tosuffer, I’ll spare you the toxin’s effects.”

 He stepped to the side, caught Bleyd’s head in one hand, and tilted it back.

 Bleyd felt the touch of the knife against his throat, butit wasn’t painful, just cold. An almost pleasant
momentary respite from the fiery agony.

 His consciousness started to fade, then, the colors of his office leaching into grayness. He realized
numblythat he wouldn’t be able to cleanse his family’s honor.That knowledge hurt even more than the
molten venomin his veins.

 He managed to shift his eyes, to look at the Nediji before he faded out completely. Kaird gave him a
smalland slow bow, a final salute that held no mockery.

 “Nothing personal,” he said.

 And the darkness claimed Tarnese Bleyd, forever.
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 The medlifters came at dawn.

 Barriss Offee was asleep in her quarters, in the middleof a Force dream. They had not been coming to
her asoften of late, these subconscious connections with the galactic life-energy field. When she had first
felt theForce awaken within her, the dreams had been frequent and powerful, never to be remembered in
their entiretyupon awakening, but always leaving her with a sense ofincreased strength and control.

 As always, she was momentarily confused upon awakening—then she recognized the sound of the ap
proaching lifters. Hastily donning her jumpsuit, she started for the OT.

 She caught a glimpse, through the spore clouds, of thelifters hanging low in the eastern sky, just above
thebloated oblate sphere that was Drongar Prime. OtherRimsoo personnel were already running from
their cubicles and quarters, some still pulling on clothing. Shesaw Zan Yant and Jos Vondar heading
toward the landing area.

 Then, suddenly, she stopped.

 Something—someone—had called to her.

 It had been a cry for help, nonverbal, but no lessstrong. She had heard it echo in her mind as if its author
had been standing right behind her. A cry of rage anddespair.

 A death cry.

 She knew where it had come from—the edge of theKondrus Sea—and, though she didn’t know who
wasdying, she knew why. For one unmistakable and mercifully brief moment, she could see, as clearly as
with her own eyes, the killer’s face as he loomed over his victim.

 Phow Ji.

 Without a moment’s hesitation Barriss turned and ranaway from the lifters, away from the Rimsoo, and
into the lowlands that sloped toward the sea.

 It did not even occur to her to wonder until she wasdeep in the fetid marshes why she had made the
decisionto abandon her duty—to turn her back on dozens ofRepublic soldiers wounded in battle and go
seeking outone unknown casualty instead. There could only be onereason, and she was loath to admit it,
because it flew inthe face of everything Master Unduli had taught herabout working for the greater good,
not to mention theJedi Code. She had let her emotions take over, had letherself be swayed by anger and,
yes, a desire to punish.

 But even knowing this, even fearing that she was running toward the dark side, she did not stop.

 She emerged from the swamp vegetation, pushingthrough a last clinging cluster of snarlvines, and saw
Ji—the only one still standing amid the carnage. Sevenmen, all wearing Separatist uniforms, lay dead
about him. He had a shallow vibroblade wound on his rightforearm, and a blistered left cheekbone where



a laserbeam had narrowly missed. Other than that, he wasunmarked.

 He was waiting for her, that sardonic smile she hadcome to despise on his lips. “A drunken t’landa Til
makes less noise than you do,” he said. “Nevertheless,it’s always a pleasure to see you, Padawan Offee.
Towhat do I owe the honor of this visit? Have you come to congratulate me on my latest victory for the
Republic?”He gestured mockingly at the bodies strewn about hisfeet.

 Her rage threatened to overwhelm her. She felt the desire and the will to destroy him. In that moment,
BarrissOffee knew exactly what Master Unduli had meantwhen she had spoken of the dark side’s
seductive power.She wanted nothing more than to turn him into a pile ofashes, and, worse yet, she knew
that she could. Thedark power lived and shouted within her. It wouldn’teven require an effort—all she
had to do was release it.

 Phow Ji must have seen the truth of this in her face,because his eyes widened in slight surprise. “Do you
seriously think you can stand against me? I am a master of teras kasi, of Hapan,echani, tae-jitsu, and a
dozenother deadly styles. I am—”

 “You are a murderer,” she interrupted him, her voicequiet but with an edge that stopped his tirade. “And
Iwill see that you murder no more.”

 Ji smiled and shrugged slightly, recovering hisaplomb. He shifted his feet, settling into a stance.“Come
ahead, then—Jedi.”

 After it was all over, Barriss spent many a sleepless night wondering what she would have done. Would
shehave given in, accepted his challenge, and used theForce to destroy him? Or risen above her baser im
pulses and used only enough power to render him helpless? In short, would she have succumbed to the
darkside or not?

 She never got the chance to find out.

 Phow Ji suddenly staggered, his eyes snapping widein astonishment. Barriss realized he’d been hit from
behind by something. He turned, and she saw the vanesand stubby tail of a hypo dart protruding from be
tween his shoulder blades. Another Separatist soldier,shooting from the cover of the nearby swamp, had
nailed him. For all his vaunted strength, skill, andspeed, there was no way Ji could have dodged
something he hadn’t seen coming.

 Barriss expanded a bubble of awareness outward,with herself at the center, realizing even as she did so
that, had she not been blinded with rage at Ji, she mighthave sensed the intended attack in time to warn
the martial artist. But now it was too late. He had fallen to hisknees, and, as she watched, he toppled
heavily into thewet sand. He lay quite still, save for slight, rhythmictwitches of his fingers.

 She could detect no further danger—evidently theshooter had not stayed to see the results of his
ambush. Which meant she was safe for the moment as well, although that could change at any time. She
kept her expanded awareness in operation while she knelt beside Ji,examining him.

 His hands and fingers were cold, and the twitching had not abated. Paresthesia, most likely, she decided.
She pinched back an eyelid, saw that the pupil was contracted. His breathing was rapid and shallow—it
seemed obvious that Phow Ji had been hit with a potentneurotoxin of some sort—Paraleptin, perhaps, or
Titroxinate. The Separatists had been known to use suchbiochems, and worse. If something was not
donequickly, he would die.



 There was no time to call for an evac, even if therewas an available medlifter, which was problematic.
Butthere was another way to treat him.

 The Force.

 Without even stopping to reflect on the irony of it,Barriss knelt beside Ji. She pulled the dart out, then
rolled him over and put her hands on his chest. It occurred to her that it would be quite easy to just let the
paralysis of his central nervous system do the job that,only a few minutes before, she had been all too
willing to take on herself. But that temptation had passed. She was a Jedi healer. Here before her was a
life in need ofhealing.

 There was no need to make it any more complicatedthan that.

 Barriss Offee closed her eyes and opened her heartand mind to the power of the Force.

 The droid approached Den Dhur as the latter headed toward his quarters. It was one of the standard
harvesting units, a little weather-worn and dented, but movingwell enough.

 “You are Den Dhur, sir?” the droid said.

 “Who wants to know?”

 If it was possible for a droid to look confused, thenthis one surely did. “I have a delivery for you, sir.”

 “And who caused this delivery to be sent to me?”

 “Lieutenant Phow Ji.”

 Uh-oh.Den looked at the package, then at the droid.“It isn’t going to blow up, is it?”

 “Unlikely, sir. The item in question is a holoproj recording. There are no explosives contained in it.”

 Den nodded. “All right.” The droid extruded a carrydrawer from its chest and removed the device,
which,Den noticed with relief, did look like a standardholocron cube and not a bomb.

 As he took it, Den said, “Ji gave this to you?”

 “No, sir, he did not give it to me. He did, however,ask that I witness his activity and record it. This is the
result, which I was to deliver to you.”

 Den was still trying to wrap his mind around the concept of a gift from Phow Ji. “He specified me by
name?”

 “Not by name, sir. His exact words were, ‘Give it tothat pop-eyed little womp rat who thinks he’s the
galaxy’s gift to news media.’” The droid added, “This required some extrapolation on my part.”

 “Now I believe you. All right. Thank him for me.”

 “I am afraid that will be quite impossible, sir. Phow Jiis no longer among the living.”

 A herd of curlnoses couldn’t have kept Den from hurrying into his cubicle to view the recording. He



darkened the chamber, inserted the cube, and activated theprojection unit. The three-dimensional image
floweredin front of him.

 The scene was of a small clearing in a jungle. As Denwatched, a Separatist combat droid scout eased
into theclearing, did a quick 360 scan, then started across.

 Phow Ji stepped into view in the foreground, his backto the cam. He wore a pair of blasters in low-slung
holsters on his hips. The droid didn’t appear to see or hear him, but this changed when Ji yelled, “Hey,
mechanical! Over here!”

 As the droid turned toward him, Ji snatched theblasters from their holsters so fast that the action was a
blur, and fired. The twin bolts caught the droid’s visualsensor array, instantly blinding it.

 Ji ran to his right, five or six fast steps, and droppedprone. The droid fired his laser cannon at the spot
where Ji had been standing a moment before.

 Ji rolled up to his knees and shot the droid again, andthe bolts—there must have been at least six or
sevenhits—lanced into the chink under its control box. Thiswas, Den knew, a weak spot on this model’s
armor, butso small that it was seldom a problem in battle.

 It was a problem this time. Blue smoke erupted fromthe droid’s casing, the thing listed to one side, then
ground to a halt, critically damaged.

 Ji leapt up and ran, again to his right.

 A trio of Salissian mercenaries came out of thewoods, blaster rifles working. Streaks of incandescent
plasma scorched the air.

 Ji dodged, dodged left, then right, then stutter-stepped as enemy bolts fell short or to the sides. He also
shot as he ran, once, twice, thrice—and all three mercenaries were hit with fatal body strikes. They went
down.

 A heavily armored super battle droid emerged fromthe woods, followed by two more mercenaries, but
Jiwas on top of them almost before they realized it. Hebodyslammed into one of the mercenaries, shot
theother, and fired three times more at the droid, whicherupted in fire and smoke as had the one before.
Denwatched in astonishment. Mother’s milk, but this wasincredibleshooting, extremely accurate for
sidearm fire,especially from a man running full out over uneven terrain and using both hands.

 Ji holstered his blasters, straddled the remainingmerc, who was still alive and trying to get up. Hegrabbed
the man’s head from behind and jerked it powerfully to one side. Den could clearly hear the Salissian’s
neck snap.

 He’d thought his capacity to be astonished hadreached its limit. But then his jaw dropped as two more
mercs emerged from the woods, and Ji drew bothblasters andshot the guns out of their hands!

 Den had never seen anything like this, not even in entertainment holodramas.

 The small 3-D image of Ji holstered his weaponsagain and ran to engage the surprised Salissians in
hand-to-hand combat. The first man went down from ahammer fist to the temple; the second caught an
elbowto the throat. Then Ji drew his weapons again, so fastthat they seemed to just appear in his hands,
and firedinto the woods at unseen targets. He shot until the blasters depleted their charges, turning this



way andthat as he spied new targets. When the charge chamberswere empty he tossed the useless
weapons away, andcharged into the forest out of sight.

 A moment passed—then a mercenary pinwheeledinto the clearing and hit a patch of rocky ground head
first. Again, the snap of cracking vertebrae was audible.

 Another mercenary staggered into view and collapsed,clutching a blackened, smoking wound in his
midriff.

 Ji backed into the clearing from the woods, a blasterrifle now in hand. He was firing on full auto, hosing
more hidden enemies.

 More Salissians emerged from the forest, shooting rifles and blasters of various makes. A pellet from a
slugthrower hit Ji a glancing blow high on the right leg, ripping open the cloth and the flesh. Blood oozed,
soaking his pants. He spun toward the man who’d shot himand blasted him squarely in the face.

 Another discharge took Ji low on the right side, vaporizing cloth and punching through his body. Not fa
tal, because the beam’s intense heat instantly cauterizedthe wound, but serious nonetheless. Ji turned
calmlyand shot his attacker in the chest.

 Then things got really interesting.

 A large shadow obscured the light. Ji looked up, andthe angle of the recording cam tilted as well, to
frame alarge drop ship hovering about fifty meters overhead. Adozen Separatist soldiers, using repulsor
packs, settleddown into the clearing, firing as they did so.

 Ji shot eight of them, leaping, dodging, and rolling asplasma bursts peppered the ground all around him.
Itwas a Jedi-like display of acrobatic skill, but finally theSeparatists found the range. Phow Ji went down
in ahail of sizzling blaster bolts.

 He lay on the ground, obviously mortally wounded. The remaining soldiers approached him cautiously.

 As they reached the dying man, he pulled a thermalgrenade from his pocket and held it up. He smiled as
hetriggered it.

 They tried to run, but there was no escape. Thegrenade blasted the clearing into a blaze of heat andlight
that, even with the cam’s automatic dampers,whited out the 3-D image. When the glare cleared, allthat
was left of Phow Ji and his enemies was a smokingcrater in the damp ground.

 Den realized he was sweating, even in the relativelycool environment of his cubicle. He reached out an
unsteady hand and switched the unit off.

 Then he realized he wasn’t alone.

 He spun about with a gasp—then relaxed as he recognized the figure behind him. “Did—did you see the
whole thing?” he asked.

 “Yes,” the Padawan replied. “Phow Ji made sure I received a recording as well.”

 “What—why did he—” Den couldn’t finish the question. He’d been on a lot of planets and had seen a
lot of violence, but he had never seenanything like this.



 Barriss Offee was quiet for so long that Den thoughtshe hadn’t heard him. Then she sighed and said, “I
saved his life. Earlier today. He’d been hit by a poison dart, and I brought him back through the power of
theForce.”

 Den nodded slowly. “I’m guessing he was less than grateful.”

 “He was furious. I thought he was going to attack meright there. I don’t know why he didn’t. Instead, he
justturned and walked away.

 “I went back to the base to do what I could for thewounded. Soon after we got the last man stabilized, a
droid handed me a copy of this recording.”

 Den pulled the cube from its slot and looked at it. It would be worth a small fortune, given Ji’s newfound
heroic reputation. Had the Bunduki known this—hadhe wanted Den to profit from it, given that it had
beenthe reporter who had, albeit unintentionally, causedthat reputation? Had Phow Ji, in his own twisted
way,been trying to repay Den?

 “It still doesn’t explain why he did it. One man, purposely starting a firefight against a whole platoon?
That’s crazy.”

 “He wasm’nuush,” she said.

 “I beg your pardon?”

 “That’s what the Wookiees of Kashyyyk call it. ToTrandoshans it’sdavjaan inyameet —the ‘burning in
the blood.’ Humans call it ‘going berserk.’ It’s a state of suicidal rage and fury, a point where one’s life
no longermatters, and the only important question becomes,How many can I take with me?”

 “I’ve heard of it. So you think Ji committed a kind ofritual suicide?”

 “I suppose that’s one way to look at it. With a considerable amount of genocide mixed in.”

 Den sighed. He slipped the holocron back into its caseand put it on a wall shelf.

 “What will you do with it?” Barriss asked him.

 “I’m not sure. I could make some serious creds off it,no doubt about that. But I’d also be helping to
twirl Ji asa war hero.”

 “And you have no use for heroes.”

 “I never said that,” Den replied. “Properly indoctrinated, they’re great at drawing fire away from those
ofus who are smart enough to know we’re cowards andcynics.”

 Barriss smiled as she turned to go. “Rest assured I’llkeep this knowledge to myself, Den, but just so you
know as well—your aura is not the aura of a cynic’s,nor a coward’s. It has definite glimmerings of hero,
in fact.”

 So saying, she left the cramped chamber. Den stared after her.



 “Oh, no,” he murmured. “Say it isn’t so.”
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 Even aside from the almost daily thunderstorms andmortar shell explosions that seemed a little closer
thanusual, the OT was particularly noisy. Jos was in themiddle of a nasty bowel resection—the trooper
on the table had apparently eaten a large meal a few hours before he had been hit by a chain-gun round
that had perforated the small intestine—when the public addresssystem came on. An excited voice, going
too fast, said,“Attention, all personnel. Republic Medical SurgicalUnit Seven will be relocating,
commencing at eighteenhundred hours! This is not a drill! Repeat, this isnot adrill!”

 Jos said, “Put a stat on that, please.”

 Tolk hurriedly glued the incision closed, almost dropping the patch in her haste.

 “Relax, Tolk. You have an appointment you’re latefor?”

 “You heard that announcement?”

 “Yeah—so?”

 “Look at the chrono—it is now seventeen forty-five.In fifteen minutes, you’re going to be standing in the
middle of an empty swamp in the rain with war machines trying to zap your inattentive butt if you don’t
close this up stat.”

 “You think?”

 Before she could answer, there came aboom! that shook the OT. The operating table vibrated enough
so the patient jittered toward one edge.

 “Blast!” Jos said. “What wasthat?”

 Vaetes stuck his head into the room and said, “Wejust took a direct hit on the shield from a particle
weapon. Main generator’s out; we’re on backup power.We don’t know where they came from, but
there’s a battle droid force more than eight hundred strong less thanten thousand meters from here,
coming across the Jack-hack Slough at a goodly speed. The ground’s too wet for the troopers to set up
a defensive line. That’ll alsoslow the droids down some, but it’s still best you closeup any and all open
patients and get them ready tomove, people. This mobile unit is about to live up to itsname.”



 As if to punctuate his words, another explosionrocked the building, rattling it hard enough to knock
bedpans off the wall racks. The pans hit with harshmetallic clangs.

 “Aren’t those supposed to be in the cooler?” Josasked. “The better to make our patients uncomfort
able?”

 Behind him, Jos heard Zan swear, something in low Pugali that he missed most of, but which sounded ap
propriately vile. “If my quetarra gets damaged I’m goingto personally hunt Dooku down, excise his
reproductiveorgans, and feed them to the swamp snails.”

 “Glue this one shut and start a stabilization packet,”Jos said to Tolk. “Soon as you’re done, get your
stuffpacked. Where’s our staging station?”

 “Southeast quadrant, by the backup shield generator.”

 “Got it.” He raised his voice. “All right, people, youheard the colonel. Time to close up shop and move
it!”

 Jos backed out of the sterile field, stripped off hisgloves, and went to check on his staff and their
patients.There was a procedure for moving the unit—there was a procedure for doing everything in the
military—butthey had been here for what seemed like forever, and Joshad gotten so used to it that he
had forgotten most ofthe course of action.

 Another vibration thrummed from the energy shield.If those hits were any indication, it was seeming
moreand more like a good idea to pack up the splints andhightail it to safer ground—assuming any such
thingexisted on the planet . . .

 He hurried down the corridor. They had practiced thedrill several times, during those rare instances
whenthere hadn’t been any incoming patients, and everybodyin the unit was supposed to know exactly
what to doshould the real thing ever come to pass. Jos looked atthe faces of the orderlies and other
functionaries as theypassed him, and was reassured to see that most of the staff didn’t seem unduly
worried; they were all doingtheir assignments, more or less.

 He left the building. The rains had stopped, but therewas still a strong wind trying to push the sodden air
about. Disassemblers and ASPs were fast at work, he noticed, breaking down prefab buildings and
cubicles,while the CLL-8s loaded them and other materiel intocargo lifters that had sat idle since before
Jos had been assigned here. The patients were being loaded as well,by specially designed FX-7s using
repulsor gurneys. Medlifters and refurbished cargo lifters would ferrythem out of harm’s way. Patients
were the first priority,of course, but it wouldn’t do to let the support staff be killed or captured.

 It all felt rushed, hurried, and so strange it didn’tseem real. One moment, they were operating on pa
tients, repairing troopers as usual—and the next, hurrying to escape a war heading toward them like a
runawaymag-lev train.

 Jos hurried to his own cubicle and started to pack his essential gear. You were supposed to have a
grab-and-go bag ready at all times, but after several months in thesame spot, Jos had begun using the
clean laundry and supplies in his travel bag, and as a result the kit wasmostly empty.

 The droids would load everything else in the cubicle, and far more efficiently than he could ever hope to
do. Even if everything played out perfectly, though, therestill wasn’t any way under the merciless sun that
the Rimsoo was going to be ready to leave by 1800—notunless the droids were all magicians.



 Zan had gotten there ahead of him and was stuffinghis socks into his quetarra case around the
instrument.

 “You can’t take that on the transport,” Jos pointedout as he packed. “It’ll have to go on the freight
carrier.”

 “I know. Why do you think I’m padding it with mysocks?”

 “Theft insurance? Anyone who opens it and gets awhiff of your socks will never steal anything again. Be
sides, I thought that case was reinforced duraplast.” Joszipped his go-bag shut.

 “It’d have to be made of neutronium before I’d trustit with those droids. Some of the ASPs used to be
starship cargo handlers. They could ‘accidentally’ destroy ablock of carbonite in a durasteel safe.”

 “Attention, all personnel,” came the PA ‘cast. “Thetransports will be—”

 A bomb went off in Jos’s ear—at least that’s what itseemed like. There was a deep rumble that
suddenly dopplered up and into the ultrasonic, and the overheadlight fell onto his bunk, shattering the
tough plastoidlegs as the bunk collapsed onto the floor.

 “What—?”

 “The energy shield backup generator just overloaded.It’s down,” Zan said. “Next direct hit’s going to
fryanybody outside protective shelter like a mulch fritter.”

 “How do you know that?”

 “I spent one summer working for my uncle, who installed EM shielding and domes for the Vuh’Jineau
Mining Company. I know what a shield overloadsounds like. We want to be somewhere else, fast.” He
snapped the quetarra case shut and grabbed his go-bag.“Hurry, Jos. The arrestors might help against
lightningand even partially deflect a laser blast, but a direct hit’llvaporize them. Us, too.” He gave the case
a last concerned look, then hurried for the door.

 Jos was right behind him. “Don’t the Separatists realize that all these explosions are ruining the bota
crops?”

 “Maybe you want to wait here and bring it up with them. Me, I’d rather send them a nasty letter.” Zan
plunged through the door to join the exodus, with Josfollowing.

 Den Dhur had been through hurried evacuations acouple of times before, so this one didn’t worry him
overmuch. Not until the shield went down. Then hestarted to get a little nervous. True, he was a
journalist,and in theory the other side wouldn’t shoot him if theyscanned his ID tag, but there was more
than one warzone with a cooked reporter or two to show that thesystem wasn’t perfect. The advancing
Separatist troops probably weren’t targeting the medical facilities particularly—at least they weren’t
supposed to be—but collateral hits were bound to happen with all thepath-clearing bombardment going
on, and whethernoncom or soldier, a body dead for a few days in thisweather smelled just as bad either
way.

 Den hurried toward his assigned evacuation spot, using what available cover there was along the way.
Already big clouds of greasy smoke boiled up from theswamp as high-oxy fires raged. You wouldn’t



think aswamp could burn, but you’d be wrong—deadwrong—if you based your survival on that. He’d
onceseen an entire continent aflame on—what was the nameof that planet? He’d suddenly gone blank.
Well, nowwas not the time to worry about old dangers, not when the stink of burning vegetation and ash
falling like hotblack snow told him that a droid army was slashing andburning its way closer every minute.
Now was the timeto leave the party; he could jet down the memory spacelanes later—if he had a later.

 Everywhere, transport droids, ASPs, and loadliftersperformed their tasks, breaking down shelters,
packingcrates, working fast and efficiently. Also working incompany with the disassemblers were several
small wrecker droids, which shoveled up debris or used their built-in plasma torches to melt down scrap
metal, plasteel cables, and other rubble considered not worth hauling away, but still too valuable to leave
behind as raw materials for the enemy. Classic scorched-dirt policy, and practiced by both sides.

 It wasn’t going too badly, Den thought. This placeshould be loaded out in twenty or thirty minutes and
on its way to a more secure location. By the time the droidarmy arrived, all they’d find was a dry patch in
theswamp, with nothing remaining behind in the fadingevening light. With any luck at all, anyway.

 The big problem, of course, lay in giving up the botafields. Even though it grew like—well, like
weeds—all over Tanlassa, official policy was to prevent Separatistaccess to it in any way possible. Even
as Den continuedon his way, watching the base literally coming downaround his ears, harvesters both
mechanical and organic were gathering up as much of the precious plantas possible—what little was still
viable after all theheavy artillery pounding. A transport was standing byto carry the harvesters and their
cargo to safety, whileseveral modified decon droids waited to douse with herbicide the bota that had to
be left behind. If youcouldn’t have it, you didn’t want your enemy to have it,either. A shame to destroy
stuff that valuable, but casualties of war and all that.

 Five hundred meters away, there came a bright, actinic flash, followed by a loudboom! and the sense of
air rushing in that direction. Then a wave of heat, noticeable even in this hellish place, washed over him.

 Den grimaced. Had that thermal bomb drifted a degree or two in this direction on launch, he and the rest
of the Republic personnel here would be charred history. It wasdefinitely time to leave.

 He saw part of the surgical crew in the rapidly darkening camp as they scrambled to get to their pickup
points. Jos, Zan, Tolk, and a couple of the techs hurriedthrough the gathering darkness toward a surgical
evacshuttle that hovered a few feet above the ground. I-Fivewas with them.

 More smoke blew into what was left of the camp. Theheat rose as the fires grew, creating pockets of
uniqueweather. An occasional charged particle or blasterbeam lanced through the gathering gloom, still
distantbut all too visible, eerie green or red shafts of ionizedair that Den imagined he could hear sizzling
through theburning swamp.

 Noise, heat, explosions, the stink of fear in the air.Different each place he’d been, but exactly the same.

 Run! Fast! Hide!You could taste it.

 Personnel transports floated into view, repulsor turbines thrumming and burbling, and worker droids be
gan herding people onto them. Good, good—Denhurried toward them.

 Something blew up on the far side of the camp—itsounded like a generator flywheel coming apart,
judgingfrom the metallic whistles that followed. Den huncheddown lower as he scuttled along. Wouldn’t
want to be infront of those hurtling chunks of metal—sometimes ahigh-rev flywheel could send shrapnel
screaming forkilometers before it buried itself deep into whatever it hit—be that dirt and mud or flesh and



bone.

 There were a thousand ways to die in a war zone, butthe results were all the same . . .
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 The evac point for Jos, Tolk, and several others was justahead, and Jos saw there was a vessel waiting
for them.He didn’t recognize the type, but it looked big enough,fast enough, and empty enough to suit
him just fine. He felt a sense of relief. They were going to make it!

 Through the smoke and the gathering gloom he couldjust make out Zan, Tolk, I-Five, and one or two
othermed techs hurrying along with him. “You people doingall right?” he called. “Anyone need help?”

 “Yes—all of you,” the droid replied. I-Five was striding rapidly along, more sure-footed on the uneven
ground than any of them. “For example,” he said, looking at Jos and pointing ahead of him, “you’re about
to walk into a large patch of purple stingwort.”

 Jos drew up short. The droid was right—a swath ofthe venomous plant, one of the nastier examples of
Drongar’s indigenous flora, coated the ground directlyahead of him. I-Five’s warning had saved him from
daysof excruciating pain, if not possible anaphylactic shockand death.

 Before he could change course, the droid’s right indexfinger, which was pointed at the stingwort, fired a
needle beam of bright red coherent light at it. Withoutslowing his pace, I-Five carefully moved his finger
backand forth, incinerating a one-meter-wide path throughthe dangerous growth as he passed through it.

 “Thanks,” Jos said as he moved quickly along thetrail the droid had cleared for him. “I didn’t know you
packed a laser.”

 “I didn’t either, until about thirty minutes ago,” I-Five replied. “Another link in my grid became accessi
ble. I also have some unique harmonic vocalization abilities, it seems.”

 “Really,” Zan panted as he tried to keep pace—theZabrak had never been big on physical fitness, and
waspaying the price for that now. “We’ll have to try someduets together—assuming we make it through
thismove in one piece.”

 “Don’t worry,” Jos said. “This time tomorrow you’llbe serenading us all with that thing you’ve been
working on—you know, the one that sounds like someonestrangling a Kowakian monkey-lizard?”

 “If you’re referring to my latest tone poem,” Zanreplied somewhat stiffly, “All I can say is—”



 Whatever he was about to say was lost as another particle beam blast, perhaps a hundred meters away,
showered them all with mud from the nearby bog. Theorganics cried out in disgust—I-Five just kept on
walking as the effluvium slid from his metallic skin.

 “Nice trick,” Tolk said as she tried to wipe her facewith her sleeve, which merely moved the thick sludge
from one place to another. Jos resisted an urge to try to help her—after all, he wasn’t any cleaner than
she was.

 “Isn’t it? I’m rather pleased with it,” I-Five saidsmugly. “My integumentary sensors analyze the mud’s
chemical composition and viscosity coefficient, then electrostatically repel it. Another little trick of which I
am capable that I discovered only recently.”

 “I’ll remember to ask for that when I have my next upgrade,” Tolk said.

 “Of course, some of the same effect can be accomplished by ultrasonic vibration. Please allow me.”

 “Wow!” Zan put both hands to his ears as he stumbled slightly. “Easy, will you? That hurts!”

 After a moment’s puzzlement, Jos realized that Zan,whose ears obviously accommodated notes his own
could not hear, was reacting to an ultrasound that I-Five was producing. A moment later he realized
why—the result was much the same as a sonic shower. Aconsiderable amount of the muck and mire
seemed to magically evaporate from their skin and clothes. Theyweren’t clean, but at least they no longer
looked likeFondorian mud puppies.

 “I-Five, I take back every nasty thing I ever said aboutyou,” Jos told him. “Except for the times you beat
me atsabacc.”

 They reached the evac vessel’s boarding ramp andhustled into the vehicle. A few people were already
on board, including Klo Merit and Barriss Offee. Jos blewout a soft and quiet sigh.Safe.

 “Are all your memory gaps closed now?” Zan askedI-Five as the ship lifted on its repulsor beams and
beganits ponderous journey.

 I-Five said, “Not quite. But the process seems to beheuristic—the more connection nodes my
cyberinformaticprograms implement, the faster the process goes.”

 “Good,” Tolk said. “I’m looking forward to learningabout your heroic moments.”

 “You and me both,” the droid said.

 Jos glanced through the viewport, but there was nothing to see save an occasional flicker of what might
be either heat lightning or Separatist weaponry. Other thanthat, the Drongaran night was as black as an
assassin’s heart.

 “How does the idea of being a hero make you feel?” he asked I-Five, and it was only after the question
hadleft his lips that he realized that it had not felt odd in theleast to ask a droid about its feelings.Welcome
to stochastic hyperspace, where all bets are wild . . .

 I-Five seemed to be giving the answer some thought.“It’s intriguing,” he said at last. “Somewhat exciting
aswell. As I explained to Padawan Offee, human behaviorfascinates me, and a big part of that is your



ability tochoosethe path that harms the least. Not all specieshave that option.

 “Obviously my emotional and intellectual parameterswere determined by human manufacturers. My fear
isthat I’ve been programmed—or reprogrammed—to sacrifice myself, if necessary, for the greater good.
If a moment for such a heroic act comes, I would want to makethe decision, not some predetermined
algorithm. AndI’d like to believe I’d choose the greater good.”

 A utilitarian droid,Jos thought.Who’d have thoughtit?

 A burst of sickly greenish light from above leakedthrough the viewports. It didn’t fade, and after a mo
ment Jos realized that the Separatists had fired one ormore hover-flares. A moment later an explosion,
uncomfortably close, rattled the vessel’s framework.

 “I hope they’re not getting our range,” Zan said. Heglanced through the still-open cargo bay
entrance—andsuddenly froze, his face registering stark horror in the putrid light.

 “No!”he screamed, and leapt for the open ramp.
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 Den saw his transport idle to a halt at the pickup pointjust ahead. At least the big, rectangular vessels
hadsome armor plating—once you were inside you wouldhave a little more protection than being out in
the openafforded. He aimed for the transport. In the pallid lightsof the hover-flares he saw his favorite
pubtender, Baloobthe Ortolan, clamber up the boarding ramp into the craft. He grinned.Good. A being
who can mix drinksthat well deserves to survive—

 Another ear-smiting explosion rocked the area,knocking Den from his feet. A good thing, too—before
he could get up, several chunks of metal, one the size ofa landspeeder, hurtled just above him like
meteors, theshrieks of their passage splitting the air. Den grabbedhis ears in pain.

 A freighter barge went past on his other side, repulsors humming. Two of the smaller flywheel chunks hit
it hard enough to embed themselves in its hull. The impacts momentarily canted the barge, and whoever
hadpacked it had apparently missed a pressor field node ortwo, because several pieces of luggage fell off
and wentbouncing over the wet ground.

 Somebody’ll be looking for clean underwear tonight,Den thought.Too bad —

 “No!”somebody screamed.



 Den glanced at the surgical evac vehicle, fifty meters or so ahead. He saw I-Five restraining Zan, who
lookedlike he was trying to jump from the vessel. Den followed Zan’s frantic gaze and saw the reason:
one of thefallen pieces from the cargo carrier was an instrumentcase—the one Zan carried his quetarra in.

 Most of the base’s personnel were loaded and movingaway from the chaotic scene now, and Den was
aboutten meters away from joining them on his waitingtransport.

 “Stop!”Zan screamed again, nearly breaking free. Ifit wasn’t for I-Five holding him, the Zabrak would
have leapt from the carrier in a futile attempt to save his quetarra. Futile, because by the time he’d
reached the instrument all the transports would be too far away andmoving too fast for him to catch. He
wasn’t an athlete,the Zabrak. And what pilot would risk a ship filled withpatients and doctors to rescue
just one man, no matterhow impressive his music?

 As Den watched, I-Five and Jos Vondar hauled thestricken Zan back into the carrier, which continued
tomove off into the twilight, slowly picking up speed.

 Den headed for his own transport at a trot. He looked at the quetarra case. It was only a dozen meters
away— if he changed course now, he might possibly be able tograb it up and still reach his transport—

 Something else blew up, much closer this time. He heard the unmistakablethwip! of shrapnel zipping
pasthim, mere centimeters away. Not as big as the flywheelfragments, but big enough to punch a hole
through himand let his life out very quickly.

 Your ride is overthere,Den! Go, go, go!

 But Zan’s anguished cry echoed in his mind—the cryof someone who had just lost a big part of himself.

 Without further thought, Den turned and trottedtoward the fallen instrument case.

 His inner voice went straight to lightspeed:Are you milking insane?Get on the transport, now!

 “In a minute,” he said aloud. “Just got to grab onemore thing—”

 His inner voice was not placated.Fool! Moron! Idiot! You would risk your life for a —a—musical
instrument?This is beyond lunacy!

 “You heard him play,” Den said. “A guy like thatneeds his art to survive.”

 His inner voice called him names that would make aSlime Sea sailor blink.

 But by then, he was there. He grabbed the case without slowing down, even though it felt as if his arm
was being pulled from its socket—how could such light andbeautiful music come out of such a heavy
instrument?—and veered back toward the transport.

 He could see several beings gathered at the open cargogate, among them Zuzz, the Ugnaught who had
spilledhis guts—or whatever Ugnaughts used for guts—aboutFilba. It felt like months ago; hard to
believe it had only been a week. They were all waving frantically at him tohurry. And he was trying, but
the blasted case seemed tobe increasing its mass exponentially every minute. And it was too awkward to
carry by the handle. He swung itup and over his head, hanging on to the case’s neck withboth hands and
letting the body cover his back like abizarre carapace.



 Something big and heavy slapped the case from behind suddenly, knocking it into Den’s back and
sendinghim sprawling. The sound of the explosion took half a second to reach him after he was up and
moving again, so it wasn’tthat close, he told himself.

 Just close enough to almost kill him.

 Den set his teeth, grabbed the case with both hands, and ran for all he was worth.

 Eager hands reached down, grabbed him, pulled him on board. The transport swooped up and forward,
leaving most of Den’s viscera back on the ground, or at leastthat’s how it felt. He glanced over his
shoulder and sawthat the ground where buildings had stood only moments before was now scorched and
pitted dirt. As hewatched, another mortar hit, producing a blast thatnearly burst his eardrums and almost
fried his opticnerves. He realized that both of his droptacs weregone—probably knocked out of his eyes
when he washit by that concussion wave. Ditto his sonic dampeners.

 Everything was far too bright and noisy. But at leasthe was alive to notice.

 He looked at the case and saw that the top wasscorched and pitted with shrapnel. Not enough to pene
trate to the instrument within, but, had that been hisback, he probably would not have survived.

 “See?” he said quietly. “It saved my life.”

 If you hadn’t gone after the milking thing, you’d havebeen in the transport when the blast hit! Fool!
Don’tever try to be a hero again!

 Den looked at the case, startled. A hero? That was thelast thing he’d wanted to be. He didn’t grab the
instrument out of any noble gesture, he’d just done it. . .well, because . . .

 Because . . .?

 “Because to lose Zan’s music would be areal tragedyof war,” he murmured. His words were low, and
hedoubted anyone heard him over the rumble of thethrusters. But his trusty Inner Voice evidently heard,
because the condemnations inside his head stopped.

 Den shook his head. Yar, he was a fool. But it still feltgood. At the very least, Zan owed him a drink.
Several,in fact. And here was a war story he could dine out onfor a long time.I ever tell you about the
time my hidewas saved by a quetarra . . . ?

 “Did you seethat?” Tolk asked in disbelief.

 “I did,” Jos said, shaking his head. “I don’t believe it,but I saw it. This from the guy who swore he’d
neverrisk his life for anything or anybody? He must havebent a drive rod.”

 “Carbon-based life-forms,” I-Five said. “Just whenyou think you’ve got them figured out . . .”

 The three of them looked at Zan. “When this war’sover,” he said, “if Den wants it, he can have a
position in any of my family’s companies—high enough thathe’ll need an air tank to breathe—for as long
as he likes.I’m forever in his debt.”

 “Zan,” Leemoth said, “it’s just a quetarra.”



 “No, it isn’t. It’s much more than that. I wrote myfirst conserlista using it. Learned the first of the
Berltahg Sonatas on it. It’s as much a part of me as my arm.I will never forget what Den Dhur did, not as
long as Ilive.”

 Jos grinned. He’d never tell Zan, of course, but hewould have missed the playing almost as much as his
friend would have, even though he’d have to put upwith more of that demented meewit screeching that
Zan called Zabrak diaspora music—

 And then something smashed into the carrier, harderthan an extinction-level meteor. Jos felt the vessel
drop and hit the ground. He instinctively reached for Tolk toprotect her, but before he made contact, the
world vanished in a red haze.
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 Jos swam up out of unconsciousness. His head hurt—hurtreally wasn’t the word, but he doubted any lan
guage could describe how it felt—and his vision was blurry. He was aware of the transport listing slightly
tostarboard, and of Tolk kneeling next to him where he layon the floor. She was wiping his face with a
damp pad.

 “Hey,” she said.

 “Hey, yourself.”

 “How do you feel?”

 “Like I was fanned over by a transport. What happened?”

 “We got blasted by something. You hit your head on abulkhead. We sustained some damage. We’re
slower, but still mobile. About ten klicks away from the new camp, out of range, apparently. You’ve
been unconscious for almost an hour.”

 Jos tried to sit up, but a wave of stomach-churningnausea and vertigo overwhelmed him.

 “You have a concussion,” Tolk said. “Lie still.”

 “Yeah, I hear that. Everybody else okay?”

 Tolk’s mouth set in a firm line. She shook her head.Tears welled then, and she blinked them away.



 “Who—?”

 But he knew.

 Despite the vertigo and nausea that tore at his brainand gut, despite the fiery pain in his skull, Jos rolled
over and struggled to his hands and knees.

 “Jos, you can’t help him. He’s gone.”

 Jos heard the words, but they didn’t register. Hecrawled. Zan was only a couple of body-lengths away,
lying on his back, seeming to recede and then advancein Jos’s vision. It wasn’t until he could touch his
friend’s face that he knew he’d reached him. Zan looked as if hewere sleeping—there wasn’t a mark on
him.

 “Zan,” Jos croaked. “Don’t do this, Zan. Don’t youdo this. This is not right, you hear me?”

 He put out a hand to touch Zan’s face again, and the effort spun the carrier around him. He collapsed,
hisfingers touching the Zabrak. Still warm, a dispassionatepart of his mind noted clinically. Still warm.

 But Zan wasn’t there anymore.

 “Zan! This isn’t funny! You always go too far, youknow that? Now get up!”

 Jos abruptly vomited, emptying his stomach mostlyof bile and water. He managed to turn away enough
so as not to splatter his friend.

 His head felt slightly clearer now. “Tolk,” he managed.

 She crouched down in front of him. “We tried everything, Jos. He took a piece of shrapnel in the brain
stem. All his autonomic functions went out at once.He—” She swallowed, and bright tears overflowed
hereyes again. “He just shut down—it was instantaneous.The last thought he must have had was that his
quetarrahad been saved. He was . . .” She swallowedagain. “He was smiling.”

 “Let me help you, Jos,” a soft voice said. Jos lookedup, saw the Jedi standing beside him. Behind her,
leaning in the canted vehicle, watching soberly, were I-Five,Klo Merit, and a few others. Barriss put out
a handtoward him. “I can’t bring him back. But I can help youdeal with—”

 “No,” he said between clenched teeth. “No. I don’twant to feel better. My friend is dead. Nothing can
change that. Nothing is going to make that right, or bet ter, or easier.” He looked up at her. “Do you
understand? I won’t be anesthetized. I owe him that much.”

 Tolk’s tears flowed freely now, and she reached out totouch Jos on the shoulder, but that wasn’t going
to help,either.Blast this war! Blast the governments and thecorporations and the military!

 This could not go on. Something had to be done. Hehad to make sure thatsomething was done.

 Zan. Ah, Zan! How could you leave?

 Column stared through the viewport in the transport, watching the militantly verdant swamp pass beneath
them. The air scrubbers were strained to capacity, and still the stink of pollen and stagnant water seeped
intothe fetid atmosphere. Zan Yant was dead, and Jos Vondarwas injured. A shame. Yant had been an



excellent artist, and a most likable fellow as well.

 A shame. A real shame.

 The message the spy had not gotten around to translating earlier had been, of course, a warning of
impending attack. Column sighed. Would it have made anydifference if the attack had been known of in
advance?Maybe. Maybe not. It would have been nice to havebeen prepared mentally, even if there was
nothing physically that could have been done.

 There was, and probably never would be, an answerto that. Column, Lens, the spy—use whichever
nameyou liked—they all lived in a subtle, shirting world, aworld in which black was far too often white, a
worldwhere loyalty could change on an almost quotidian basis,where friendships were both luxuries and
liabilities—risks too great to be considered, much less taken.

 Column frowned. Still objective enough, hopefully, torealize when procedural mistakes were being
made.Was this one of those times? Was paranoia encroaching,gaining a foothold in that heretofore
magnificently objective brain? If so, it had to be resisted, fought against, and, ultimately, triumphed over.

 Perhaps it was time to step up the plan. After all, itwould do neither Dooku nor Black Sun any good to
have their behind-the-scenes endeavors exposed.

 Column nodded. It was a narrow strand of web to be walked, over a chasm deeper than time itself. But
failure, now more than ever, was not an option.

 Barriss could not recall ever feeling more helpless— moreuseless —since she was a child. She had
saved Ji,had felt virtuous for that, only to have him wade backinto the thick of battle as a berserker and
be claimed bydeath anyway. True, it had been his choice, but still, thequestion would not leave her: could
she have savedhim? Would she have worked harder if he had beensomebody she had liked, instead of
somebody she detested? Personal involvement wasn’t supposed to matterto a Jedi. A Jedi was
supposed to be able to control her feelings and do the right thing for the right reasons.

 Would she ever be able to function at that level?

 She had not been able to deflect the attack that hadkilled Zan—she hadn’t even felt it coming. And after
the metal splinter had lodged in the base of his skull, shehad still not been able to save him, though she
had usedevery bit of the power supposedly under her control.

 She could not even soothe Jos’s grief over the death ofhis friend. Even if he would allow it, did she have
theability? A few hours ago, she would not have doubtedit. But now . . .

 Now, suddenly, everything was in doubt. The immensity of the war seemed far beyond the capabilities
of thefew remaining Jedi; certainly, even this small part of itwas more than she could control.

 Jos had managed to sit, leaning back against the wallof the transport as it limped along. Tolk, who loved
him, knelt beside him and ministered to his physical injury, which was nothing compared to the damage to
hispsyche. Doctors dealt in such things, they were trainedfor it, but they were not immune to personal
feelings.Zan Yant had been a good person, a dedicated surgeon,a wonderful musician, and now all that
had been cutshort.And for what? Barriss asked herself. Because twoopposing factions wanted more
power and control overthe citizens of the galaxy. Was there ever an uglier activity than war? Organized
slaughter of vast numbers forreasons that never seemed justified, or even sane?



 She looked at the medics in the transport. Sometimesthe price that had to be paid was dear, and she
had swornto pay it herself, if ever the need arose. But she was also ahealer, one who could use the Force
to repair those whowere sick or hurt. Right now, however, she felt like a single grain of sand against the
force of a massive, moon-driven tide. It was all so . . .senseless. So overwhelming.And there was
nothing she could do to stop it. Nothing.

 How could she ever become a Jedi Knight, feeling asshe did?

 I-Five said, “I understand the motivations of biologicalsto a degree, but I cannot understand how they
can shrug off the consequences of some of their actions.”

 “Welcome to the mystery,” Barriss said.

 “It does not appear as if I will be the one to solve itanytime soon. That last impact seemed to have
scrambled my recovering circuitry somewhat. My heuristic memory process has ceased functioning.”

 Barriss reached out with the Force, but the droid’smind, as others like it, was untouchable. She could
not help him, either.

 Jedi Knighthood seemed no closer at that momentthan far Coruscant, and the carefree days of her child
hood.

 Den made a lot of notes, speaking into his recorder,capturing images. Once they finally came to a halt,
the droids began to set the Rimsoo back up, even though itwas the middle of the night. Under the harsh
glare ofartificial light being swarmed by clouds of mindless insectoids, the noises and sights of the
construction encroached on the warm and wet darkness.

 The shock of Zan’s death had washed over him likean ocean breaker, a hard, sudden, and
overpoweringsurf. Den retreated to the shell of his work, the sametactic used by soldiers and doctors
and reportersgalaxywide: keep moving, and don’t think about things better left alone for now.

 People and droids did their work, and he did his job.He moved around, getting reactions, taking it all in
andsaving it.

 He came across I-Five, who was directing orderlydroids in the placement of patients inside a
just-finishedward.

 “Too bad about Zan,” Den said.

 “A great loss,” the droid said. “If it is any consolation, his final sentient moment was a happy one. He
saw you save his musical instrument. His expression of gratitude seemed both genuine and deeply felt.”

 Den shrugged. “Small comfort, friend droid.”

 “Perhaps. But is that not better than no comfort? Myemotional circuitry is not on the same order of
depthand complexity as yours, but the sadness I feel is miti gated by the knowledge that Zan Yant’s
demise wasboth quick and essentially painless—plus his mental state was, for lack of a better term, one
of grace. Youhad just saved his most precious possession. It seemed apeak moment of joy for him. I
should think that, givena choice, most sentient beings would choose to leave lifein that state than in one of
fear or suffering.”



 Den could not repress the sigh. “Yeah. I suppose. Not much of a choice, the kind of death. A being like
Zanshouldn’t have had to make it.”

 A pair of droids went by, carrying a section of building that Den recognized as belonging to the cantina.
Good. Sooner that place was reassembled, the better.

 “No being should have to make that choice,” I-Five replied. “Yet this is the galaxy in which we exist,
anduntil the powers-that-be come to the realization thatwar is inefficient and costly in terms of life and
property, such choices will always be with us.”

 Den shook his head. “I still haven’t gotten used to adroid as a philosopher. You are something quite
special,I-Five.”

 “Get used to it. I don’t expect I will be the last suchdroid ever created. I can say this: if droids ran things,
war would not be an approved activity.”

 Den nodded. “Wouldn’t that be nice.”

 “You would be out of a job as a war correspondent.”

 “I could find other work. Believe me, it would beworth it.”

 I-Five went back to his patient coordination, and Dendrifted off. Walking across the compound, he
passedseveral troopers who were obviously newly arrived—though they did all look the same, there was
a sort of naivete to the ones newly arriving that set them apartfrom the more experienced troops. They
were chattering to each other, no doubt finding all this tremendously exciting. Had he ever been that
innocent? If so,it had been flensed from him a long time and manyworlds ago.

 He’d miss Zan Yant—the man’s music, his wit, hiscard playing. But I-Five was right: this was how things
were. Not likely to change anytime soon.

 In the meantime, he had work to do.

 “Excuse me, friend tech, can you tell me how you feltabout the recent attack on this Rimsoo . . . ?”
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 Eighty kilometers southeast of the old encampment,Rimsoo Seven was now set up. Outside, it looked
muchthe same. The trees were in different places, the smallhillocks had slightly different shades and



shapes offungi, and there was even another bota patch close by.They were still a Rimsoo on a forsaken
planet, onlynow Zan was gone and the war was still out there,crouched to spring like a monster from
some dark anddank cave.

 Jos sat on his new bunk, in the same quarters he had shared with Zan, staring through the solid wall into
infinity.

 Everything was the same, but everything hadchanged.

 Droids had the capability to be more than he hadthought, and clones were not as simple as he had com
fortably believed. The world had turned upside down, but somehow things were still dropping out of the
sky onto his head.

 He still couldn’t get his mind around Zan’s death. Justcouldn’t get a grip on it. Intellectually he knew that
hisfriend was gone, gone to that place from which none return. But emotionally Jos still expected the door
toopen any minute, expected to see Zan enter, lugging hisquetarra case, griping about the rain, or laughing
atsome bit of business in the OT, before unpacking the instrument and wandering off into some classical
fugue.

 That was never going to happen again.

 People died almost every day in the OT, some of themunder his hands as he frantically tried to save
them, but this—this was not the same.

 Zan had been hisfriend.

 “Jos?”

 He looked up.

 Tolk stood in the doorway. She was in her surgicalwhites, and his heart leapt to see her—then fell and
shattered. His tradition, the centuries-old customs ofhis clan, denied her to him—his family and history
andsocial constructs all told him that he and Tolk couldnever be together. And he had believed, up until
this moment, all this to be true, had accepted that it wasanathema to even think of defying canon.

 But Zan was dead. And that simple, searing fact nowbrought home to Jos, in a way that nothing ever
had before, the truth of the old saying that he had heardbandied about all of his life, had even said himself
onoccasion, but had never really understood:

 Life is too short.

 Too short to waste on things that aren’t important.Too short to waste on anything that doesn’t, in some
way, enrich you or your loved ones. Too short by far tolet mindless rules and traditions tell you what you
could do, where you could live—

 And whom you could love.

 Here stood Tolk, before him. Jos looked at her, felttears start to gather. He stood and opened his arms.
“Tolk—” he began.

 That was all he needed to say. She ran to him. Theyhugged, then kissed, tenderness flowering into



passionas they discovered the ages-old tonic for the horrors ofwar. The truth that was always known but
always hidden: that the past was frozen, the future unformed, and that, for everyone, eternity was in each
heartbeat.

 In war—as in peace—it was the only way to truly live.

 The moment was short. The drone of incomingmedlifters broke it. For a moment, Jos stared at her.

 “Time to go to work,” she said softly.

 He nodded. “Yeah.”

 They started from the cube toward the OT.
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