Star Wars - New Jedi Order
Agent Of Chaos|I - Jedi Eclipse
James Luceno

DRAMATIS PERSONAE

Anakin Solo; Jedi Knight (mae human)

Beed Thane; archon of Vergill (mae human)
BorgaBesadii Diori; Hurt ruler (femae Hurt)

Brand; New Republic commodore (ma e human)
Chine-kal; commander, Creche (male Y uuzhan VVong)
Droma; spacer (mae Ryn)

Gaph;, refugee (mae Ryn)

Han Solo; captain, Millennium Facon (male human)
Jacen Solo; Jedi Knight (male human)

Kyp Durron; Jedi Master (mae human)

Leia Organa Solo; New Republic ambassador (femae human)
Luke Skywaker; Jedi Master (mae human)

Madik Carr; commander (male Y uuzhan VVong)
Méelisma; refugee (femde Ryn)

Nas Choka; supreme commander (mae'Y uuzhan Vong)
Nom Anor; executor (mae Y uuzhan Vong)

Prince |solder; Roya House of Hapes (mae human)
Randa Besadii Diori (mae Hurt)

Roa; prisoner (mae human)

Sapha; prisoner (femde Ryn)

Tdon Karrde; liason (mae human)

Vigi Shesh; senator (femae human)

Wurth Skidder; Jedi Knight (male human)

ONE

It was morning in Gyndine's capita city, though that fact was scarcely evident to anyone on the surface.
Therisng sun, when glimpsed a al, was ablanched disk behind roiling smoke belched from flaming
forests and buildings. Sounds of battle reverberated thunderoudy from the surrounding foothills, and a hot
scouring wind swept down across the landscape. A crepuscular darkness, ripped ragged by flashes of
blinding light, ruled the day.

The atificia light was supplied by warriors and war machines, coursing over scorched ground, streaking
through the racked sky, in orbit above the madness. Through leaden clouds dlied and enemy fighter craft
pursued one another doggedly, adding sonic clapsto the strident score of combat. East of the

bel eaguered capital, beams of energy stabbed mercilesdy at the surface from on high, fanning out like
shafts of profuse sunlight or concentrated into dazzling curtains that set the horizon glowing red asa
frozen dawn.

Loosed by advancing enemy contingents, missiles of superheated rock led what remained of the city,
holing surviving towers and toppling those dready gutted by fire. Hunks of shattered ferrocrete and
twisted plasteel tumbled onto cratered streets and clogged dleyways. A few civilians dashed desperately
for shdlter while others huddled, paralyzed with fear, in gaping, fire-blackened maws that were once
entryways and storefronts. In some quarters, ion cannons and nearly depleted turbol aser batteries
answered the missle barrage with darts of cyan light. But only in the environs of the New Republic
embassy were the enemy projectiles deflected, turned by a hastily instaled containment shield.
Dangeroudy closeto the shield's shimmering perimeter, athousands-strong mixed-species throng,



massed behind stun fencing, pressed to be admitted. At the edges of the crowd droids perambulated in a
daze, keenly aware of the fate awaiting them should the invaders overrun the city.

Were the stun fence the sole obstacle to safe haven, the crowd might have panicked and stormed the
embassy grounds. But the perimeter was reinforced by heavily armed New Republic soldiers, and there
was dso theforcefidd itsdf to consder. An umbrellaof energy, the lambent shield had to be deactivated
beforeit could be safely breached, and that occurred only when an evacuation ship launched for
rendezvous with one of the trangports anchored in local space.

Ashen faces masked with cloth against the mephitic air, Gyndine's woul d-be evacuees did dl they could
to ensure their surviva. With arms extended protectively around the shoulders of terrified children or
clasped tightly to tattered bundles of persona belongings, they pleaded with the soldiers, tendered bribes,
inveigled and threatened. Ordered to remain slent, the grim-faced troops offered neither comforting
looks nor words of encouragement. Only their eyes belied the seeming dispassion, racing about like taurill
or angling imploringly toward the one person who could accede to the entreaties and demands.

Leia Organa Solo caught one such glance now, aimed her way by a human soldier posted close to what
had become the communications bunker. With her face smudged and her long hair captured under a
brimmed cap, it was unlikely that anyone in the crowd recognized her as onetime hero of the Rebel
Alliance and former chief of state, but the sky-blue combat overalls-bloused deeves emblazoned with the
emblem of SEL CORE, the Senate Sdect Committee for Refugees-identified her as everyone's best
chance for rescue, their purveyor of deliverance. Asit was, she couldn't venture within five meters of the
stun fence without having wailing infants, necklaces of prayer beads, or rushed missvesto offworld loved
ones extended to her in dire urgency.

She didn't dare make eye contact with anyone, lest in her gaze someone read hope or evidence of her
anguish. To provide some measure of equipoise, she drew deeply on the Force. But more often than not
she paced unswervingly between the bunker and the leading edge of the shield, eager for word that
another evacuation ship had landed and was waiting to befilled.

Ever in her wake moved faithful Olmahk, whose native gray ferocity made him gppear more stalker than
bodyguard. But at least the diminutive Noghri looked at home among the chaos, whereas C-3PO-his
normally auric gleam dulled by soot and ash-was positively dismayed. Lately, though, the protocol
droid's apprehension had less to do with his own safety than with the larger threat the Y uuzhan Vong
posed to al machinelife, often thefirgt to suffer when aworld fell.

A forceful explosion rocked the permacrete under Leias feet, and a swirling globe of orangefire
mushroomed from the heart of the city. A searing wind laced with droplets of even hotter rain tugged at
Leas cap and jumpsuit. Created by the energy exchanges and conflagrations, microclimatic storms had
been washing acrossthe plateau dl night long. Hall mixed with cinderslifted from Gyndine's ruined
surface pelted everyone, blistering exposed flesh like acid. Even through the insulated soles of knee-high
boots, Leiacould fed the ground's aberrant hedt.

A loud sizzling sound made her swing toward the shield in time to see it evanesce in undulating waves of
digortion.

"Evac ship away," asoldier reported from the communications bunker, both hands pressed to the outsize
earmuffs of hiscomm helmet. "Two more headed down the well.”

Lelaraised her eyesto the tenebrous sky. Defined by running lights as oblate in shape, the departing ship
raised itself on repulsor power, then shot upward on a.column of bluefire, escorted by half a dozen
X-wings. Lying in ambush, acataract of coraskippers vectored in from the foothillsto give chase.
Lelawhirled to the soldiers posted at the stun fence. " Admit the next group!™

Crushed shoulder to shoulder, cheek to jowl, folks at the forward edge of the crowd-humans, Sullustans,
Bimms, and others-were funneled through the embassy gates. With the shield lowered, enemy projectiles
that would have been deflected plummeted like fiery meteors, one of them gtriking the east wing of the
Imperiad-eraembassy and setting it ablaze.

Leiaclapped the evacuees on the back asthey streamed toward a shuttle craft idling on the landing zone.
"Hurry!" sheurged. "Hurry!"

"Shield repowering,” the same comm officer relayed from the bunker. "Everyone back."



Lelagritted her teeth. These were the worst moments, shetold hersdlf.

Soldiers at the gate resealed the cordon and scanned the vicinity for evidence of field disruptors. In
response the crowd surged forward, railing against what had to seem the inequity, the arbitrariness of it
al. Folks closest to the front, fearing they would miss their chance at salvation by one or two persons,
tried to worm or force their way past the soldiers, while those in the rear shoved and scrambled,
determined to fight their way forward. Leiasaw that it wasfutile, and yet the crowd refused to disperse,
hoping againgt hope that New Republic forces could keep the invaders at bay until every civilian and
noncombatant was evacuated.

"MidressLea," C-3PO said, gpproaching in haste with his handsraised and his
photoreceptors™glowing, "the deflector shield isweakening! If we don't [*ave soon, we're sureto
perish!"

Asmany would that day, Leiathought.

"Well leave on thelast ship," shetold C-3PO, "not before. Until then, make yoursdlf useful by cata oging
names and species.”

C-3PO lifted hisarms higher and skittered through an abrupt about-face. "What's to become of us?"*
Leiaexhaled wearily, wondering, aswell.

The bombardment had commenced two days earlier, when a'Y uuzhan VVong flotilla had arrived
unexpectedly in the nearby Circarpous system from enemy positionsin Hutt space. A dapdash attempt
had been made to fortify the sector capitd, but with fleets and task forces already committed to
safeguarding magor systemsin the Colonies and the Core, the New Republic had little to offer worlds of
secondary importance like Gyndine, despiteits modest orbital shipyard.

By the same token, there was no rhyme or reason for the Y uuzhan V ong attack-beyond continuing to
sow confusion. With the recent fal of severa Mid Rim worlds, Gyndine, because of itsrelative
remoteness, had been thought idedl for use asatrangt point for refugees, and indeed many of those
outside the fence had been shipped in from Ithor, Obroa-skai, Ord Mantell, and ahost of
enemy-occupied planets. It was becoming clear that the Y uuzhan V ong ddighted in pursuing displaced
populations amost as much asthey ddighted in sacrificing captives and immolating droids. Even the
ground assault on Gyndine seemed to be their way of proving themselves as adept at seizing worlds as
they were at poisoning them.

Thevoice of the comm officer put aquick end to Leias musings. "Ambassador, we've got alive
surveillance probe feed from thefidd."

Lelahesitated, then ducked into the bunker, where areduced-scale hologram, dazzled by noise, had the
attention of the several men and women gathered there. It took her amoment to make sense of what she
was seeing, and even then part of her refused to accept the truth.

"What in the name of -"

"Fire breathers" someone said, asif anticipating her amazement. "Rumor hasit the Y uuzhan Vong
stopped off at Mimban so the things could fill up on swamp gas." Lelas quivering legs urged her to Sit,
and as she did she brought a hand to her mouth. Parading out of sunrise like the harbingers of anew and
dreadful dawn, came alegion of enormous bladderlike creatures, supported on six stubby legsand
equipped with arrays of flexible proboscises from which gushed streams of gelatinousflame. "The
methane and hydrogen sulfide have to be mixing with something they carry in their gutsto produce that
liquid fire," awoman at the controls of the holo-projector commented, more intrigued than horrified.
"They're dso exhaling antilaser aerosols." Y et another example of the enemy's genetically engineered
mongtrosties, the thirty-meter-tdl fire breathers didn't so much march asloll over theterrain, like loosely
tethered lighter-than-air balloons, incinerating everyone and everything in their path.

Leiacould dmost smell the nidor of the carnage.

"Whatever they are, they've got thick hides," the comm officer said. "Can't be taken out by anything less
than aturbolaser beam.”

Unable to dow the advance of the deadly blimps, Gyndine units were abandoning entrenched positions
and falling back in drovestoward the city. Strewn about were fire-blackened war machines of dl
variety-tank droids, aged Loronar mobile turbolasers, even acouple of AT-AT walkers, tipped over,



headless, collgpsed on the ground with legs splayed.

"They'rewithdrawing!" Lelasaid harshly. "Who issued the retreat order?’

Even asthe words |eft her mouth, she was sorry she had uttered them. Those officers who weren't
scrutinizing her were suddenly studying their handsin unease. Could she blame the troopsfor retreating
when that was precisaly what the New Republic had been forced to do dmost from the start of the
invason-withdrawing toward the Core, asif the dendty of the star systems there afforded protection?
Who could say any longer which actions were just, and which were dishonorable?

Exiting the bunker without aword, Leiafound a shaken C-3PO waiting for her.

"Migress Leia, the most distressing news has reached me!™

Leiacould barely hear him. In the few moments she had spent in the bunker, the battle had advanced to
the outskirts of the capita. The crowd was more agitated than before, surging forward and from sideto
sde.

Through agap in the city's kyline, Leiathought she could discern the bobbing form of a'Y uuzhan Vong
fire breather.

"It seems," C-3PO was saying, "that Gyndin€'s citizens are laboring under the impression that you are
deliberatdly discriminating againgt folks of former Imperid persuasion.”

Leidsjaw dropped and her brown eyesflashed. "That's absurd. Do they think | can pick out aformer
Imperid onsght? And evenif | could-"

C-3PO lowered hisvoice conspiratoridly. "In fact, thereis some statistica judtification for the claim,
Midgtress. Of the five thousand thus far evacuated, an overwhelming percentage have been inhabitants of
worlds whose early loydty to the Rebel Allianceiswell documented. However, I'm certain that owesto
nothing more than-"

C-3PO's explanation was swalowed by a deafening explosion. Electricity danced wildly aong the
periphery of the energy dome, and the shield disappeared. At once, the telltales that lined the stun fence
flickered and went out. A frightened gasp rose from the crowd.

"Thefield generator has been hit!" C-3PO said. "We're donefor!"

The crowd surged again, and the soldiers closed ranks. Weapons powered up with an ominous whine.
C-3PO began to back toward the embassy gates. "Well be crushed!”

With lethal efficiency, Olmahk moved to Leias sde. She was about to caution him to remain calm when
one of the soldiers panicked and fired a sonic weapon at point-blank range into the crowd, dropping
dozens and sending the rest rushing in dl directions.

Without thinking, Leiaran to the dazed soldier and yanked the weagpon from hislax hands. "Were
supposed to be rescuing these people, not injuring them!™

She threw the wegpon aside. Drawing her hand across her forehead, sheinadvertently didodged the
brimmed cap, spilling her hair to her shoulders. Wending her way back to the bunker, she grabbed the
nearest comlink and demanded to be put through to the task force commander.

"Ambassador Organa Solo, thisis Commander Ilanka,”" abasso voice responded shortly.

"We need every available ship, Commander- immediatdly. Y uuzhan Vong forces are entering the city."
[lankatook a moment to reply. "I'm sorry, Ambassador, but we've got our hands full out here. Three
more enemy warships have exited hyperspace on the far side of the moon. Whatever craft are on the
surface will have to suffice. | urge you to load and launch. And, Ambassador, | strongly suggest you get
yoursdlf aboard one of them.”

Lelathumbed the comlink off and scanned the crowd in larm. How can | choose? she asked hersdlf.
How?

A storm of blazing yorik cord meteors battered the embassy and neighboring buildings, setting fireto all
they touched. Theinferno triggered an explosion at afuel dump near the landing zone, fountaining
shrapnd far and wide. Theright Side of Lelas face screamed in pain as something opened afurrow in her
cheek. Ingtinctively she brought her fingertips to the wound, expecting to find blood, but the airborne
fragment had cauterized the wound in its white-hot passing.

"Migtress Leig, youreinjured!" C-3PO said, but she waved him back before he could reach her.
Peripheraly she saw that atal snewy human was being ushered forward, hisarmsvised in the grip of



two soldiers. Beneath a soft cap he wore low on his forehead, the man's face was bruised and swollen.
"Now what?' Leiaasked his custodians.

"An agitator,” the shorter soldier reported. "We overheard him telling people in the crowd that were only
extracting New Republic loyals. That anyone with an Imperid past might aswell kisshis"

"l understand, Sergeant,” Lelasaid, cutting him off. She assessed the captive briefly, wondering what he
could possibly have to gain by spreading lies. She had her mouth open to ask him when ameaningful sniff
from Olmahk put her on dert.

Leiastepped closer to the man and peered intently into hiseyes. As sheraised her right forefinger, alow
growl escaped Olmahk. The captive recoiled when heredlized Leiasintent, but his reaction only firmed
the soldiers resolve to hold on to him. Lelas eyes narrowed in certainty. Shethrust her finger into the
man'sface, striking him just where hisright nostril curved into his cheek.

To the soldiers utter astonishment, the man's flesh seemed to recede, taking with it his expression, to
reved alook that combined pain and pride on aface incised with brilliantly colored designs and
flourishes. The flesh-like mask that had taken flight at L eias touch disappeared down the throat of the
man's loose-fitting jacket, bunching somewhat asit flayed itsdlf from historso, only to pour from the cuffs
of histrouserslike flesh-colored syrup and puddie on the ground at hisfeet.

The soldierslegpt back in shock, the sergeant drawing his blaster and putting repeated boltsinto the
living puddle. Free of their grip, the Y uuzhan VVong also took a step back, tearing open the front of his
jacket to expose abody vest every bit as aive as the ooglith masquer had been. With his lashless eyes
fixed on Leia, helifted hisface and howled abloodcurdling war cry.

"Do-rofik vong pratte" And woe to our enemies!

"Down! Down!" Leiascreamed to everyone nearby.

Olmahk drove her to the ground even asthefirgt of the thud bugs were burgting outward from the

Y uuzhan Vong's chest. The sound was not unlike that of corks being popped from bottles of effervescent
wine, but accompanying the lively explosions were the pained exclamations of soldiers and hapless
civilianswho hadn't heard or heeded Leias counsdl. For ten metersin all directions, men and women fell
liketrees.

Leafdt Olmahk's weight lift from her. By the time she looked up, the Noghri had ripped out the

Y uuzhan VVong'sthroat with histeeth. Left and right, people lay on the ground groaning in pain. Others
staggered about with hands pressed to ruptured bellies, compound fractures, broken ribs, or smashed
faces.

"Get these people to the battle dressing station!” Leia ordered.

Y orik coral missiles were continuing to rain down on the embassy and the landing zone, where adozen
soldierswere overseeing the loading of thefind evacuation craft.

The crowd had long since pushed through the gates, but stun batons and sonics were keeping many from
reaching the waiting craft. Groggily, and with Olmahk faling in behind her, Leia began to move that way
hersdlf. She spied C-3PO, whose chest plastron had been deeply dented by one of the thud bugs, just
above hiscircular power-recharge coupler.

"Areyou dl right?" she asked.

He might have blinked if he could. "Thank the maker | lack aheart!"

Asthe three of them were closing on the evacuation ship avintage AT-ST limped into view, blackened
aong one sde and lesking hydraulic fluid, its grenade launcher blown away. A lightly armored box
perched on reverse-articulated legs, the All Terrain Scout Transport wheezed and clanked to a halt, then
collgpsed chin firgt to the permacrete landing apron. In amoment the aft hatch lifted, loosing acloud of
smoke, and ayoung man crawled coughing but otherwise unharmed from the cockpit.

"Wurth Skidder," Leiaintoned, folding her arms acro ss her chest. "'l should have known it was you from
the brilliance of your entrance.”

Blond and sharp-featured, Skidder jumped agilely to hisfeet and threw off his smoldering Jedi Knight
cloak. "The Y uuzhan VVong have overrun our defenses, Ambassador. Thefight'slost." He grinned smugly.
"I wanted you to be thefirst to know."

Leiahad heard from Luke that Skidder was on Gyn-dine, but thiswas her first contact with him. She had



had trouble with him during the Rhommamoolian criss eight months earlier, when he had downed a
couple of Rodian-piloted Osarian sarfightersintent on interfering with her then-diplomatic duties. At the
time she had found him to be reckless, insolent, and overconfident in his abilities, but Luke inssted that
the Battle of Ithor, and theinjury Skidder had sustained there, had changed him for the better. No doubt
because he reveled in being able to put alightsaber to constant use, Leiathought.

"Yourealittlelate with your update, Wurth," shetold him now, "but you'rein timefor thefina flight out
of here." Shenodded in the direction of the landing zone. "My brother would never forgive meif | didn't
see you safely back to Coruscant.”

Skidder returned an eaborately chivarous bow, extending hisright arm toward her. "A Jedi avoids
argument at dl costs." He held her gaze briefly. "Nothing in the Jedi Code about having to answer to
civilians, but I'll comply out of respect for your celebrated sibling.”

"Fing" Lelasad sarcadticdly. "Just seeto it that you

get aboard." Someone tapped her on the shoulder, and she twisted around.

" Ambassador, we're holding space for you, your bodyguard, and droid,” amale flight officer reported.
"But you'll have to come now, maam. The New Republic envoy isdready aboard, and we've received
ordersto lift off."

Leianodded that she understood, then siwung back to Skidder, only to see him running toward the
embassy gates. " Skidder!" she yelled, making amegaphone of her hands.

He stopped, turned to her, and waved ahand in what at |east appeared to be genuine acknowledgment.
"Just one small task to perform,” he shouted back.

Lelafrowned angrily and turned to the flight officer once more, cutting her eyes back and forth between
him and the sizable crowd gathering at the foot of the ship's boarding ramp. " Surely the ship can
accommodate afew more.”

The officer'slips became athin line. "We're already at maximum payload, Ambassador.” He followed her
gaze to the crowd, then blew out his breath. "But we can probably cram in four more.”

Leiatouched hisforearm in indebtedness, and the two of them hastened for the ramp. Behind abarricade
of soldiers, at the head of the line of evacuees, stood agroup of tailed, spike-haired, and velvet-furred
diensattired in colorful if threadbare vests and wraparound skirts.

Ryn, Leiarealized in surprise-the species to which Han's new friend Droma belonged.

"Four," theflight officer reminded, even as Leawas doing ahead count of the Ryn. "Some of them will
haveto be left behind.”

Six Ryn, to be exact, shetold herself. Even so, four was better than none. She edged between two broad
shouldered soldiers closest to the ramp and beckoned to the aliensin line. "Y ou four,” she said, pointing
to eachinturn. "Hurry!"

Expressons of relief and joy appeared. The chosen four turned to exchange embraces with those who
would be abandoned. A swaddled infant was passed from the rear to one of the females up front. Leia
heard someone say, "Melisma, should you find Droma, tell him we're here.”

Lelagave astart and glanced about for the one who had said the name, but there wasn't time to seek out
the Ryn. Already the soldiers were backing their way up the ramp, taking her with them.

"Hold on!" she said, coming to a sudden stop and refusing to be moved. " Skidder. Where's Skidder?Is
he aready aboard?’

She leaned forward to gaze across the devastated |anding zone and spotted him dashing for the ship,
dragging a human femae behind him and cradling alonghaired infant in hisleft asam. Thesght gaveLea
pause. Maybe Skidder had changed, after all.

"Make certain they get aboard,” Leaingtructed the officer in charge, pausng when a
coralskipper-ddivered projectile impacted the permacrete only meters from the ramp. "And | don't care
if you haveto use a shoehorn to doit.”

TWO

Degth pursued the shuttle to the edge of space, spitting fire from below, needling with fighter-launched



missiles, clutching with dovin basals housed in warships anchored just inside Gyndings envelope. The
X-wing escort had to blaze aroute through swarms of cora-skippers and take on afrigate andog, five
pilots sacrificing themsalvesin the attempt to see the evacueesto safety.

Leiasat inthe cramped cockpit watching the battle rage, wondering whether they would reach the
trangport intime. A ship that had launched before dawn hadn't been so lucky. Hull perforated in severd
places, the ovad craft drifted lazily in golden sunlight, venting atmosphere and debrisinto space.
Wherever Lelas eye roamed, New Republic and Y u-uzhan V ong vessels assailed one another with
lasers and missiles, while enemy drop shipsfel obliqudy into the well, winglike projections extended and
ablative cora blushed crimson red. Farther from the planet were the new arrivals Commander |lanka had
mentioned. Two of the ships had tentlike hulls fashioned from some sort of digphanous materid, from
which protruded adozen or more lightning-forked arms, asif dendrites from an insect-spun nest. The
third resembled nothing so much as a cluster of conjoined bubbles, or egg sacks waiting to hatch.

In the shuttle's passenger cabin, Gyndine's refugees conversed in hushed tones or prayed boldly to
sundry gods. Fear rose off the group in waves that stung Leias nodrils. She was circulating among them
when afamiliar shudder passed through the ship, and she recognized with relief that atractor beam had
possession of them.

Moments later the shuttle was pulled gently, dmaost lovingly into the docking bay of the transport.

But even there degth reached for them.

During the deboarding process, apair of cora skippers that had somehow duped the transport's energy
shield came stregking into the hold on a suicide run, skidding across the deck and exploding against a
blast shield raised in the nick of time. Severd refugees and crew members were killed, and a score more
wereinjured.

Two of Leidsfemae aideswho had remained aboard the transport hurried to her as she was picking
hersdf up off the cord-littered deck. She made plain what she thought of their attemptsto comb her hair
back from her face.

"Y ou'reworried about my hairstyle," she fulminated, "when people here need immediate medical
atention?'

"But your cheek," one of the women said, chagrined.

Leiahad forgotten all about the shrapnd. Of its own accord her hand reenacted the movement it had
made earlier, fingertips tracing the raised edges of the furrow that had been opened. She exhaled weerily
and dropped cross-legged to the deck.

"I'm sorry.”

Silently she alowed the wound to be ministered to, suddenly aware of just how exhausted she was.
When C-3PO and Olmahk came within earshot, she said, "I can't remember when | last dept.”

"That would be fifty-saven hours, Sx minutes ago,

Mistress," C-3PO supplied. "Standard time, of course. If you'd prefer, | could express the duration by
other time parts, in which case-"

"Not now, Threepio,” Leiasaid weakly. "In fact, maybe you should immerse yoursdlf in an oil bath before
your moving parts freeze up.”

C-3PO cocked his head to one side, arms nearly akimbo. "Why, thank you, MistressLela. | was
beginning to fear | would never again hear those words spoken.”

"Andyou," Lelasad, glancing at Olmahk. " See to washing that Y uuzhan VVong's blood off your chin.”
The Noghri muttered truculently, then nodded curtly and moved off with C-3PO.

Fifty-seven hours, Leiathought.

Truth betold, she hadn't dept soundly since Han had left Coruscant dmost amonth earlier. A day didn't
pass when she didn't wonder what he was up to, athough ostensibly he was searching for Roa, his
onetime mentor, who had been captured by the Y uuzhan Vong during araid on Ord Mantell's orbital
facility, the Jubilee Whedl, aswell asfor members of his new Ryn comrade's scattered clan. Wasit
possible, Leiawondered, that the Droma mentioned on Gyndine was the same one Han was suddenly
running with?

Reports would occasondly reach her that the Millennium Falcon had been spotted in this system or that



one, but Han had yet to contact her personaly.

He hadn't been the same since Chewbacca's death- not that anyone or anything had, especialy occurring
when it did, at the start of the Y uuzhan Vong invasion, and largely at their hands. It was natura that Han
should mourn Chewi€'s passing more than anyone, but even Leia had been surprised by the direction he
had taken-or the one his unabashed grief had driven him to take. Where Han had always been cheerfully
roguish, there was an angry gravity to him now. Anakin had been thefirst target of hisfather's outrage;
then everyone close to Han had gradualy fdlenvictimtoit.

Experts spoke of stages of grief, asif people could be expected to move through them routinely. But in
Han the stages were jumbled together-anger, denial, despair- without ahint of resignation, let alone
acceptance. Han's stasiswas what worried Leia more than anything. Though he would be thefirst to
deny it-vociferoudy, at that-his grief had fueled akind of recidivism, areturn to the Han of old the lone
Solo, who guarded his sensitivity by keeping himself at arm'slength, who claimed not to care about
anyone but himsalf, who alowed thrill to subgtitute for feding.

When Droma-another adventurer-had first entered Han's orbit, Leia had feared the worst. But in getting
to know the Ryn, even dightly, she had taken heart. While not a replacement for Chewie-for how could
anyone replace him?-Dromaat least presented Han with the option of forging anew relationship, and if
Han could manage that, he just might be able to see hisway to reem-bracing histried-and-true
relationships. Time would tell-about Han, about their marriage, about the Y u-uzhan V ong and the fate of
the New Republic.

With her cheek sporting astrip of itchy synthflesh, Leiatook leave of her aidesto wander forward into
the passenger hold, where many of the refugees were dready claiming areas of deck space. Despite the
battle swirling around the transport, an atmosphere of chatty relief prevailed. Leia spotted the New
Republic envoy to Gyndine and went over to him. A man of distinguished handsomeness, he sat with his
head in hishands.

"l promised | would get everyone offworld," hetold Leiasullenly. "I failed them." He shook his heed. "l
faledthem.”

Lelacaressed his shoulder in acomforting way. "Awarded the Medd of Honor at the Battle of
Kashyyyk, cited for exemplary service during the Y evethan crisis, former member of the Senate
Advisory Council to the chief of date..." Lela stopped and smiled. " Save your recriminations for the

Y uuzhan VVong, Envoy. Y ou did more than anyone thought possible.”

She moved on, listening in on scraps of conversation, mostly devoted to the uncertain future, rumors
about the horrors of the refugee camps, or criticisms of the New Republic government and military. She
was happy to see that the Ryn had found space for themselves, until she redlized that they had been
banished to adark corner of the hold, and that no one, of any species, had deigned to St within ameter
of them.

Lelawas forced to take ameandering route to them, in and through and sometimes over family groups
and others. She addressed the female Ryn who held the child.

"When you were boarding, | heard someone mention the name Droma. Is that a common name among
your species? | ask only because | happen to know a Ryn named Droma-dightly, at any rate.”

"My nephew," the only mae among them answered. "We haven't seen him since the Y uuzhan Vong
attacked Ord Mantell. Droma's sister was one of those you ... who chose to remain behind on Gyndine.”
He gestured to the infant. "The child ishers.

"Oh, no," Lelasaid, moreto herself. Shetook a breath and straightened. "1 know where your nephew is."
"He's sefe then?”

"After afashion. Hes with my husband. They're searching for dl of you."

"Ah, sweet irony," themale said. "And now we're further divided."

"As soon aswe reach Raltiir, I'll try to reach my husband.”

"Thank you, PrincessLeia," the one named Mdismasaid, catching her completely by surprise.
"Ambassador," she corrected.

They dl amiled. "Tothe Ryn," themde sad, "you will forever remain aprincess.”

The comment warmed and chilled her a once. The Ryn wouldn't have been on Gyndinein thefirst place



if Leiahad not relocated them there from Bilbringi. And what of the six she had been forced to leave
behind to face imprisonment or death? Was she princess or deserter in the eyes of Dromassster? The
flattering comment had sounded sincere, but it might have been more Sweet irony.

Leiawas heading for the bridge when the transport sounded genera quarters. By the time she reached
the command center, the ship was already being jarred by concussive explosions that tested the mettle of
the shidds.

"Ambassador Organa Solo," Commander llankasaid from his swivel-mounted chair, asviolent light
flashed outside the curved viewport. "Glad to have you aboard. It's my understanding that you were last
to board the evacuation ship.”

"How much trouble are we in?' she asked, ignoring the sarcasm.

"I'd classify our Situation as desperate verging on hopeless. Other than that, we're in fine shape.”

"Do we have jump capability?'

"Navicomputer's working on coordinates,” the navigator said from her console.

"Coraskippersin pursuit,” an enlisted-rating added. Leiaglanced at the target-assessment screen, which
displayed twenty or more arrowhead shapes, closing fast on the ship. Sheturned to look out on Gyndine,
and again she thought about the thousands she had been forced to abandon to fate. Then it suddenly
occurred to her that she hadn't seen Wurth Skidder aboard the shuttle or during her passage through the
transport. She was about to page him over the comm when the evac craft'sflight officer stepped onto the
bridge. He remembered Skidder, along with Leids orders.

"But when you told me to make sure they got aboard, | thought you were referring to the mother and
child, not their rescuer.” He showed Lelaadocilelook. "I apologize, Ambassador, but he didn't have the
dightest interest in coming aboard. Who ishe?!

"Someone who thinks he can save the gdlaxy single-handedly,” Leiamumbled.

On Gyndine, explosions began to blossom dong the trangitor and deep into the planet'sdark side. A fiery
speck in the night, the planet's orbital shipyard dowly disintegrated. Leiabecame dizzy at the sight and
had to steady hersdlf against abulkhead. The explosions didn't o much stir memories as prompt a
troubling vision of some event yet to come.

A tone sounded from the navicomputer. "Hyper-space coordinates received and locked in," the navigator
announced.

The ship shuddered. Starlight elongated, asif the past were making a desperate bid to forestall the future,
and the trangport jumped.

Crouched in the shadows of the smoldering embassy building, Wurth Skidder watched the last of the
troop carriers take to the scudded sky. Thousands of Gyndine's indigenous forces had fallen back to the
gated compound on the off chance of being evacuated with New Republic effectives. Few had been
taken, however, and many of those who had were officers with political tiesto Corus-cant or other Core
worlds.

Therewas dtill some furiousfighting going on in the city, but the mgority of ground troops, realizing that
their hopesfor salvation had left with the last ship out, had tossed aside their repeating blasters and
stripped off their uniformsin the belief that the Y uuzhan Vong would go easier on noncombatants.

Which just went to show how dowly newstraveled to remote worlds, Skidder thought ruefully.

When it cameto sacrificing captivesto their gods, the enemy drew no such digtinctions. Infact, in some
casesauniform-or a least evidence of afighting spirit-could mean the difference between the mercifully
quick death the Y uuzhan Vong offered those who measured up to their warlike ideds and the lingering
death they reserved for those taken into captivity. He had heard rumors about captives undergoing
dismemberment and vivisection; others about shiploads of captives being launched into the heart of Sars
to ensure victory for the Y uuzhan VVong.

Asif theinvaders needed a helping hand.

The gasbag, fire-breathing abominations that had torched Gyndine's forests and turned lakes into boiling
cauldrons were gathered on the eastern outskirts of the capital. Flame-carpet warheads couldn't have
done as much damage. Y uuzhan Vong infantry units-reptilian-humanoid Chazrack warriors-had followed
thefire breathersin to clean out pockets of resistance and generally mop up. The sky had actudly



brightened dightly, but what light filtered in through smoke and scudding clouds was blotted out by
descending drop ships.

One of them-amesh tent pierced by crooked sticks-

was hovering over the embassy grounds now. Skidder had just changed positionsto get a better vantage
on the ship when itstentlike hull suddenly burst open, releasing adozen or more huge, rod-shaped and
bristled bundlesthat fell straight to the ground. Skidder didn't understand that they were living creatures
until he saw the bioluminescent eyespots, twitching antennae, and the hundred pairs of sucker-equipped
legs that sprouted down the length of the segmented bodies.

He observed the creatures in undisguised awe. They had the capacity not only to ambulate forward and
backward, but aso to skitter Sdeways-which they commenced doing a once, creating aliving perimeter
around the embassy grounds and moving dowly inward, as ameans of forcing everyone toward the
center.

The sight of the creatures was enough to strike fear in the heart of the most vaiant, but Skidder had the
Force on his sde and was undaunted. Large as the creatures were, he was not without his own grab bag
of abilities, and he could easily vault hisway to freedom if he wished. After thet it would beasmple
matter to conced himsdf from the Y uuzhan VVong. He could st off into the countryside, away from the
devadtation, and live off the land, as many of Gyndine's residents had opted to do when word of the
imminent attack had spread. But Wurth Skidder wasn't aforager, and he certainly wasn't a deserter.

The fact that so few had lived to peak of their experiences as captives made it imperative that someone
elect to be taken-someone with more interest in winning the war than in understanding the enemy, as
Caamas Senator Elegos A'Klahad attempted to do, and been butchered for his efforts.

Danni Quee, an ExGa scientist who had been captured shortly after the Y uuzhan Vong's ariva a theice
world Helska 4, had told Skidder of the final days of another captive, Skidder's fellow Jedi and close
friend Miko Reglia. Quee had recounted the psychological tortures the Y uuzhan VVong and their tentacled
yammosk- their so-caled war coordinator-had inflicted on quiet and unassuming Miko in an attempt to
break him, and of Miko's death during his and Quee's escape.

Vengeance went againgt the Jedi Code-as the code was taught by Master Skywalker, at any rate.
Vengeance, according to Skywalker, was a path to the dark side. But there were other Jedi Knights, as
powerful as Skywalker in Skidder's estimation, who took issue with some of the Magter's teachings. Jedi
Master Kyp Durron, for one. It was whispered, even on Y avin 4 in the wake of the Y uuzhan Vong
invasion, that there were times when darkness had to be fought with darkness. And the Y uuzhan VVong
were nothing if not the blackest evil snce Emperor Palpatine.

Skidder was astute enough to recognize that he was motivated in part by adesire to show Skywalker
and the rest that he was not some brash kid but a Jedi Knight of old, willing to put hislife on theline-to
sacrifice himsdlf, if necessary-for agrester cause.

He rose from the shadows.

The outsize, insectile creatures|oosed from the drop ship had succeeded in herding everyoneto the
center. Some of the creatures were beginning to curl themselvesinto rings, corraling their captives and
employing their numerous sucker-equipped legs to prevent anyone from making over-the-top escapes.
Skidder tossed aside the lightsaber he had fashioned to replace the one held lost at Ithor, dong with
everything dse that might identify him asaJedi Knight. Then he chose hismoment. Asone of the
creatures gpproached, pushing ascore of beingsin front of it, Skidder rushed forward, infiltrating the
fleeing group before the cregture had made a complete circle of itself-and much to the bafflement of a
group of Ryninwhose midst he landed.

Asthe biocengineered creature joined its head to itstail parts, Skidder found himself pressed face-to-face
with aRyn female, whose oblique eyes mirrored her terror. He reached down and took her long-fingered
hand.

"Tekeheart," hesaidin Badc, "hep has arrived.”

"Handlesjust aswel as she dways did," Han announced confidently, as the newly matte-black
Millennium Falcon left behind alush little world of green and purple forest.

"A ample coat of paint and yourefeding invulnerable" Dromasaid, frowning. "Who would have



guessed?'

Han made adjustments to the Falcon's drives. "Next stop, Sriluur. Somebody once described it asthe
source of every foul wind that blows through the galaxy, but-"

"Y ou figure they were just being kind," Droma completed.

Han glanced at the Ryn, absurdly small in the oversize chair that had been Chewbaccas. "Haven't |
warned you about doing that? Anyway, quit your worrying. I've been to Sriluur moretimesthan | can
count. And let metell you, dodging Imperia bulk cruiserswasalot harder than dodging Y uuzhan Vong
battleships.”

"Han Solo has been to Sriluur,” Droma pointed out, growing more agitated. "Unless you plan on reveding
your true identity, you're just another scruffy spacer with afreshly painted ship and adeath wish.”

Han scowled, stroking the mostly gray growth on his chin as hetried to catch aglimpse of hisreflectionin
the closest of the cockpit's transparisteel panes.

"Quit your worrying," Dromamimicked him, "the beard looksfine. But it's not going to keep usfrom
arous ng suspicion when we start asking questions about Y uuzhan V ong prisoner ships.”

"Maybe not, but Sriluur's worth the risk. The Wee-quays might not be the mogt attractive folksin the
gaaxy, but they're real good at keeping an ear to the ground. And if anyone can tell uswhereto start
looking for Roaor your clanmates, it'll bethem.”

Dromatugged nervoudy at his mustache. "L et'sjust hope your pheromonelevelsareuptoit.”

Han waved ahand in dismissal. "They only communicate like that among their own kind. | aways
managed to get by with Basic." He smirked. "I'd like to see you second-guess what a Weequay's about
tosay."

"Huh?'

"What aWeequay is about to scent.”

Han put histongue in his cheek, nodded dowly, and threw switches on the navicomputer. "Maybe well
get lucky at Sriluur and have to put down in asandstorm,” he said in acasua way.

"Extra concedment for the ship?'

Han snarled a him. "No, so | can see how much sand it takesto plug that perpetual motion machine you
cdl amouth."

Droma grimaced, then sighed with purpose. 'l guess| just don't like the idea of venturing so close to Hutt
space-with or without Y uuzhan VVong in the area. Theré's no love lost between Hutts and Ryn. Many of
uswere endaved by them to provide entertainment in one court or another. Some of my ancestors were
required to prognosticate for a Desilijic Hutt. When predicted events didn't come to pass, the Hutt would
have aRyn killed by his henchmen or fed to a court beast.”

"Trueto form," Han said. "But you've got my word, no Hutt'll stop usfrom locating your clanmates. WEell
have your family back together soon enough.”

"Then we can make agart on yours," Droma mumbled.

Han threw him an angry glance. "Y ou want to explain that?"

Dromaturned to him. "Y ou and Leiato begin with. If it weren't for me, you'd be with her now. | only
hope she can find it in her heart to forgive me."

Han compressed hislips. ™Y ou've got nothing to do with what's come between us. Heck, it's not even
between me and Leia. It's between me and"-he flicked his hand at the starfield beyond the
viewpoint-"this

Dromadidn't speak for amoment, then said, "Even friends can't be protected from fate, Han."

"Don't talk to me about fate," Han snapped. "Nothing's fixed-not these stars and definitely not what
happensto usin life." He clenched hishands. "These are what determine my fate.”

"And yet even you end up in Situationsthat are not of your making."

"Like my being with you, for ingtance.”

Dromafrowned. "I'velost friends and loved onesto tragedy, and I've tried to do exactly what you're
doing."

Han looked up a him. "What I'm doing?"



"Trying to beat tragedy by outracing it. Filling your lifeto the brim, even when it putsyou in danger.
Burying your heartache under as much anger as you can muster, without redizing that you've shoveled
love and compassion into the same grave. Welivefor love, Han. Without it we might aswell jettison
everything."

Despite himsdf, Han thought about Leia on Gyndine, Jaina flying with Rogue Squadron, Anakin and
Jacen off to who knew where with the Jedi. When he considered, even for a split second, where he might
be without them, the angry words and recriminations that had spewed from him since Chewi€e's degth
pierced him like rapid fire. If something should happen to them, he started to think, only to fed agreet
black maw opening beneath him, undermining everything he believed in. Protectively, he tugged himsdlf
from dark imaginings.

"l got dong just finewithout lovefor alot of years, Droma. Loveiswhat starts thingsrolling downhill. It's
like being sucked into agravity well or being caught by atractor beam. Y ou get too close, therésno
escape.”

Dromanodded, asif in understanding. " So your mistake wasin befriending Chewbaccato begin with.

Y ou would have been better off keeping your distance. Then you wouldn't be grieving now."
"Befriending him wasnt amistake," Han said.

"But if you'd kept your guard raised dl those years, you would never have grown as close to him asyou
did."

"Okay, that was arisk | took. But that was then."

"L et me suggest an dternative error. Y ou didn't see his deasth coming and you're angry that you let your
guard down."

"Y ou'reright about that. | should've been more vigilant.”

"So let's suppose you did everything you could and till failed. Would you be grieving now, or would
doing everything have sttisfied you enough so that you wouldn't miss him?”

"Of courseI'd ill misshim.”

"Then who are you angry at-yourself for the things you didn't do, or fate for having snuck up on you?"
Han swallowed hard. "All | know is| won't make that mistake again. I'll be ready for anything fate dishes
"Andif youfal agan?' Han glared & him. "l won'."

Deep in one of the fathomless canyons formed by Cor-uscant's soaring superstructures, Sullustan
Admira Sien Sow switched off his private comlink and relayed the tragic news to the twelve officers
seated in the recently readied New Republic Defense Force war room.

"Gyndineislog."

The uncomfortable slence that greeted the announcement came as no surprise. The planet'sfall had been
aforegone conclusion from the moment it had been identified as atarget. Filling the slence, machines
whirred and hummed as they received and processed intelligence updates from dl sectors of New
Republic space. In projected light, virtua battle groups of starships moved lazily among virtua worlds.
"For dlowing thisto happen, we ared| diminished,” Brigadier Generd Etahn A'baht remarked &t last,
voicing what many in the room were thinking. And yet the silence lingered.

"While | number mysdlf among those who in the end voted againgt dispatching aforce of suitable might to
safeguard Gyndine," the aubergine-skinned Dornean went on, "1 wish to reiterate the remarks | made
during the arguments preceding that regrettable decision. By dl but surrendering worldslike Gyndine, we
reinforce widespread conviction that the New Republic isinterested only in protecting the Core, and in
doing so we play into the enemy's hand by weakening ourselves from within."

A scornful muttering rose from across the oblong table, and al heads turned to Commodore Brand.
"Perhaps it would have been wiser to send an entire fleet to Gyndine and thus deprive Kuat or Fondor of
any defense”

A'baht stood his ground, meeting the dour human's gaze. "Will that be your justification for allowing the

Y uuzhan Vong to occupy the entire Inner Rim? Isthe Inner Rim the price were willing to pay to protect
the Core?' He paused for effect. "A wise action, Commodore, would beto ceasethisexercisein
selective defense and begin sending forces where needed.”



A'baht glanced around the table. "Doesn't it disturb any of you that threatened worlds have begun to
surrender without afight? That former dlies have refused to dlow usto usether systems as staging areas
out of fear of reprisals by the Y uuzhan Vong?'

He continued before anyone could respond. "Even acursory look at the Situation revea s that those
populations who, at our urging, mounted a res istance have seen their worlds poisoned or devastated,
while those like the Hutts, who have struck deals with the Y uuzhan Vong, have escaped bloodshed
entirdy."

"You disgracedl of usby bringing the Huttsinto this" Brand said angrily. "Wastheir capitulation ever in
doubt?"

A'baht made aplacating gesture. " offer them only as an example, Commodore. But the fact remains that
Nal Hutta has been spared the ruination visited on Dan-tooine, Ithor, Obroa-skai, and countless other
worlds. My point isthat populations throughout the Mid Rim and the Expansion Region arefast losing
fathin our ability to put an end to thiswar-and | use the word intentionally, Snce few of you seemto
realize, even at thislate stage, the great peril we face. Events are reaching a point where it's every system
for itsdf.”

A'baht gestured broadly to the holoprojectors and screens. "Even this space reflects our denia to
embrace the depths of our peril. Instead of meeting openly for al of Coruscant to see, we wind up down
here, asif in hiding from the truth.”

"No oneishiding," Brand objected. "Thanksto the ineptitude of the Intelligence division, we came close
to escorting two saboteurs into our midst-or doesn't it matter to you that our security has been
compromised?”

"The saboteurs were after the Jedi, not us,” Director of Fleet Intelligence Addar Nylykerka interjected.
A'baht swung to him. "And why? Because, until Ithor, the Jedi were the ones who were leading the
campaign. Now either we assume that role, or we alow the New Republic to splinter beyond repair. We
must demonstrate our commitment to stopping the Y uuzhan V ong, and we must do so before additiona
worldsfdl."

He adopted a more affable tone. "'I'm not saying that security isn't an issue; only that we set a proper
example. By rdocating to Dometown we have encouraged everyone to think in terms of concedment.”
A kilometer-wide cavern of homes and buildings, Dometown had originaly been financed by a
consortium of investors, including former generd Lando Carissan. But the hundreds of thousands
expected to abandon the frenetic surface for underground tranquillity had never arrived, and the
enterprise had gone bankrupt. Repossessed by banks and various credit unions, the would-be
community had ultimately become the property of the New Republic military.

"Already there are new hotels and restaurants being opened on the lowest levels" A'baht was saying, "in
anticipation that those currently fortunate enough to live in Coruscant's lofty towerswill have nowhereto
go but down should the Y uuzhan V ong attack. And mark my words, ther€ll be no surviva, even here.
For if what isoccurring at Sernpida and Obroa-skai isany indication, the Y uuzhan Vong will remake
Coruscant in their own image, entombing any who have fled to the depths.”

""Has thought been given to just where we will go should Coruscant fall?" Ixidro Legorburu asked while
mogt of the officerswere mulling over A'baht's dire prediction. A native of M'haeli, Legorburu was
director of the New Republic's Battle Assessment Division.

"That will never happen,” Sien Sow assured, then lowered hisvoiceto add, "Nevertheless, we're
exploring optionsfor relocating key government and military personnel to the Koornacht Cluster or,
should worse come to worst, the Empress Teta system in the Deep Core.”

"Key personnd," someone said leadingly.

The Sullustan admira frowned. "It'samoot point, in any case, since most of the proposas have met with
opposition by certain members of the senate.”

Knowing glances were traded around the table.

"Generd A'baht's point about honoring our commitment to secondary worldsiswell taken,” Sow said,
"but I'm certain that even he would be willing to concede that sending aflatillato Gyndine wouldn't have
dowed the enemy's advance.”



When everyone looked at A'baht for confirmation, he nodded, though with obvious rel uctance.

"The attack on Gyndine indicates a change in the enemy's battle campaign. Clearly they are probing for
weaknesses, perhaps routes into the Core. At the same time, there has been amarked increasein their
mining of select hyperspace routes, which has narrowed our accessto severa outlying sectors.”

"In other words, they're attempting to contain us," Brand said.

The diminutive Sow stood and directed everyone's attention to a holomap that projected from the tabl€'s
center, showing the current digposition of Y uuzhan Vong forces. "Thisiswhat we have been ableto
piece together from direct observation, in addition to stasis probe reconnai ssance and hyperspace
orbiting scanners.

"Asyou can see, their fleets are concentrated between Ord Mantell and Obroa-skai, and now between
Hutt space and Gyndine. Should they move Coreward from Obroa-skai, Bilbringi, Borleias, Venjagga,
and Ord Mirk are imperiled. From Gyndine, Commenor, Kuat, and Corelliaare vulnerable. Analysis
suggests that the conquest of Gyndine was effected to ready the way for atwo-pronged attack. Logic
dictates that-"

"You er in bdieving that they srategize aswe do,” A'baht interrupted, "when, in fact, they arewaging a
psychological war. The destruction of natural beauty and repositories of learning, the pursuit of refugees-
such tactics are meant to confound and dishearten us. The Y uuzhan Vong are as much as saying that the
civilization we have fashioned means nothing to them. All that we hold sacred isimperiled.”

Impatience coaxed Brand out of his seet. " Spare us the rhetoric, General, and come to the point. With
such keen ingght into the Y uuzhan V ong, you no doubt have some foreknowledge of where they will
drike next."

A'baht squared his shoulders. "The next targets will be Bothawui and Kothlis"

Everyone regarded the Dornean for along moment. "Y ou have evidence to support this?' Sow asked.
"No more than what you present to support your belief that they will push for the Core. With their forces
in Hutt space, they are practicaly at Bothawui's door."

"So thisiswhat he's been getting at," Brand muttered. "He'sfindly gone over to Borsk Fey'lyadsside.
Fey'lyathewarrior, the hero of Ithor.”

A'baht refused to speak to the remark. "1 propose that elements of the Third and Fourth Fleets be
relocated to Bothan space as soon as possible. Bothawui is where we should draw the line and launch
our counteroffensve.”

Brand snorted derisively. "And if you're wrong? If the' Y uuzhan V ong should decide to assault Bilbringi,
Kuat, or Mon Cadamari instead?"

A'baht glowered. " Are you suggesting that those worlds are more important than Bothawui ?"

"I'm saying precisdy that. If any of our shipyardsfal, the New Republic will topple.”

"And if Bothawui fdls?'

"Wewill mourn theloss, but the New Republic will survive.”

A'baht shook his head in dismay. "Timeslike this make me wish that Ackbar could be persuaded to
comeout of retirement.”

Sow held up his handsto silence hdf a dozen separate conversations. " Contrary to General A'baht's
assertions, no scenarios have been ruled out. Based on current intelligence, Bothawui isjust aslikely to
be targeted as Bilbringi. But more important, we are not Smply standing by, waiting for the Y uuzhan
Vong to strike. Two plans have aready been put into action." He looked at Brand. "Commodore, if you
would be so kind."

A'baht leaned forward in interest.

"Thefirg plan involvesinducing the Hapes Consortium to join the fight," Brand said. "The Hapans are not
only well armed but well positioned to outflank the enemy. Indeed, the Y uuzhan Vong may have skirted
the Hapes Clugter in order to avoid having to engage them.”

"Then why should the Consortium worlds elect to get involved now?' A'baht asked. "Why wouldn't they
secure their own space asthe Imperial Remnant has, or cut adedl, as the Hutts appear to have done?"
"Because the Consortium has dlied with usin the past,” Sow explained calmly. "Following the Battle of
Endor, they captured severd Imperid Star Destroyers, but instead of holding on to those ships, they



donated them to the New Republic. Additionally, the Hapan queen mother's homeworld of Dathomir is
threatened.”

"Moreto the point,” Brand interjected, "the Jedi recently did theroya family afavor by foiling acoup
directed against the queen mother. It is hoped that Ambassador Organa Solo can persuade the rulers of
the noble housesto repay usin kind."

A'baht feigned alook of confusion. "The Jedi did them afavor, and yet you've asked Organa Solo to
intercede. To the best of my knowledge, sheis not atrue member of that order. Or isit perhaps that she
was once courted by Prince [solder?”

Brand fielded the question. "I won't deny that that didn't influence our decision to gpproach her.”

"And she has agreed?”

"For aprice. We had to promise to back her in seeking added funds for SEL CORE-refugee relief. But,
yes, she has agreed. Shewill leave for Hapesimmediately on her return from Gyndine."

A'baht dlowed an uncertain nod. "And this other plan?'

Brand adjusted thefit of hiscollar. "We're hoping to lure the Y uuzhan Vong into attacking the Cordlian
sysem.”

For amoment, even A'baht was too surprised to speek; then he said, "Corelliaisn't Gyndine,
Commodore. If it'syour aim to make that system a battlefield to avoid fouling Coruscant's space lanes,
you will never have my vote. Wasn' it enough that we stripped the Corellians of the ability to defend
themsalves after the Centerpoint Station crisis?!

Sow put hissmall hands on the table and leaned toward A'baht. " Centerpoint Station isthe very reason
we hopeto lure the Y uuzhan VVong there.”

Larger than the Death Star, the artifact had been discovered to be a hyperspace repulsor, used in the dim
past and by an unknown race, to capture and transport planets to the Cordlian system. The station was
also aweapon of unparalleled power, both starbuster and interdiction field generator, and eight years
earlier had been employed as s uch by agroup known as the Sacor-rian Triad, in an unsuccessful attempt
to achieve independence from the New Republic.

"Areyou teling me that Centerpoint is operationa ?* A'baht asked in disbelief. "Thelast | heard, it had
been shutdown.”

"It shut itself down,” Brand snapped. "But as we speak severd hundred scientists are attempting to return
it to operationa gtatus. If the Y uuzhan VVong can be encouraged to attack Cordllia, wewill usea
Centerpoint-generated interdiction field to prevent their ships from going to hyperspace while our fleets
attack from the rear."

"Much to the dismay of the species of the Corellian sector, | would imagine,” A'baht said. "After dl, we
didn't win many friends by interceding in the system's attempts at self-governance. If memory serves, the
blowback from that interference is what prompted Organa Solo to resign as chief of state.”

Sow nodded. "But Governor-Generd MarchaisaNew Republic gppointee, and she has given her
conditiond approva. Asa Cordlian citizen, her word carriesalot of weight, not only on her native Drall
but on Selonia, Corellia, and the Double Worlds. What's more, we haven't made the full extent of our
plansknown."

A'baht stared at him for amoment, then looked at Brand.

"Asfar asthe Corellians know, we're readying Center-point as a defensive weapon, in lieu of stationing a
flotillathere"

"How very noble of us," A'baht said in obvious disgust. "Here they've been supplying uswith
Strident-class Star Defenders, and we withhold the fact that we're planning to use their sysem asa
battleground. Just how do you plan to lure the Y uuzhan Vong into attacking?'

"By making Corellia gppear too atractive atarget to pass up,” Brand said. "By leaving the system
essentialy unprotected.”

A'baht stroked hisjaw in thought. "1t's bold, I'll grant that much. But have Fey'lyaand the Advisory
Council members been gpprised of this plan?’

"They know only what Cordliaknows," Brand barked, then softened histone to add, "Fey'lyawould
never sanction the rearming of Centerpoint-if only to prevent Cordliafrom regping such power.” He



laughed shortly. "Even in the remote chance he did support us, how then could we ensure that word of
the plan wouldn't leak? Once that occurred, every world in the Cordlian system would rise up in revolt.”
A'baht snorted in displeasure. "Fey'lyasisn't the only voice on the council. He can be overridden by a
majority vote."

Brand and Sow traded looks. ""From what we have been able to determine,” the admiral said, "three of
the council memberswould certainly follow Fey'lyaslead. Four of the others could very well support us.”
A'baht considered it. In response to the clamor from far-flung sectors for increased representation, two
additiona senators had been appointed to the council since the poisoning of Ithor. "That's four againgt,
four in favor. Who isthe unknown quantity?*

"The council's newest member," Brand said, " Senator VigiShesh.”

"Has anyone approached her?' A'baht asked. "Unofficidly, of course?"

Brand shook his head. "Not yet."

Sow pressed his hands together. "Then | suggest we do so, Commodore. Before our window closes.”
Ixidro Legorburu spoke up. "Isthere any hope that the Hutts can be persuaded to join us, actively or
indirectly?'

"Intelligence agents on Nal Huttaand Nar Shaddaa have reported that the Hutts decisonto ally
themsaves with the Y uuzhan Vong isaruse,” Sow said. "They gpparently wish to serve as conduits of
information for the New Republic.”

"Y ou accept that?" A'baht asked.

"Giventheir higtory of dliances, they wouldn't dign themsel ves with anyone without having a contingency
planin place Sow ran hishand down his prominently jowled face. "Even the Hutts can't risk being
caught on the wrong side when the Y uuzhan VVong are defeated.”

"When, not if," Commodore Brand said around an arrogant grin. "1 find such optimism refreshing.”
A'baht frowned. "l find it wishful thinking."

From the waiting room of the great spired and onion-domed palace of Na Huittas ruling Hutt, Nom
Anor gazed out on a despoiled landscape of feculent swvamps, mold-covered stunted trees, and parcels
of wan vermin-riddled marsh grass. Stained by amelange of industria pollutants and spotted with flocks
of ungainly birds, the sky was abrooding ceiling, frequently lamenting its wretched state with lackluster
showers of grimy rain. The stilted, destitute precincts so abundant in the vicinity of the spaceport were
nowhere to be seen, but the terrain itsalf reeked of impoverishment and decay.

"What avileworld thisis," Commander Malik Carr commented as he joined Nom Anor at the bay
window.

"The Hutts know it as'Glorious Jewd, " the executor replied nonchaantly. "Buit it's not without potential.
The moon, Nar Shaddag, isfar worse-completely encased by buildings and technology."”

Malik Carr grunted. "1 see no potentia. But perhaps your one true eye sees more clearly than my pair.”
Nom Anor quirked asmile. "I have been in this galaxy for sometime, Commander, and have learned to
look beyond appearances.” He turned dightly in Malik Carr'sdirection. "Imagine Nal Huttaas, say, a
|aboratory for genetic experimentation.”
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Maik Carr smiled dowly. "Yes, yes, even | can envison that.”

Tdler than Nom Anor, the commander was displayed in dl hisglory, without ooglith masquer or cloaker.
Mdik Carr'sincised face and bare upper torso told of anillustrious military career. Cinched around his
backward-d oping forehead was avibrant head cloth whose tassals were braided into lustrous black hair,
forming atail that hung nearly to hiswaist. Recently arrived from the galactic edge, where argoseswaited
eagerly for the warrior caste to complete the invasion, the commander had been charged by Supreme
Commander Nas Choka with overseeing the next phase of the conquest.

To keep hisown identity conced ed-even from the Hutts-aswell asin deference to Mdik Carr, Nom
Anor wore an ooglith masguer that obscured the scars, augmentations, and like evidence of his sacrifices
to the gods, dong with a prosthesisin the empty eye socket that normally housed a venom-spitting
plaeryin bol.

Malik Carr sivung from thewindow and planted hisfists on hishipsin anger. "How dare this cresture



keep uswaiting. Is he completely unaware of what herisks for himself and his pathetic world?!

"She, Commander,” Nom Anor corrected. "Currently, at any rate. Hutts are said to be hermaphroditic.
That isto say, mae and femal e characteristics are combined in each.”

Malik Carr looked a him askance. "And just now thisoneisfemae?’

"Fully femade, asyou will see. Asfor the prolonged walt, it's nothing more than tradition.”

"But the precedent-"

"Don't concern yoursdf with precedent. | have aplan for deding with this outmoded formdlity."

Asthe two Y uuzhan Vong walked toward the center of the antechamber, an entourage of ten honor
guards and as many attendants snapped to attention. The guards wore vonduun crab armor and carried
living amphistaffs and doubled-edge coufee knives. The femde attendants were dtired in veils, tunics,
and cloaksthat |eft visible only the sinuous markings that adorned their bared arms.

Malik Carr acknowledged the guards brisk salutes and sat down on a cushioned bench. Nom Anor
remained standing. The waiting room's high celling was supported by adozen stately if moldy pillars. The
floor was made of cut stone polished to a dazzling sheen, and woven textiles of intricate design graced
thewdls.

A bright-green, orb-eyed biped of medium size entered the antechamber. The creature's lumpy head
featured twin hornlike appendages, pointed ears, and anarrow crest of yellow spines. Itslong, tapered
fingers gppeared to be equipped with suction cups.

"A Rodian," Nom Anor supplied quietly. "A bellicose species given to warfare and bounty hunting. This
oneisthe Hutt's mgjordomo, Leenik."

Leenik gpproached his master's guests, his stubby snout twitching. "Borgathe Almighty is prepared to
grant you audience now,” hesaidin Basic.

Malik Carr shot Nom Anor avexed glance. The entire Y uuzhan V ong entourage stood and began to trail
the Rodian through an enormous doorway flanked by thickset churlish guards, whose pointed lower teeth
and forehead tusks were perfectly matched.

"I suggest you take a deep breath before we enter,” Nom Anor advised the commander.

"Isthe Hutt odor so unbearable?’

"Picture bathing in areopened grave.”

Malik Carr grimaced and sucked in his breath.

The vaulted celling of the opulent court was even higher than that of the antechamber, and floating
midway to the ceiling on abolstered antigravity couch was an outsize, bulbous-headed dug whose
disproportionately short arms might have been vestigiad were the small hands they ended in not beckoning
imperioudy to Malik Carr and Nom Anor.

Atmosphere exchangers were working overtime, but there was enough resdud ranknessintheair to
make the commander's eyes water. Sybaritic toadies sprawled about on couches and carpets-musicians,
gunsdls, and scantily attired dancers, al of diverse species. Chained to one wall, though obvioudy a pet,
was aferocious-looking beast Nom Anor knew to be aKintan strider.

Borgafavored Nom Anor with alook. "How pleasant to see you again,” her deep voice boomed. "Come
and st benesth me.”

Nom Anor-whom Borga knew as Pedric Cuf, and who claimed to be nothing more than an intercessor
between the Y uuzhan V ong and the Hutts-smiled without showing histeeth and remained where he was,
agood distance from the repulsor platform. At his hand signd the attendants conveyed to the center of
the room severd ornate boxes of the sort that might contain tribute. Nom Anor went to the closest box
and opened thelid. Almost immediately the levitated couch gave ashudder and crashed loudly to the
stone floor, nearly spilling Borgathe Almighty into her coterie of shocked sycophants.

"I'm terribly sorry,” Nom Anor said, asthe chagrined Hutt struggled to regain her former composure. "l
didn't redize that the Y uuzhan Vong had brought aong afindy tuned dovin basal for your amusement.
The creature was apparently offended by your couch's attempt to outwit gravity and decided to rectify
the imbaance by catching hold of it."

Nom Anor was proficient a mimicking the subhar-monics that furnished the Hutt language with nuance.
Even s, Borga had difficulty establishing the sincerity of the apology. Her oblique, heavy-lidded eyes



blinked in confusion, then she quickly propped herself up, putting acurl in her muscular purple-patched
tail, and gestured for two of her attendantsto bring chairsfor her guests.

The commander and the executor seated themselves with decorum, careful not to demonsirate too much
smugness over their small victory, though aflegting smile did escape Mdik Carr.

"The Y uuzhan Vong have brought other wonders, aswell,” Nom Anor said findly.

Oncemore at hissignal two atendants placed an aguarium well within Borga's limited reach, its murky
waters hogting avariety of fist-sized life-forms, the likes of which the Hutt had never seen. Borga
whispered something to Leenik, and the magordomo fished one of the creatures from the tank, sniffed at
it, and took a cautious bite.

At the Rodian's mildly enthusiastic nod, Borga snatched the thing from Leenik's long-fingered hands,
swallowed it whole, and loosed a resonant and lengthy belch of satisfaction.

"Another," she ordered.

Thistime Borga opened her jaws so wide that Nom Anor could dmost hear the living morsdl plop into
her enormous stomach cavity. She belched again and ran her powerful tongue over her lips and nostrils.
"A hit like a Carnovian edl-pup, but with just ahint of the resistance one expects from the finest nda-tree
frogs supplied by Fhnark and Company," she said, as only agourmand could. "All indl, on apar with
some of the classic droch appetizers fashioned by Zubindi Ebsuk.” She turned her gaze on Nom Anor.
"How did you come by these, Pedric Cuf ? On which world can they be found?

"Noneinthisgaaxy.” Nom Anor smiled pleasantly. "They are bioengineered.”

The Hutt glanced at Mdik Carr. "He created them?”

"Not personaly. A Y uuzhan VVong shaper did so."

"And this... this shaper could replicate the product?*

"I'm certain he could.” Nom Anor stood and gestured respectfully to Mdik Carr. "Borga, permit meto
introduce Commander Malik Carr, who will be overseeing this sector of space.”

The Huitt blinked. "Overseeing?'

Head canted dightly to one side, Malik Carr regarded her for what seemed an eternity. ™Y ou spesk for
al of your kind?' he asked in passable Huttese.

Borga's blubbery body stiffened proudly. "I do. And | have been vested with the power to negotiate with
your species.”

"By whom have you been vested?'

"By the leaders of the voting kgjidics, aswell asthe Grand Council.”

"Kgidics?' Malik Carr said to Nom Anor.

"Crimind syndicates” Nom Anor told him in their own tongue.

Madlik Carr continued to appraise Borga openly. "Y oursisthe ruling kgidic, then?"

"| am Borga Besadii Diori, cousin of Durga Besadii Tai, son of Aruk the Grest, brother of Zavva.
Wedthiest and most powerful of the Besadii kgjidic, | lord over the Deslijic, the Trinivii, the Ramesh,
Shell, and dl other clans. All the three billion of thisworld pay obe-"

"You aremdeor femae?' Malik Carr cut her off.

Borgablinked. "Just now | am with child." Sheindicated apouch, low in her bulging abdomen.

"Y ou birth live offspring?' Maik Carr said in obvious astonishment. When Borganodded, the
commander's jaw dropped ever so dightly. "Like one of our lowliest caste women," he remarked to
Nom Anor. Borga's broad forehead wrinkled in uncertainty. "Let ustak business,” Mdik Carr said
abruptly. "As. . . Pedric Cuf has undoubtedly apprised you, the Y uuzhan Vong have need of some of
your worlds-for purposes of resource gathering. To effect this, we may be required to remove entire
populations, and in some cases remake those worlds we select.”

"Y es, s0 Pedric Cuf has explained,” Borga said after along moment. "In fact, we Hutts know a good
deal about remaking worlds. When we arrived here from Varl, for example, Glorious Jewel was not the
paradise you see now, but a primitive world of dense forests and untamed seas. Therewas even an
indigenous species caled the Evocii, who we were obliged to relocate on Glorious Jewel's moon, where
the pitiful creatures gradually died out. By then, of course, we had replaced dl Evocii structures with
proper palaces and shrines...."



Malik Carr glanced & Nom Anor while Borga prattled on. " She looks like something our shapers might
have cooked up."”

Nom Anor laughed shortly. "It'strue. | thought the same thing when | first laid eyeson her.”

Borga had stopped talking and was eyeing Maik Carr with misgiving. "I'm afraid you have mea a
disadvantage, Commander," she said, with cheerful servility. "While I've made some progressin the
tutorias Pedric Cuf supplied, I'm not yet fully conversant with your language.”

Nom Anor cleared histhroat. "The commander wasjust saying that he loves what you've done with the
place”

Borga managed adubious amile. "In that case, let usreturn to talking business, asyou say.”

Mdik Carr nodded politely.

"In exchange for granting you the use of certain worlds-one of which we have already provided, asa
demondtration of good faith-we Hutts are obliged to ask the Y uuzhan Vong to keep clear of Rimward
Hutt spacein generd, aswell asto avoid the worlds Rodia, Ryloth, Tatooine, Kessdl, and certain planets
in the S'klaata Cluster and Kathol sector.”

Borgaraised her voicein anticipation of objections. "I'm well aware that you have afleet of ships
anchored at the edge of the Y 'Toub system, but we Hutts are not without our resources and weapons,
and awar againgt uswould only sidetrack you from your principa goa of defeating the New Republic.”
She stopped hersdlf. "That isyour god, isit not?!

Malik Carr and Nom Anor exchanged brief looks of bemusement before the commander replied. "Our
gods should not concern you at this point. Furthermore, it would be premature to decide which of us has
rights to which worlds when we have yet to see whether our partnership will succeed. That decision, in
any event, will ultimately be made by Supreme Overlord Shimrra. In the meantime, | suggest you broach
the matter with my direct superior, Supreme Commander Nas Choka, who will certainly wish to meet
with you when he arrivesin Hutt space, some days from now."

Borganodded. "1 will gladly grant him audience, and | will do asyou suggest and discuss termswith him.
| do, however, wish to propose something for your immediate consideration. In addition to other
enterprises, we Hutts have both afondness for and along history of dave trading. With our expertise and
our well-established network of space lanes and hyperspace routes, it occurs to me that we might best
serve the interests of the partnership, asyou say, by overseeing the transportation of captives, laborers,
servants, and fodder for sacrifices-atask for which we are uniquely suited. That way, the Y uuzhan VVong
needn't employ their own shipsfor the lowly purpose of conveying inferior beingsto their well-deserved
cadtigation, endavement, or immolation.”

"In return for what?' Maik Carr asked mildly.

"Y our promise not to interfere with the movement of spice and other proscribed goods.™

"Spice?' Malik Carr asked Nom Anor.

"Recreationd euphoriants-some of which are arachnid by-products.”

Borgafollowed the exchange, then clapped her hands. Human servants appeared bearing trays mounded
with crystaline powders, varying in both composition and color.

"Here you see examples of glitterstim and the kor grade of the minerd ryll," Borgasaid, indicating one
mound after the next. "And there you see carsunum, lumni-spice, gree spice, and andris." She paused to
regard Malik Carr. "'If you would care to sample any one of them..."

Madlik Carr lifted hishand in anegative gesture.

"Some other time perhaps," Borgasaid gracioudy. "But what of my proposal ?*

Nom Anor turned to Malik Carr with purposeful excitement. "It does suit Supreme Commander Nas
Choka's plan to gather resistant populations onto afew select worlds for indoctrination and security,
Commander.”

Malik Carr nodded noncommittally, then looked at Borga. "'Y ou have no qualms about betraying the
sundry species who embrace the tenets of the New Republic?”

Borgaloosed asnigter guffaw. " Certainly no more than Pedric Cuf has. After all, Commander, business
isbusness, and if anyoneisto profit from the galaxy's new circumstances, it may aswell be the Hutts."
"So beit," Mdik Car said with findity.



Borgagrinned broadly. "One more smal item, Commander. Since it would be to our mutud advantage
that Hutt supply shipsrefrain from unintentionally bumbling into your operations, isit too much to ask that
we be advised of any imminent, uh, activities?"

Malik Carr cut hiseyesto Nom Anor. "Exactly asyou predicted.”

Nom Anor returned abarely perceptible nod. "Negotiation is also part of their tradition.”

"Y ou do have akeen eye, Executor.”

"A practiced one, Commander.”

Borgawatched them without comprehending.

"Wewerejust discussing theterms” Nom Anor explained.

"Condgder our request an accommodation,” Borga said offhandedly. A show of confidence."

"What you ask seems harmless enough,” Malik Carr dlowed. "Asyou say, Borga, we certainly wouldn't
want your spice vessdsinadvertently disrupting our activities.”

"As| say, Commander."

"Until further notice, then, you may want to consder avoiding the Tynnani, Bothan, and Cordlian
systems. Tynna, especidly s0."

Borgas broad grin returned with interest. "Tynna, Bothawui, and Cordlia... Asit happens, Commander,
wedo limited businessin al of those systems.”

Mdik Carr sniffed arrogantly. " | suggest you reduce your businessto zero."

No sooner had the Y uuzhan V ong entourage | eft the palace than three Huitts hurried into Borga's court. A
young Huitt, uniformly tan in color, dithered in on his own power; an older one, with astripe of green
pigmentation running down his spine and tapered tail, was bornein on alitter supported by adozen
leathery-skinned Weeguays, and an even more aged one, sporting awispy gray beard, made use of a
hoverded.

Thelatter Hutt, Pazda Deslijic Tiure-uncle of the celebrated Jabba Desilijic Tiure-wasthefirst to voice
his outrage.

"Who do they think they are, making demands of the Huitts, asthough we were sometrifling species
concerned only with escaping bloodshed? That Malik Carr, he reminded me of the worst of Palpatine's
Imperid moffs. And the one who calls himself Pedric Cuf was equdly treacherous-speaking out of both
Sdesof hismouth."

Pazda showed Borga his most austere expression. " The Desilijic would never have permitted such
indignitiesto take place in their court. Jabba would have fed Maik Carr and Pedric Cuf to arancor and
taken his chanceswith the Y uuzhan VVong flest.”

"Like hetook his chanceswith Jedi Master Sky-waker?' the young Hutt, Randa Besadii Diori,
remarked. "Personally, | dwaysfdt that Tatooine's aridity wreaked havoc with Jabba's judgment.”
Elevating himsalf on his powerful tail, he nodded at his parent, Borga. "'Y ou handled them expertly.”
"Impertinent pup,” Pazdawheezed. "What do you know of judgment or strategy, growing up asyou have
inwedlth and privilege?'

"Onething | know, old Hutt, isthat | will never lose my weslth and privilege,” Randatold him now.
"Enough of this" thelittered Hutt, Gardullathe Y ounger, chimed in, impaing Randawith his gaze.
"Respect your elders-even when you don't agree with them.” He ordered his muscular bearersto steer
him closer to Borga, nodding in regard as he neared the chief Besadii's levitated couch. "To deceive an
enemy, pretend to fear him."

The grin Borga had worn for Maik Carr and Nom Anor had been replaced by alook of narrow-eyed
fury. "Better to have the Y uuzhan VV ong overestimate our subservience than our shrewdness.”
Gardullalaughed without mirth. ™Y ou succeeded in tricking them into revedling their next targets.”

"Asl promised you | would."

"Such inteligenceis potentialy invauable. Do we now inform the New Republic of the invaders
desgns?'

Borga shook her head. "New Republic Intelligence operatives have dready been making overtures. Let
uswait and see what they bring to the bargaining table.”

"It had better be an offer of great worth,” Randa said.



Gardullaignored the comment. "No doubt the Y uuzhan VVong will expect usto reved ther plan.”

"No doubt," Borgaagreed. "That's why we will make no move. The New Republic will have to cometo
us”

She lowered the couch to the floor. "When Xim the Despot and his droid legions attempted to invade
Hutt space, the great Kossak defeated them at V ontor and sent them fleeing for the Tion Hegemony.
And when Moff Sarn Shild attempted to blockade Na Hutta and destroy our moon, the great clans set
asdether differences to manipulate weak Imperias and send their forcesfleeing, aswell.”

She paused to glancein turn at Pazda, Randa, and Gardullathe Y ounger. "We have weathered many
storms, and we will wegther this one, aswell. With care, we can play the New Republic againgt the
invadersfor the betterment of the Hutts."

"And wewon't need abungled Desath Star to do it,"

Pazda muttered, in reference to Durga's failed Darksaber Project.

Borgaglowered a him. "Insult my family again, and this court will no longer be availableto you."

Pazda mustered a chastised look. "Excuse the grumbling that comes with advanced age, Y our Highness."
Gardulla shook with sinister laughter. "Asmy parent used to say, 'There's dways enough to
divide-enough to keep, enough to spread around, enough to be stolen- aslong asyou'refirst to get to it.'
Borgalaughed with him. "For the time being, let the word go out to our subcontractorsto exercise
caution in their transactions and ddliveries" She glanced at Leenik. "Who manages our affairsin the
targeted systems?”

The Rodian dipped his head in a curt bow. "Boss Bunji oversees shipmentsto Corellia; Crev Bombaasa
to TynnaandBothawui.”

Borgalicked her lips. "Inform them to suspend dl businessto the threatened systems-and to double their
effortselsewhere." She clapped her hands loudly, awakening those sycophants who had dozed off. "L et
us have music and dancing in celebration of thisday!™

HVE

Leia paced from bulkhead to bulkhead in her cramped cabin space aboard the New Republic transport.
Head moving back and forth, servos whining and whirring, C-3PO tracked her movements, while
Olmahk and Leia's second bodyguard, Bashakhan, stood vigilantly to either side of the curved hatch. An
illuminated planetary crescent of blue and brown dominated the view from the cabin's transparisted
observation bay.

A tone sounded from the communications suite, bringing Leiato asudden halt.

"Ambassador,” araspy voice said, "we have the Ral-tiiri minister on channd one."

C-3PO pressed alighted tile on the console, and the head and shoulders of a gray-haired man resolved
inlife-sze holo. "Madam Ambassador,” the man said as Lela positioned hersdf for the visud pickup. "To
what do | owe this honor?’

Lelafrowned in anger. "Don't trifle with me, Minister Shirka. Why have we been refused landing
privileges at Grallia Spaceport?"

Shirka's deeply lined face twitched. "I'm sorry, Ambassador, | thought you'd aready been informed.”
"Informed of what?'

"The Ralltiiri Secretariat has vetoed the proposa that would have allowed usto accept any displaced
peoples”

"| thought s0," Leiafumed. "And just what am | supposed to do with the six thousand refugees who were
promised temporary shelter on Raltiir?"

"I'm afraid that's not for meto decide.”

"But the Secretariat agreed to thislast week. What could have changed since then?"

Shirkalooked uncomfortable. "It's rather complicated. But to be concise, the idea of accepting refugees
didn't st well with severa of our moreinfluentia off-world investors. That, of course, led the centra
banksto pressure the Ministry of Finance, and-"



"| assured you that the New Republic Senate had approved the alocation of fundsfor Raltiir.”

"So you did, Ambassador, but the promised funds have not arrived, and to be frank thereis rampant talk
that they never will. Asitis, investor confidence has been shaken. And as I'm sure you're aware, what
happens on Ralltiir affects market response dl dong the Perlemian Trade Route.”

Lelafolded her ams. "Thisisn't some stock issue, Minigter. Thisis about everyone pulling together to
help. What's hgppening in the Mid Rim might not seem of pressing importance herein the Core, but
you're fooling yoursdlf if you think you can hide from this. Have you aready forgotten what the Emperor
did when Rdltiir lent its support to the Alliance?'

Shirkabristled. "Isthat meant to be athreat, Ambassador?*

"Y ou misunderstand. I'm only suggesting that you consider the heinous actions of Lord Tion and
Governor Dennix Graeber as prelude to what the Y uuzhan Vong are capable of doing-and without
provocation. Remember what it waslike to be denied rdlief, Minister? Remember what Alderaan risked
for Raltiir?'

Shirkaworked hisjaw. "Y our mission of mercy at that time has not been forgotten. But, then, the
Alliance did receive something inreturn ..."

Shirkasdlusonwas clear. A wounded Imperia soldier Leiarescued had been thefirst to tell of

Pal patine's superwegpon, the Death Star.

"Regardless of who gained what," she said after amoment, "isit Raltiir'sintention to remain neutrd inthe
coming storm to avoid disturbing the privileged lives of its wedthy resdents and investors?"

Anger mottled Shirkasface. "This conversation is over, Ambassador,” he said, and terminated the
connection.

Lelaglanced at C-3PO and blew out her breath. "Of &l the-"

"Ambassador,” the same raspy voice interrupted. "Governor-General Amer Tariq of Rhinnal on channel
four."

C-3PO pressed another tile, and aminiature image of Tariq rose from the holoprojector.

"Lela" the dder satesman and noted physician began, "1'm so glad to see you safe and sound.” Tariq
wore an impeccably tailored suit, whose mix of colorswastoo vivid for the holo.

"Thank you, Amer. Did you receive my message?"

"I did, Lela. But I'm sorry to report that | don't have encouraging news. Rhinnal cannot possibly accept
additiond refugees at thistime, even on atemporary bass.”

Leiawas confounded. "Amer, if thisis about funds-"

He gave his head afirm shake. "Don't confuse Rhinna with Ralltiir, my dear. It'ssSmply that theten
thousand refugees we received from Ord Mantell have strained our resources to the breaking point. Just
yesterday we were forced to reroute more than two thousand to the Ruan system.”

Leids eyebrows went up. "Ruan is still accepting exiles?!

"More than accepting; Ruan isactudly soliciting. In fact, I'm certain that Ruan would be willing and able
to accommodate everyone you evacuated from Gyndine."

One of ahost of agricultura worlds managed by Sdl-liche Ag Corporation, Ruan, on the edge of the
Deep Core between Coruscant and the Empress Teta system, was by galactic standards only a short
jump away.

"Let'shopeso, Amer," Lelasaid.

"My humblest gpologies, my dear.”

The transmission ended abruptly, and Leia collapsed into achair. She brought her hand to her mouth to
gifleayawn. "Maybe I'll get some rest after Ruan,” she started to tell C-3PO when the comm tone
sounded again.

"Yes?' she directed to the audio pickup.

"A tranamission of unknown origin, rlayed from Bilbringi."

Leiasighed wearily. "What now?'

"I believeit's your husband, Ambassador."

A snowy image gppeared on the communication consol€'s display screen. Leiarecognized the forward
cargo hold of the Millennium Facon, though it took her amoment to recognize Han behind the beard.



"How do you like my new look?" he asked, stroking the salt-and-pepper growth.

"Han, whereareyou?"

He swiveled the navicomputer chair. "'1'd rather not say just now."

She nodded in agdled but knowing way. "How did you know where to find me?

"l heard about Gyndine. Wasn't too difficult after that. Y ou're till well known, whether you likeit or not."
"So areyou, Han. And for al anyone knows, the Y uuzhan Vong could be hunting for you or the Falcon.”
Han's brows beetled and his mouth formed a puckered O. "I'm not a complete blockhead, you know.
That'swhy | grew the beard and had the Falcon painted.”

Ledseyeswidened. "Painted?"

"Anodized, actudly. A lovely shade of matte black. Shelookslike amortician'sddight.”

"What system are you planning to snesk into thistime?”

"Sneek?'

"You heard me"

"Oh, I get it. Y ou mean maybe instead of frolicking around out here, | should be devoting my timeto
saving plangts.”

Leiahuffed. "I'm not interested in saving planets, Han. I'm interested in saving lives."

"Well, what'd you think I'm trying to do? Thisis al about finding Dromas rdatives and Roa, Leia It has
nothing to do with Ord Mantell or Gyndine or anywhere else. Besides, aman's good for only one
promise at atime, and | gave mineto Droma."

Lelaexhded dowly. "I'm sorry, Han. | understand what you're doing.” She smiled thinly. "At least we il
have something in common.”

Han averted his gaze momentarily. " Speaking of which, wasit you who arranged for Ord Mantell's
refugeesto betransferred to Gyndine?'

"Yesregretfully.”

Han gave her alopsided smile. ™Y ou're complicating my search, sweetheart.”

Leidsfrudration returned. "Am I? And who created such amuddle on Vortex that the local governor
decided to renege on his promise to accept any refugees whatsoever?'

"l was only trying to-" Han'simage suddenly tilted to one side, asif the Falcon had been stood on end.
"Hey, Droma, watch what you're doing up therel” He turned back to the cam, jerking athumb in the
direction of the Falcon's outrigger cockpit. "Guy claimsto be apilot, but you'd never know it by the way
he handlesaship.”

Leiatook her lower lip between her teeth in disquiet. "How are you two getting aong?’

Hesnorted. "If | didn't owe him my life, I'd probably jettison him right here.”

"I'msure” Lelasad quietly.

"By theway, you might want to passaong to the fleet office that aflotillaof Y uuzhan VVong shipswas
spotted near Osarian. Couple of destroyer anal ogs and-"

"Han," shesad, cutting him off. "Dromas sgter ison Gyndine."

He sat bolt upright. "What? How do you know that?"

"Because some of his clanmates are among the group evacuated from Gyndine. There wasn't time to take
everyone, and hissister wasone of at least six Ryn | wasforced to leave behind. | didn't know until we'd
aready transferred everyone to the transports.”

"Why didn't you say so inthefirst place?' Han demanded.

"Because there's nothing either of us can do about it. Gyndine's occupied.”

"There are ways around that," Han mumbled distractedly.

Lelacompressed her lips. "You areinfuriaingly predictable.”

"And you worry too much.”

"Someone hasto.”

"Leia will you betherefor awhile-on Ralltiir?"

She shook her head. "WElIIl beleaving for Ruan, if | have any say in the matter. Then I'm going to
Hapes."

"Hapes?' Han said in incredulity. "And you accuse me of putting mysdlf in thethick of things? Why there



of dl places?'

"With any luck, to enlist the Consortium's help. The New Republic fleets are spread too thinly to defend
the Colonies, let donethe Core. And now with Bilbringi, Corellia, perhaps even Bothawui endangered,
we need al the support we can raly. Which reminds me, Han, Admiral Sow has asked Anakinto goto
Cordliato help in reenabling Centerpoint Station.”

He snorted. "It's about time the New Republic started considering Corellias defense.”

"Thenyoureadl right with hisgoing-without either of us?"

"How old were you when you agreed to carry the technica readouts of the Death Star? Which of usis
watching over Jainawhen she flieswith Rogue Squadron?' "But-"

"Besdes, Anakin'saJedi."

"l supposeyoureright,” Leiasaid, clearly unconvinced.

Han smiled ambiguoudy. "Be sureto say hello to Prince Isolder for me."

"Why don't you come with me to Hapes and tel him in person?”

Helaughed a theidea. "What, and spoil your fun?' "What's that supposed to mean?' He started to reply
but bit back whatever he had in mind to say, and began again. "Isthere any hope for the folks you
couldn't extract from Gyndine?'

Lelashut her eyes and shook her head. "'I'm not sure any of them even survived.”

"I am Chine-ka, commander ofthe vessel you find yourselves aboard,” the Y uuzhan Vong officer
announced in expert Basic as he meandered dowly among the immobilized and shackled beings captured
on Gyndine.

Sender and of towering height, he wore aturban in which awinged creature was nested, its round black
eyes mere centimeters above Chine-ka's own and identical to them. His command cloak, too, had a
mind of itsown, not so much trailing dong the hold's pliant deck asin tow. The designsthat twined
around hisforearmswere of adecidedly beastly motif, though of a menagerie unknown to any of the
captives, and the fingers of his elongated hands sported curving talons.

"Thisvessdl, which answersto the name Crechein your traders tongue, isto be your world for the
foreseeable future. Intime, the purpose of its sphere cluster design will be made clear to you. But even
while you grapple with its mysteries, | want you to think of it as your home, and of mysdf and my crew
asyour parents and teachers. For you, dl of you, have been sdected from Ord Mantell's and Gyndin€'s
defeated multitudes to execute asingular service.”

Chine-kal stopped in front of Wurth Skidder, perhaps by chance, though Skidder preferred to think that
some of histrue nature, atouch of the Force, bled through the menta blanket he'd thrown over his
identity. Behind the commander walked the tunic-wearing priest who had supervised prisoner sdection
on Gyndine's surface, aswdl asthe immolation of thousands of droids.

Skidder and the hundreds of unclothed othersin the ship's cavernous, organic hold were literdly fixed in
place by dollops of binding blorash jelly and fettered by the pincers of living creatures. To hisright stood
an dderly man-clearly a captive of some earlier campaign- made to appear younger than hisyears by
cosmetic trestments; to hisleft, two of the half-dozen Ryn who had also been selected for "singular
service" aboard the Y uuzhan Vong ship, which, from space, had resembled abunch of grapes.
Elsawhere were other veteran captives, some left haggard, some strengthened by whatever ordealsthey
had been put through.

"Y ou have no doubt heard rumors of what occurred on the worlds you know as Dantooine, Ithor, and
Obroa-skai," Chine-ka said, back in motion, "and you have no doubt heard rumors about how the

Y uuzhan Vong treat their prisoners. | can assure you that al you have heard are lies and exaggerations.
"We are only trying to bring you atruth you sadly overlooked in your climb from the prima muck. Met
with resistance, we have been left with no option but to force that truth on you; met with acceptance, we
have been far more charitable than your New Republic overseers would have been to us.

"Because of politica affiliations and other aliances, worlds don't often have a choice in whether to accept
or decline our offer of enlightenment; the voice of afew decide the destiny of the many. But on this vessdl
you areindividudsfirst, and each of you has an opportunity to decide for yoursalf whether to resst or to
accept. Y ou have ahand in determining your destiny-in governing your fate.”



Flanked by well-armed guards and il trailed by the priest, Chine-ka cameto ahat adongsde atal
statue of acreature that could only have sporung from some Y uuzhan Vong bestiary. Its convoluted body
might have been modeled on a human brain, and yet the body possessed two large eyes and what
appeared to be amouth or wrinkled maw. Arms or tentacles extended from its base, some stumpy,
othersgracile.

"I don't want you to think of yourselves as captives or daves, but rather as collaboratorsin agrand
enterprise,” the commander continued. " Serve me wdl, put your heartsinto your work, and you will be
rewarded with your lives. Fail me out of weekness, and | may bewilling to forgive; but fail me with
design, and punishment will be meted out swiftly and without mercy. In either case, | will be rewarded by
the gods, though I'll be forced to look elsewhere for collaborators.

Skidder cut his eyesto the man beside him. "How long have you been aboard?' he asked out of the
corner of hismouth.

"Losing track," the captive answered in alow voice. "A couple of standard months." With subtle
movement of his chin heindicated the emaciated man to hisright. "My friend and | were captured on the
Jubilee Whed a Ord Mantell. Got sucked out of the facility by some kind of space worm. First we were
taken aboard adave galey. Thought for awhile we were going to be launched into a star and sacrificed.
Then we were transferred to this vessdl." The man shot Skidder aglance. "Y ou?'

"Captured on Gyndine."

"Soldier?'

"Indigenous ground force."

The man turned ever so dightly in Skidder's direction. "But you're not native to Gyndine. From the Core,
I'dsay."

"Onwhat basis?'

"Hairsyle, for onething. Theway you carry yoursdlf. Intrusion specidist? Intelligence officer?!

"Nether."

The man glanced downward. "Those aren't the feet of aninfant ry soldier.”

"l didn't say | was. Operated an AT-ST scout.”

The man nodded. " Okay, haveit your way."

"What's your name?" Skidder asked.

"Roa. My friend is Fasgo. Y ou?'

"Keyn. Any ideawhere were headed, Roa?'

"None."

"What about this'sngular service' 7"

Roa snorted softly. "Y ou'll see soon enough, Keyn."

Chine-ka's preamble had resumed. "It'stime you had alook at the centerpiece of our endeavor,” he was
saying. "Think of it for the moment asawork in progress, but onethat al of you will help to complete.”
Behind the commander rose amembranous partition, beyond which-Skidder was certain-lay the nucleus
of the ship. When Chine-kd turned, the membrane parted like a stage curtain.

Though Skidder had never seen onein the flesh, he knew immediately that he was gazing a the living
mode for the statue that adorned the hold amaturing war coordinator-the grotesque biogenetic cresture
the Y u-uzhan VVong cdled ayammosk.

SIX

A cool mist obscured the flowering crowns of Yavin 4'stalest trees. The steep stairways of the ancient
templesthe Rebel Alliance had claimed so many years before and that had since become atraining
ground for the Jedi Knights climbed into the mist and vanished. Chucklucks and chitterwebs, ordinarily
raucous at that time of the morning, perched on the low branches of Massass trees, waiting for the sky to
clear. Stinger lizards and stintaril rodents sat motionless as statues. Even the gas giant Y avin was not to
be seen, though it backlighted the mist adeep orange color.

Stopped in apathway that meandered to the Great Temple, Luke Skywalker drank in the stillness. The



Force, ordinarily lucid, seemed blanketed by the mist, aswell, and could manage little more than a
whisper.

Somewherein the ghodtly, virid surroundings a belly-bird cooed. But Luke knew that what struck his ear
asmelodic was only the bird proclaiming itsterritory, warning others away. He listened more intently,
catching the sounds of creatures foraging or on the hunt for food. It was the way of the Force that some
should survive and others perish. Death without maicious intent, for nature didn't have adark sde. One
couldn't compare the crystal snake's search for prey with what the Emperor had done during his cruel
reign and what the Y uuzhan V ong were doing now. But L uke had been asking himself, amost sincethe
gart of theinvasion, how did lifereved itsdf to Y uuzhan VVong eyes and ears?

He gared into the migt. It was asif someone had thrown agauzy veil over hiseyes. Images cameto him
of insects disguisng themsdaves asleaves, twigs, and flower blossoms, and of small animals mimicking the
variegated litter of the forest floor. Camouflage, Luke thought.

Deception, gedth, misdirection. . .

The Y uuzhan Vong had swept into the galaxy like one of the unpredictable sormsthat blew across Yavin
4. Their faith in their gods was like Palpatinesfaith in the dark side of the Force. And yet, for dl the evil
they embodied, they were not Sith; they were not emissaries of the dark side. Blind obedience provided
judtification for even their most hideous actions. What made them servants of evil was not their faith but
their need to force that faith on others and to destroy wantonly any who stood in their path. They failed to
recognize light or dark because in some sense they saw existence asan illuson. Lacking any intringc
vaue, lifewasto belived in service to the gods, and the reward for that service waited in alife beyond.
When Luke or other Jedi had tried to peer into them, the Y uuzhan Vong had been found to be voidsin
the Force, absent the animated luminosity that embraced dl living things. But if the Force did not flow
through them, wasit possible that the Force was likewise nonexigtent in the galaxy in which they had
evolved? Could the Force be specific to one place and not another, asif the result of an evolutionary
occurrence unique in the universe? Or wasiit rather that the Force waslacking only in the Y uuzhan
Vong-and in ther living wegpons, of course, which werelittle more than extensions of themsalves?

Inal likelihood Marahad falen victim to one of those wegpons-an illnessthe Y uuzhan VVong had
introduced-and while her strength in the Force had held theillnessin check where it had overwhelmed
others, Luke wasn't absolutely certain that the Force would have been the ultimate victor in Maras battle.
Not when her recent return to better health owed to an antidote introduced indirectly by the Y uuzhan
Vong.

Deception, stedth, misdirection ...

For dl hisintense curiosity, Luke understood that it was imperative that the invaders be defeated. I
defeat could be accomplished short of exterminating the Y uuzhan V ong, so much the better, for then
some of his questions might one day be answered. But until such time the Jedi were obligated to aid and
abet in the war that had been thrust upon the galaxy. How best to execute the Jedi obligation to peace
and justice was an issue he was till grappling with.

The cryptic murmuring of the Force returned him to the moment. He recognized that hisvisitor had
ceased taking some time ago, and he sivung to face him now.

"I'm sorry, Talon, you were saying?"

Tdon Karrde smiled faintly. But instead of picking up where held left off, he smoothed the ends of his
dark mustache and continued to observe the Jedi Master with candid interest.

"You know, Luke, I can't tell you how often I've wondered what the universe looks like through the eyes
of aJedi. | used to tell mysdlf that you werent dl that different from an H'kig priest or an Ithorian who
had heard the call, only instead of revering H'kig or nature you |ooked to the Force. But the comparisons
never held up. Y ou seethingsthe rest of us don't see-or can't see-and those things aren't just the
products of amind-set the Jedi have cultivated as a separate redlity. Y ou seeinto the heart of redity, and
that ability informsyour actions.”

Karrde's blue eyes sparkled. "I've seen you make decisons| couldn't fathom at the time, but later turned
out to be theright decisions. | used to watch Marado the same thing. And as someone who has dways
prided himself on making use of privileged information, | had to ask mysdlf whether those decisonswere



based solely on data | didn't have accessto, or if the Force gave you the ability to tug redity thisway or
that as needed-as required by your visions.

"| sensethe latter's true with you, but I'm not sureif it appliesto Mara" Karrde uttered ashort laugh.
"I'm sorry | never knew you when you were fresh off Tatooine-before you turned into adeep thinker. I'm
not saying that Maraisn't adeep thinker, but the Force seemsto compel her to act more on intuition than
deliberation.”

Ceremonioudy, Luke lowered the cowl of his Jedi robe. "Maraand | are different but complementary-in
the same way Anakin and Jacen are. There are different aspects to the Force, and not al Jedi focus on
the same one. My Masters admonished me for aways|ooking toward the future without realy seeing it.”
"Could your father see the future?' Taon asked carefully.

"My father was not the seer but thelens.”" Luke grew introgpective for amoment, then smiled
enigmatically. "By theway, if Mara had known you were coming to Y avin 4, she would have postponed
her vist to Coruscant.”

"Another evaluation?'

"On the contrary. She refuses to be scanned, examined, or evaluated by anyone.”

"Thenit actudly cured her-thismagic dixir Solo wasgiven?'

"Not an dixir-tears. And no one will use the word cure, even Mara. | urged her to hold off on taking the
antidote until we could be sureit wasn't potentialy dangerous, but she refused. Sheindsted on taking the
rsk."

Tdon nodded. "Her intuition. But you're not convinced?"

Luke gazed at the jungle. "The Y uuzhan VVong priestess who claimed she wanted palitical asylumwasa
weapon sent to assassinate as many Jedi as she could gather. The being who traveled with her, Vergere,
was not Y uuzhan Vong, but that doesn't mean she wasn't serving their interests., ™

"Thedixir could have been part of the plot,” Talon said. "The Y uuzhan VVong could have wanted to make
it gppear thisVergere was on our side, to erase doubts about the substance she gave Han."

Luke said nothing.

"But Mards better.”

"Hedlthier than she'sbeen in dmogt ayear,” Luke admitted. "Joyous-as| am.”

"If she doesdlide, if the effect turns out to be temporary..."

"Whatever is contained in Vergere's tears can't be replicated. The chemica actionisas puzzling as
anything weve seen from the Y uuzhan VVong. We can only hope the effect is permanent.”

Karrde considered it. "Y ou know 1'd do anything to help Mara. I'll track down Vergere. I'll wring more
tearsout of her if | haveto.”

Luke smiled. "I gppreciate that, Talon. I'll tell Marayou said so, though | suspect she dready knows."
They resumed their walk to the Grest Temple. Off to one Sde of the path a dozen young Jedi, varyingin
age from four to twelve, were watching Tionne and Kam So-lusar demonstrate a Force technique. Luke
paused to observe one of the older children, Tahiri, attempt to mimic one of Kam's manipulations.

"Y avin 4 has remained undetected, but with the Y uuzhan Vong as close as Obroa-skai, we may be
forced to remove everyone to safer surroundings.”

"I'm surprised they haven't targeted Y avin dready.”

Luketurned to him. "Were projecting an illusion. Something | learned from the Fallanass..”

Tdon'seyes narrowed in revelation. " So that's why you indgsted on guiding meinto the Y avin system.”

"Y our eyes would have contradicted what your ship'sinstruments weretelling you.”

Tdon put histongue in his cheek and laughed. "If I'd had aline on that technique, | wouldn't have had to
base out of Myrkr, where the trees had away of tricking scanners.”" He grinned broadly. "But of course
you remember that..."

"Yes," Luke sad flatly. "And even then, Grand Admira Thrawn found you out. As Jedi commitment to
the conflict increases, there won't be enough of us hereto maintain theilluson. The children will haveto
be sent e sewhere.™

Tdon glanced at thekids. "Let me know if you ever need help with that."

“Twill."



They hadn't gone another ten paces when Karrde asked, "Isit true a Jedi died on Gyndine?’
"You'rereferring to Wurth Skidder," Luke said. "But we don't know for certain that he's dead. Lelawas
thereto theend. Sheinsgtsthat Wurth deliberately remained behind.”

"To dlow himsdlf to be captured?”

"Perhapsto go undercover on Gyndine."

Karrde shook hishead. "I don't know Skidder, but I've heard rumors. Is he the person for the job?"
"Hesskillful.”

"SKill'sgood, but is he lucky?'

Lukedidn't answer the question. "Just now, like so many of uswho have lost friends and family, he's
driven by vengeance. He was close friends with both Miko Regliaand Daesharacor.”

"Wl there's nothing wrong with being mativated by vengeanceif it getsyou results.”

Luke's expression said otherwise.

"Wrong?'

"Let'sjust say that we don't seetheworld in precisdy the same way."

They continued walking. Over the cascading sounds of the river that flowed past the Great Temple came
voicesraised inimpassioned debate or argument.

"Sounds like theré's some divison in the ranks,” Taon remarked asthey neared the temple€'s common
room.

"That would be Jacen and Anakin."

"Complementing one another, no doubt.”

Jaina, with arms outstretched, was positioned between her brothers when Luke and Karrde entered the
dimly lighted space. A handful of other Jedi, including Kyp Durron, Ganner Rhysode, Streen, Lowbacca,
Kenth Hamner, and Cilghd, looked on. Sensing Luke, R2-D2 began to bounce from foot to foot,
chirring and warbling.

"They werejud. . . discussng Anakin'sinvitation to vist Centerpoint Station,” Jainaexplained.

L uke glanced from Jacen to Anakin and back again. "Finish the discussion.”

Jacen scowled at hisyounger brother. "I'll say it once more, then I'm done with it Centerpoint isthis'-he
grasped the hilt of the lightsaber that hung from his belt-"on a gargantuan scae. Assuming the station can
even be made operationd, it should be used only for defense.”

Anakin exnded wearily. "And I'll say thisonelast timel completdy agree.”

"Then keep away from Cordlia," Jacen said. "Don't have anything to do with enabling Centerpoint or any
of the hyperspace repulsors. Y ou were akid thefirst time- we al were. Y ou didn't know any better.”
Anakin snorted. "Y ou're leaving out that my ignorant actions ended up foiling the Triad's plansto
detonate another star and annihilate every ship the Bakurans sent againgt them.”

"That was defensivel Y our tinkering with the repulsor on Drall prevented Centerpoint from firing!”
"Tinkering," Anakin repeated, snickering. "L et me ask you something Are you againgt Jainaflying with
Rogue Squadron?"

Jacen glanced at histwin sster, who was on temporary leave from the squadron she had joined only four
months earlier. "Not in theory."

"Areyou against Mom and Tend Kagoing to Hapes?'

"Notin principle

"Not in principle? The New Republic ishoping to bring the Consortium into the war. If you think of
Rogue Squadron or the Hapans as wegpons-an extension of that,” Anakin said, gesturing to Jacen's
lightsaber, "then what's the difference between what Jainaor Mom are being asked to do and what I've
been asked to do at Corellia?| said I'd help enable the sation. | didn't say anything abouit firing it."
Jacen made an exasperated sound and swung to Luke. "Where do you stand on this, Uncle Luke?’
Lukefolded hisarms. "As| told the Defense Force command staff, I'm opposed to reenabling
Centerpoint on the grounds that its power istoo unmanageable. And you al know that | was against
Daesharacor's attempts to resurrect another Eye of Palpatine. But if there's even a chance that
Centerpoint Station can be used to defend Corellia and spare the fleets for service elsewhere, we're
obliged to do what we can to help make it operationd.”



Jacen pressed hislips together and swung back to his brother. "All right, Anakin, have it your way. But
I'm going with you."

Anakin shrugged. "Glad to have you dong.”

The debate decided for the moment, the teens settled down and everyone gradualy formed aloose circle
around Luke and Karrde.

"Tadon hasapropostion for us" Luke said. "I haven't heard it yet, but knowing him as| do, I'm sureit
will beinteregting."

"Or at'least entertaining,” Kyp Durron mumbled, drawing laughs.

Karrde took thejesting in stride. "As1'm sure you know, the Hutts have struck some sort of bargain with
the Y uuzhan Vong. By bargain, | mean just that, Since the Hutts would sooner go to war than roll over
for an enemy, no matter how commanding. So it stands to reason that in exchange for allowing the

Y uuzhan Vong into their space, the Hutts asked for and got something in return. To figure out what that
is, dl anyone needsto do isfollow the spice.”

Karrde paused briefly. "I've been doing just that, and | haven't noticed any signs of interruption in the
flow of spice-except in three systems Tynna, Bothawui, and Cordllia.”

He waited until the murmuring died down before continuing. "The Hutts wouldn't suddenly cease
deliveriesto three profitable sectors unless there was good reason to avoid them. I'm willing to bet that
the reason hasto do with inteligence the Y uuzhan Vong provided astheir part of the deal. Namely, that
those systems have been targeted for invasion.

"The fact that no one has moved in to pick up the dack suggests that the Hutts have advised dl their
partners and subcontractors to steer awide berth around Tynna, Bothawui, and Cordllia. But even this
doesn't add up to a case good enough to present to the New Republic. To do that would require proof
positive that avoiding those worldsisn't just the result of the Hutts speculating about where the Y uuzhan
Vongwill srike™

"Why not approach the Hutts and ask them directly?* Kenth Hamner asked. Tdl and wellborn, Hamner
had been a Defense Force colond before resigning from military lifeto follow the Jedi way.

"Eader said than done," Karrde said, "and in fact, the New Republic istrying to do just that. But if
someone outside the military could furnish corroborating evidence, the Defense Force would have what
they need to catch the Y uuzhan VVong completdly by surprise.”

"Why do you come to uswith this?* Streen asked. ™Y ou've been liaison between the Imperial Remnant
and the New Republic since the peace accord. Y ou certainly don't need usto get the attention of
Admird Sow."

"I know why he's cometo us,” Kyp Durron said, keeping his eyes on Karrde. "Because the New
Republic left him out of the loop when they asked Lelato approach the Imperid Remnant about joining
thefight.”

Karrde snorted. "It wasn't my place to approach the Remnant assembly. I'm a broker, Kyp, not an
ambassador."

"Then what makes you think it's your place to approach us?* Kyp retorted.

"Thefactis, | don't know who eseto trust with this. Judging by the way New Republic Intelligence
handled that bogus Y uuzhan Vong defector, I'd venture to say that the Intelligence division, maybe even
the Advisory Council itself, has been infiltrated. What's more, the Defense Force can't act without the
gpproval of the senate, and the Security and Intelligence Council isn't likely to back Admira Sow on the
word of an ex-smuggler.”

"Y ou ill haven't clarified why you need us" Ulahasaid. A Bith, she was delicate-looking and musicaly
gifted. "After Ithor, were hardly in good stead with the senate ourselves.”

"That's the point you need to get them listening to you again. Y ou'd think they would have learned their
lesson from Ithor, but old habits die hard and they're il reluctant to trust you. They don't want to be
percelved asindebted to the Jedi. It smacks of Old Republic thinking.”

Ganner grimaced, wrinkling thefacid scar he had incurred at Gargi. "It warms my heart to see that you're
thinking about us, Karrde, but the Jedi don't need a public relations person.”

"Y ou're wrong, Ganner. Y ou're too trusting. Anti-Jedi sentiment is spreading. Some folks think you're



holding back, othersthink you're incompetent. A lot of people wish that Emperor Papatine was il
around, because they fed he'd know how to deal with the Y uuzhan VVong. If you want to go back to
being monks, that's your choice. But if you want to serve peace and justice, you need to smarten your
image, and one way to do that would be to provide intelligence that ends up giving the New Republic a
magjor victory. The best defense against treachery istreachery.”

"What role could we play inthis?" Jacen asked impatiently.

Tdonlooked a him. " can facilitate a meeting with one of the Hutts spice smugglers. We can find out
for ourselveswhy no oneiswilling to ddiver to Tynnaand therest.”

Jacenrolled hiseyes. "Thisis Centerpoint al over again.” He glanced at Luke. "The Jedi shouldn't have
any partinthis. It demeansus”

"It doesn't demean anyone,” Anakin argued. "We can help without having to raise ahand-or alightsaber.
Yoy, if anybody, should bein favor of that.”

Everyone looked to Luke.

Images cameto him of insects disguising themsalves asleaves, twigs, and flower blossoms, and of smal
animas mimicking the variegated litter of the forest floor. The Force whispered to him once more
Deception, stedth, misdirection. . .

Heredlized that he needed to tread carefully, for fear of dividing the Jedi further. Where many lauded
Corran Horn'sindividud actions at Ithor, others favored Kyp Durron's stance that aggression should be
answered by aggression. What's more, at Ithor Luke had renounced responsibility for spearheading the
Jedi Knights.

"I'm not interested in repairing our tarnished image," he said a last. "The New Republicisn't eeger to
sanction our actions, in any case. But if we can help provide information that will prevent thefal of
another world, the choiceisclear.”

"I'mwilling to gowith Talon,” Janasaid.

Kyp made aface. "A seventeen-year-old spice buyer? | doubt the Hutts people will buy it." He looked
back a Karrde. "I'll go. Y ou'll need someone to sort the truth from the lies.”

"Unlikely," Karrde said, "but | appreciate the offer.” "Then count mein, aswell," Ganner said. He
glanced at Kyp. "Just to be certain we're getting the full truth.”

Karrde glanced around him. "It's settled then?' Only Jacen remained unconvinced. "' Centerpoint,
enlistment, espionage ... | never thought we'd cometo this."

Kyp Durron grinned and clapped him hard on the shoulder. "Cheer up, kid. Thingsare bad all over."

SEVEN

The sign hovering between formidable guard towers read welcome to ruan refugee facility 17. But just
bel ow the greeting someone had scrawled, in atiny almost undetectable hand, last chance to turn back.
Crushed in among the rerouted mixed-speci es thousands of f-loaded from the transport ships, and il

wet and possibly poisoned from Ruan's cursory decontamination process, Meismaread the sgn doud
and aimed aworried glance at Gaph, who had Droma’s nephew balanced atop one of his shoulders.

" 'Last chanceto turn back'?"

"Someone'sideaof ajoke,” Gaph said in dismissal. "Come, child, how bad can it be? We have pleasing
countryside dl around, fresh air in place of scrubbed oxygen, the promise of food and drink, ten
thousand melancholy sentients for company.” He grinned and lowered hisvoiceto add, "And where there
are melancholy sentients, there are opportunities galore for the Ryn."”

Melisma amiled uncertainly, though what Gaph said about the surroundings was undeniably true, for Ruan
was nothing if not one of the Core's beauty marks.

One of eighteen agricultural worlds administered by Salliche Ag, Ruan-or at |east thet part of the planet
the refugees had been delivered to-had the manicured look of apark. The undeviating road that linked
the planet's bustling spaceport to Refugee Facility 17 was bordered by tdl, topiary hedges, and beyond
those hedges, asfar asthe eye could see, stretched scrupulously maintained fields of crops, invarying
states of maturation. Unlike Orron 111, Ukio, Taanab, and most of the other breadbasket worlds on



which the Ryn had sought employment from time to time, Ruan did not merely rely on axid tilt and fertile
soil, but was climate controlled and agriformed to maximize output. Also there were far fewer harvester
droids, agribots, and work droids than Melisma had expected to see, which meant more occupational
opportunities for sentients.

She breathed deeply of the sweet air. Gaph wasright. Arriving on Ruan, especidly after spending more
than astandard week in the cramped and fetid living conditions aboard the transport, was like being
delivered to paradise itsalf. But vague concerns continued to rankle her. How long would they be
required to remain on Ruan, and where would they end up afterwards? Princess Leiahad made it clear
that their stay on Ruan would be temporary, but with the Y uuzhan V ong dready in the Expansion Region,
how long before they carried their invasion into the Core? And what then?

Processing the newly arrived exileswas a painfully tedious business. With everyone pressed so tightly
together there was nowhere to sit much lessrecline, and no escape from the potent sunshine that climate
supervision had apparently ordered for the day. The crowd seemed to extend endlessly to the front and
rear. But at last the five of them-Gaph, Mdisma, her two femae clancousins, and the infant-reached a
processing checkpoint attended by armed security guards sporting Salliche Ag arm badges.

A human male with a scarred jaw appraised them from the window of the checkpoint booth. "What in
the gdaxy arethese?' he asked someone out of view.

Instantly, a no-less-gnister-looking uniformed female appeared at the window and aimed a sphericaly
shaped optical scanner directly at Melisma. "Could take the system a moment to recognize them,”" she
told thefirgt guard. When the scanner emitted a single tone, she glanced at its display screen. "Ryn.”
"Ryn?Whét rock arethey from?"

Thewoman shook her head. "Planet of origin unknown. But what's the difference, they arrived from
Gyndine. Seeif weve got any more likethem.”

Melismas misgivings returned. SEL CORE advocates and Ruan officids at the spaceport had been
cordia and accommodeating, but these guards, both in their bearing and manner of dress, brought to mind
the Espos who, years back, had policed many of the Corporate Sector worlds.

"Y eah, we actudly do have some others,” the first guard was saying. "Thirty-two, at last count.” He
sneered down a Gaph. " Sec 465, Ryn. Behind the commund refreshers.”

Gaph heard Mdismas sharp intake of breath and turned to her. "All right, so forget what | said about
fresh air. Welll still have food and drink to dack our appetites and aroof over our heads.”

"We could havedl that injail," Melismagroused.

Gaph wagged hisforefinger. "Trust me, child, jail isno place for the Ryn. Here, at least, well be ableto
sing and dance and revel in our good fortune.”

"Follow thedroid,” the guard barked. "And no lingering or wandering off, or you'll have meto answer
to."

"Ah, good fortune,” Mdismasaid sarcastically. "L et's just hope for aroof, Gaph.”

Thedroid, asqueaking, limping protocol model, ushered them into awarren of ramshackle dwellings
dapped together from aged harvester and spaceship parts-bulkhead hatchways, harvester blades, foils,
and the like. Elsewhere were prefabricated duraplast huts anchored to dabs of ferrocrete, tentsand
A-frames, primitive lean-tos, sdf-standing blister shelters, dliptical huts sded with animal hide, and
conical oneswrapped in lubricant-stained tarpaulins.

"Facility 17 was built on the site of aformer junkyard,” the droid said proudly. "Everyone has been very
inventive in the use of obsolete equipment.”

In unlighted interiors or on muddy ground or patches of lifeless trampled grass sat species native to
sectors as remote as the Imperial Remnant and as close as the Koornacht Cluster, dl uprooted from the
worldsthey had caled home, some of which the Y uuzhan Vong had rendered uninhabitable or destroyed
outright. In ahdf-circle scan, Mdismas eyefdl on Ruurians, Gands, Sa-hedindedi, Bimms, Weequays,
Myneyrshi, Tammarians, Gota's, and Wookiees. Absent, though, was any indication of fellowship; inits
place asense of impending riot tainted the air. Beings glowered at one another or stood sullenly with jaws
clenched and hands balled into fists.

Asif reading her concerns, the protocol droid provided commentary, in Basic.



"With everyone crammed together without regard to differences and distinctions, some suppressed
prejudices and hogtilities have on occasion boiled to the fore, resulting in contentious seizures of territory
or sustenance, or melees that have spread throughout the facility. But, of course, those incidents were
quickly quelled by Sd-liche Ag'swell-trained staff, who employ physica force only when absolutely
necessary."

As had happened on the transport, the Ryn met with looks of suspicion and repugnance from al sides.
Fathers safeguarded family vauables, and mothers gathered children within arm's reach. Some made
religious gestures of salf-protection, and others voiced outrage that Ryn had even been alowed into the
camp.

Médisma stared straight ahead. She was accustomed to such treatment, and she understood that the
Ryn's penchant for wanderlust and secrecy was at least partly responsible for thefictions that had grown
up around them. Ogtracized by many societies, the Ryn had grown only more transient, secretive, and
sdlf-sufficient over time, and as outsiders they had become keen observers of the behaviors of other
species-second-guessers of what many beings, humans especidly, often had in mind to say. And so their
fondness for song, dance, and spicy foods, and their adeptness at forgery and fortune-tdlling-lacking any
true psychic abilities. The gambling game that had come to be known as sabacc had its roots in adeck of
cardsthe Ryn had invented as ameans of disguising their mystica doctrines.

"We're now gpproaching the distribution center,” the droid announced.

"I wondered what that smell was," Mdismasaid to Gaph, who chided her for being overly criticd, only
to change histune when they got agood look at the Situation.

Queued snuoudly at makeshift sdls, hundreds of beings were waiting to receive squirts of an off-color,
pastelike synthfood squeezed by droids from enormous, pliant containers. Other lines snaked to the
patched-up hulls of vintage riverboats filled to the gunnelswith foam-covered water.

"For pdtry sums," the droid remarked, "many of Salliche Ag'swell-trained staff will gladly provide
foodstuffs to please the most discriminating palates. Superior housing can also be secured for reasonable
fees, as evidenced atop Noob Hill."

Melismafollowed the droid's meta finger to aparce of high ground surrounded by stun fencing. Isolated
from the rest of the facility, twenty or so Ithorians could be seen going about their businessin open-sided,
thatch-roofed pavilions. To one side deep drainage ditches separated them from awaddle of
Gamorreans, who were living in bungal ows made of sun-baked bricks. To the other side, beyond awall
of thorned shrubs, a rumpus of Wookiees had constructed alog tree house.

Deeper in the camp things were even worse. The mud that had been a nuisance earlier on became
ankle-deep for long dtretches, and the shelters-a ghetto of unroofed sheds and dat-sided
shanties-clustered at the base of ahill that saw scant sunlight and funneled runoff rainwater directly into
thefood distribution area. | n place of prefab tents and blister huts stood hovels more suitable for
livestock than sentients. Here atrove of resourceful hollow-boned Vors had made use of starship
maneuvering vanesto construct akind of stilted bower for themsalves, and there anest of batrachian
Rybet had fashioned a spacious hutch from empty cargo crates and support pylons off Y -wing engine
necdles.

Nearly everyonedsewasliving infilth.

A new genchinthear told Melismathat they were nearing the communal refreshers. "Maybeit's only
when theré's no wind," Gaph remarked.

"Then maybe we should petition climate supervison to whip up ahurricane," Mdismasaid from behind
the hand she'd clamped over her mouth.

Aspromised, just past the refreshers was Section 465, announced by asign, to which someone had
added the words Ryn City.

More than half the thirty-two were on hand to greet Gaph and Mdismas quintet as they trudged into a
courtyard that might have struck some as uncommonly sanitary but wasin fact norma for the Ryn, who
were by nature amogt rituaistic about order and cleanliness.

The leader among the ensconced group, atall male named R'vanna, welcomed them with bowls of tasty
Ryn food and adew of questions about the circumstances that had brought them to Ruan. Gaph Started



at the very beginning, explaining how they had just fled the Corporate Sector when their caravan of ships
had been set upon by a'Y uuzhan VVong patrol. Scattered far and wide as aresult of emergency
hyperspace jumps, many had ended up at Ord Mantell's Jubilee Whedl, where they had been caught up
in another Y uuzhan Vong attack. Refugees by then, some had found transport to Bil-bringi, othersto
Rhinnd, and gtill othersto Gyndine.

Then Rvannatold his story, which, whileit began in the Tion Hegemony, had much in common with
Gaph'stae of woe.

One of the women showed Mdismaand her cousinsto adormitory. Leaving theinfant in the care of her
cousins, Mdismarejoined Gaph and Rvanna, who wasin the midst of painting avivid picture of lifein
Facility 17.

"Though water israrely a problem-our overseers Smply cregte rainstorms as needed-food shortages
have begun to occur on aregular basis and disease is rampant. The diseases could easily be eradicated,
of course, and Ruan is capable of supplying dl the food needed just from what the labor droids alow to
rot in or on the ground, but it'sto Salliche Ag's advantage that everyone in camp remain as miserable as
possble”

"How isthat to Sdliche's advantage?' Mdismaasked. "And why would PrincessLelapraise the
company for itsunconditiona generosity if were aburden to everyone?!

"Sdlicheisdesirous of refugees, child, but not for the camps. They want usin the fields™

"Asworkers?'

"Of asort." R'vannapaused to tap awad of charred t'bac from the bowl! of a hand-carved pipe. "The
New Republic is genuinely committed to relocating everyone to populous worlds, but with the war and
al, the chances of relocation are dim-even though you won't hear mention of thisin the familiarization
classes.”

"Familiarization?' Mdismasad. "For what?'

"Why, to prepare usfor our new lives among the civilized peoples of the Core. Y ou'll soon seefor
yoursdlf. But as| say, chances are dim. Some of those living on Noob Hill can afford to purchase
forward passage with private transport companies, but not everyone is so fortunate. In any event, no one
wants to be here any longer than necessary, so many have accepted offers by Saliche Ag to work their
way off Ruan."

"Inthefieds" Gaph said.

R'vanna nodded. "Except that very few manage to earn enough to purchase onward passage. Most of
the camp's earliest arrivals have been forced into indentured servitude, here on Ruan or on other
Sdliche-administered worlds, and rumors persist that those who refuse Salliche's benevolence often
disappear.”

"But it makes no sense,” Mdismasad. "Sentientswill never replace droids asworkers. Sentients need
more than the occasiond oil bath and data upgrades. Not to mention that production would be drastically
reduced.”

R'vanna showed her a patient smile. "l said as much to a Sdliche representative who visited Ryn City
only last week. And do you know what he told me? That the hiring of sentients not only easesthe refugee
problem but allows the company to advertise its products as retaining "handpicked freshness." "

Gaph mulled it over for amoment. " So our options, for the moment, are either to go to work for Sdliche
Ag or reman mired here."

Melisma glanced around the courtyard, and at the masterfully built dormitories and kitchens. "How have
you managed to do so well? Walking through the camp, | was afraid we were going to be attacked and
killed. If folks could find away, I'm sure they'd hold us accountable for the Y uuzhan VVong invasion.”
Rvannasmiled sadly. "Life has ways been thusfor the Ryn. But not everyone fears or distrusts us. It's
thanks to those few that we've done so well."

"Charity?"

"Bite your tongue, child,” Gaph said theatricaly. "The Ryn do not accept charity. Wework for al we
oeL”

Melismalooked at R'vanna. "What sort of work can we do here?"



"The sort we're best at apprising people of their options, alowing them to see the error of their ways,
providing them with hel pful tipsto see them through the complexities of daly life."

"Tdling fortunes™ Mdismasad, mildly disdainful. "Reading sabacc cards.”

Gaph was grinning broadly. " Singing, dancing, the rewards that come to those who dispense good advice
... Life could be worse, child. Life could be much worse."

"Aren't you the one who said that help had arrived?’ the red-maned Ryn named Sapha asked Wurth
Skidder aboard the dave ship Creche.

"l might have said something to that effect,” the Jedi waswilling to concede. "Hegt of the moment, and
that.”

Roa regarded Skidder with interest, then glanced past him at Sgpha. "When wasthis?'

"On Gyndine," shetold him, "when he rushed to be captured by the multilegged cregature that was herding
ustogether. He said, 'Take heart, help has arrived." "

Roalooked at Skidder once more. "He rushed?’

Sapha shrugged. "It looked that way from where | stood.”

Side by side, the three of them were standing to their waists in the viscous sorrel-colored nutrient in
which the young yammosk marinated, like an excised brain in an autopsy pan. The cloying odor-like
garlic roses bathed in nlora perfume-had taken some getting used to, but by now amost al the captives
were beyond the retching stage, though amae Sullustan had fainted moments earlier and had had to be
carried out.

One of the more gracile of the creature's manifold tentacles floated in front of Skidder and his comrades,
and their hands were busy massaging and caressing it, the way the Bimms did with certain breeds of nerf
to assure steaks of extraordinary tenderness. Roas worrisomely wan pal, Fasgo, and two Ryn were
doing the same to the other side of the tentacle. The arrangement of six to atentacle was repeated
throughout the circular basin, except a the yammosk's shorter, thicker members, where two or three
captives sufficed.

"Herushed," Roasaid, moreto himsdf thistime; then he fixed Skidder with agimlet stare. " Sgphaamost
makesit sound like you wanted to be captured, Keyn."

"Towind up here?' Skidder said. "A guy would have to be either deranged or dauntless.”
Smilelinesformed at the corners of Roas eyes. "l've known afew in my day who were both. | can't put
my finger on it, but something tellsmeyou fit the bill."

Two hose-thick, pulsating ducts projected from the yammosk's bulbous head to disappear into the
arching, membranous ceiling of the hold. Skidder assumed that at |east one of them furnished the cregture
with arequired mix of respiratory gases, though Chine-ka assured that yammaosks became oxygen
breathers as they matured into actua war coordinators.

At the moment the clustership's commander was completing a circle on the grated walkway that ran
around thelip of the yorik-cora basin. Concentric to the basin stood a company of lightly armed guards.
"For al therevulson it seemsto invoke in some of you, the yammosk is an extremely senditive cregture,”
he was saying. "One effect of its powerful desireto bond is empathy of ahigh order, which later
culminates astelepathy, of asort. As part of itsearly training, the yammosk is conditioned to regard
select dovin basals asits children, its brood-the same dovin basals that provide thrust for our starships
and the single-pilot craft the New Republic military refersto as cora skippers. When, then, we enter into
engagements with the forces of your worlds, the yammosk seesits children as threatened and attemptsto
coordinate their activitiesto minimizeloss™

Chine-ka cameto ahdt closeto where Skidder and the others stood, and gestured to the celling. "The
darker blue of the throbbing arteriesthat enter the yammosk just above the eyesislinked even now to
the drive of this ship, because the yammosk is il in the process of familiarizing itself with the dovin basdl.
The kinder you are to the yammosk, the more affection you show for it, the better you makeit fed, the
better itslink with the dovin basal, and the better the ship performs.”

The commander pivoted to face one of the membranouswalls. In ablister visbleto al the captives sat a
pulsing, heart-shaped organiam.

"Here you see asmall dovin basal, gpproximate in size to the ones housed in the noses of the



coralskippers. Its color indicates how well you are succeeding at your task, and its current pale red tells
me that you are doing reasonably well, but not aswell asyou might. So what weregoingtodois
increase the pace of our strokingsin time with the count provided by the dovin basal. If we're successtul,
the ship will respond inturn. So let usbegin ..."

Skidder braced himsdlf. It wasn't so much that the h andwork itself was fatiguing, but intense and
constant tactile contact with the tentacles quickly |eft everyone exhausted, amost asif the yammosk was
feeding off the captives expended energy to somehow enhanceitself. It was easy enough to refuse
participation, but holding back led only to someone being singled out and punished.

Asthe dovin basal began to pulse more rapidly, the captives increased the speed and force of the
strokings and kneadings, struggling to find arhythm. The pulses grew even more rapid; the manipulations
grew more urgent and frantic. The count quickened once more. Many of the captives were bresthing
hard, some of them wheezing. Rills of sweat coursed down faces and arms. Those who couldn't sustain
the pace collapsed, doubled over atop their assigned tentacles, or did down into the gluey nutrient. But
the rest had found a collective beat the yammosk responded to by sending ripples down its tentacles.
Skidder could amogt fed the clustership surge.

Then the dovin basal dowed and gradually returned to agentle pulsing.

"Good," Commander Chine-kal said at last. "Very good.”

Skidder swallowed hard and calmed himself. Sapha and Roa were panting, and Fasgo looked ddlirious.
Chine-ka began another circuit on the organic walkway. "As some of you have dready learned, battle
coordination isonly one of the yammosk'stalents. When | told you earlier that its empathy bordered on
telepathy, | was not overstating things. Also as part of itstraining, the young yammosk is conditioned to
establish acognitive rapport with the commander in whose custody the yammosk will serve. In fact, this
yammosk and myself are dready on familiar terms. But we're going to attempt something that has never
been done-the truly 'extraordinary’ part of thisjoint endeavor. We wish the yammosk to become familiar
with you-with al of you-so that we might bring thisinvasion to a peedy and relatively painless
concdluson.”

Skidder glanced at Roa "Did you know about this?'

The old man returned a grim nod.

"Asthe yammosk becomes more accustomed to your touch,” Chine-ka was saying, "it may wish to
touch you back, especially on the chest, upper back, neck, and face. You will alow it to do so. It may
take no interest in some of you; with othersit may find adeep affinity. In either case, | caution you not to
ress itstelepathic probes, for you risk injuring yourself as much as the yammaosk. Resistance could very
well result in madness or death. Laugh, cry, scream if you must, but do not ress.”

"He's not kidding," Roa said with sudden solemnity. He looked intently at Sapha, then Skidder. "Try to
keep your mind blank, otherwise it will pursue your thoughts like a predator chasing thefirst medl of the
day. That's where you can lose your way. Believe me, I've seen it happen more than once.”

Skidder had been doing his best to hide his Jediness, his strength in the Force, the events that had
motivated him to be captured, hiswish to avenge hisfalen comrades. Faced with Chine-ka's revelation,
however, he suddenly couldn't help but recall what Danni Quee had told him of the way the Y uuzhan
Vong had used ayam-mosk to break Miko. Nor could he suppress his urgency to make contact with his
fellow Jedi and apprise them of the enemy’slatest plan.

Heturned dightly to gaze at the yammosK's eyes, and those ink-black organs seemed to gaze back at
him. The tentacle benesth his hands rippled, and its blunt tip rose from the nutrient to wrap around
Skidder's shoulders.

Roa, Sapha, and the othersfell back in surprise.

"Why, Keyn, you fortunate soul,” Roa said after amoment, "I do believe the yammosk has taken aliking
toyou."

EIGHT

From therear of Lorell Hall on Hapes, Leiawas a bright white speck againgt the blue-black of the night



sky, visible through the towering panoramic windows at her back. Rising at asharp anglefrom the
ramparts of the sandstone bluff that dominated the capita city, the assembly hal enjoyed a breathtaking
view of the Trangtory Mists and, just now, four of the planet's seven moons. So seamlesswasthe
illusion, that people seated in the lower-tier seats might have easily imagined themselves aboard a space
vessdl, advancing on the star that was Ambassador Organa Solo.

"Esteemed representatives of the Hapes Consortium of worlds," she began in avoice that surrendered
none of itsresolve even in the farthest reaches of the hall. "Eighteen years ago, following the New
Republic's conquest of Imperid Center, | came before you to solicit financia support for afledgling
government bankrupted by war and plagued by an ingdious virus that was killing thousands of
nonhumans with each passng day.

"That vist unlocked a gateway between our respective regions of space that had been sedled for the
previous three thousand years but has remained open ever since. Infact, not long after my initid visit, the
Consortium graced Coruscant with astay, during which you bestowed upon us treasures we had
scarcely dreamed existed-rainbow gems, thought puzzles, and trees of wisdom, dong with adozen Star
Destroyers you had captured from Imperia warlords who had sought to intrude on your domain.

"It was thought then that the New Republic and the Consortium might enter into an aliance through
matrimony-though destiny had other unionsin store for the would-be partnersin that marriage.”
Gracious laughter and hushed exchanges swept through the audience, and scattered clapping modul ated
to extended applause.

Leatook the opportunity to glance behind and to the right, where Prince | solder was leaning forward in
expectation of just such an acknowledgment. Beside him, dso smiling and eegantly attired, sat hiswife,
Queen Mother Tenenie Djo of Dathomir, her fingers sparkling with lavanode rings and her auburn hair
bound by adazzling tiara of rainbow gems, dawnstars, and ice moons.

Alongside Tenenid sat her mother-in-law, Taa Chume, her gray hair elaborately coiffed and only her
eyesvishble above ascarlet vell. Behind them sat severd dignitariesand officids, including the
Consortium's ambassador to the New Republic.

Coruscant's ambassador to Hapes was seated to the left of the podium, aso among sundry dignitaries
and officias, though beside her sat the Jedi daughter of 1solder and Tenenid, Tenel Ka The biceps of her
truncated left arm-severed above the elbow years earlier in alight-saber training match with Jacen-was
adorned with bands of eectrum, and alightsaber dangled from the narrow belt that cinched her robe.

In the wings stood C-3PO, newly polished, and Olmahk, incensed at having been made to wear piped
leggings, adresstunic, and atight-fitting cap.

"My friends," Leiacontinued as the applause was dying down, "the New Republic and the Consortium
have never been anything but alies. But | come before you tonight with arequest that is sureto test the
bonds of that aliance. And in place of gifts| bring only an urgent warning."

A guarded slencefdl over the gathering.

" Speaking for the New Republic, | respect the high value you have long placed on isolation." Without
looking, she gestured broadly at the panoramic window behind her. "Were Coruscant blessed with a
heavenly phenomenon as mgjestic asthe Trangtory Migts, the New Republic, too, might have chosen a
more introgpective, salf-nurturing course. But sadly thet is not the case.

"A great shadow has been cast on the galaxy, eclipsing many New Republic member worlds, and acal
to arms has been issued far and wide. Though Hapes, Charubah, Maires, Galinore, Arabanth, and the
other worlds that make up the Consortium have yet to be thrown into darkness, that circumstanceis
unlikely to endure. For so grim isthis shadow, so monstrous and far-reaching, it may well have the power
toextinguishdl light."

Lelapaused and remained silent until the agitated murmuring quieted. " The source of this shadow lies
outside the confines of our gaaxy, but theintention of those who cagt it is clear conquest-unequivoca and
thorough. They are called Y uuzhan Vong, and as| speak they are poised to invade the Colonies and the
Core."

Agan, Leawaited for the murmuring to exhaust itsdlf.

"Peaceful coexisenceisnot an option, for the Y uuzhan Vong seek nothing less than to remake the galaxy



intheir own image-to have dl of us swear dlegianceto

the gods they worship and in whose name they launched their campaign. To avoid conflict, someworlds
have aready surrendered. And given what the Y uuzhan V ong have done to worlds that resisted, one can
hardly fault anyone for capitulating. But the New Republic will neither bargain nor surrender. Theinvasion
must be hated, and that can be effected only through a unified effort on the part of those worlds that
choose freedom over endavement.”

Leiaplanted her handsflat on the podium and let her gaze roam the audience.

"I won't mince words. New Republic Senator Elegos A'Klatried to sue for peace and was brutally
murdered. The New Republic Defense Force tried and failed to save Ithor, Obroa-skai, and scores of
other worlds. The Hutts have gpparently struck a dedl with the Y uuzhan VVong that dlowsthe invadersto
occupy and utilize Hutt worldsfor resources essentid to theinvasion.

"Now | ask the Consortium to decide which courseit will pursue.

"l do not make thisrequest lightly, for theré's achance, however remote, that the Y uuzhan VVong will
leave the Hapes Cluster undisturbed, in which case you will befighting for acause rather than surviva. If
forced, the New Republic will wage this battle done, but the odds of victory will be greatly enhanced by
military support from the Consortium.”

She took abreath and showed the palms of her hands. "1 can promise nothing in return for such support,
for the futureisuncertain. But | urge dl of you to consder carefully whom you wish to have as gdactic
neighbors, and aswell to recall what Emper or Palpatine was able to achieve by dimming thelight of so
many worldswith his own shadow.

"| thank you dl for attending to one forced to resort to words to express what her heart contains.”

The hall couldn't have been more silent if it had been catapulted into deep space.

"Delegate Miilarta," Taa Chume said, "Ambassador Organa Solo. Ambassador Solo, Lol Miilarta of
Terephon.”

Leiaextended her right hand with practiced gracious-ness, and Miilarta shook it. "Charmed,
Ambassador," she said, then lowered her voiceto add, "I can assure you that Terephon will voteto
render aid."

Lelasmiled with her eyes. "The New Republic thanks you.”

Miilartabowed smartly and moved down the reception line. In the forma way that typified such
functions, Lelaintroduced her to the New Republic's ambassador to the Consortium, then turned back to
TadaChume, who introduced the equaly beautiful female delegate from Ut, the world that had sent a
song on the occasion of the Consortium's visit to Coruscant.

Standing behind Leia, C-3PO whispered into her right ear, "Delegate Miilarta brings the count to
thirty-one worlds, Midress. Y ou are effectively hafway to completion.”

Lelaglanced down the reception line, which-with husbands, wives, mistresses, and children-wound
nearly to the grand entrance of the Fountain Palace, home to the Hapes roya family.

"Tiring of theformalities, Ambassador?' Tala Chume asked from behind her veil.

Lelaturned dightly to regard her. "Not a al.”

"Y ou mean to say that you don't find the process somewhat-how shdl | put it?-antiquated?'

"Actudly, it makesmethink of Alderaan.”

"Alderaan? Y ou surprise me, Leia. Equating aformer cynosure of democracy to amatriarchy founded by
pirates. What can you be thinking?'

Lelasmiled to hersdlf. "In theinterest of getting things done, the New Republic had dispensed with
ceremony. But | sometimes miss the pomp and circumstance of the Old Republic, and Hapesfedslikea
fond memory frozenintime."

The scarlet half-veil kept secret Taa Chume's expression, but her tone of voice belied abemused grin.
"Why, how sweet of you to reduce our way of lifeto mere nogagia"

"Y ou mistake my meaning, Tala Chume-with purposg, | think." Leiaswept her eyes over the reception
room. "Thismight have been my life, if not for the Empire. The grandeur, the propriety . . . theintrigues.”
TdaChume's eyes narrowed. "Ah, but it could easily have been yours, my dear. It was you who chose
Han Solo over my son.”



Leialooked at Chumedalsolder, who stood tal, impeccably dressed, and incurably handsome at the
head of the reception line. Y es, shetold hersdlf, / chose atwo-fisted rogue without a credit to hisname
over ascion of pirates with pockets deep enough to finance his own war. And thank the starsfor that.
Childhood memories were one thing, but examined in the light of middle age they surrendered some of
their charm. Leia could no more imagine hersaf aproper princess than she could an actress or an
entrepreneur. She glanced over at Tenenid Djo-handsfolded in front of her and chinlifted in rega
deportment- and shuddered at the thought of standing in Tenenidl's thousand-credit dippers.

And yet even while she was thinking it, gpprehension nibbled at her contentment. With Han off on his
own, distant in more ways than one, the future they forged had grown formless and clouded. She hated
having to worry about him, but in fact, she missed him terribly, and the trappings of royaty, the glance
down a path not taken, left her feding cold and dienated.

"Archon Thane," Taa Chume was saying, "Ambassador Organa Solo. Ambassador Solo, Archon Beed
Thaneof Vergill."

Robugt, fully bearded, head and shoulderstaller than Leia, Thane was one of the Consortium'sfew mae
delegates. He glowered as he stepped in front of her. "Ambassador Solo," he said, durring hiswords.
"Theinfamous Jedi."

Taa Chume dtiffened. "1 would caution you to keep acivil tongue, Archon. Or have you perhaps sipped
too fredy of the drink we provided?'

Thane nodded in abow. "Y our pardon, Most Revered Ereneda,” he said, using thetitle reserved for
Hapan queen mothers, past or present. "Y our generosity has certainly undone me."

Lelareached out with her fedings. Thane wasn't drunk; he was merdly acting drunk. "I am not a Jedi,
Archon," shetold him. "Asto my infamy-it is certainly your prerogative to think what you will."

He swung to her. " Spoken like a Jedi calmly, in full possession. A statement weaker minds might be
inclined to embrace asthefull truth.”

"Careful, Archon,” TaaChume seethed under her breath. "I'm certain you don't wish to cause ascene.”
Leiafolded her amsacross her chest. "A sceneis precisaly hiswish, Taa Chume. Why deny him his
fun?'

Thane vouchsafed athin smile. "I happened to be on Coruscant when you went before the senate to
deliver the same speech you made us st through tonight. How it must have vexed your Jedi nature to be
ignored.”

"Perhaps you didn't hear me thefirgt time, Archon-"

"If he has a problem with the Jedi, he can address his concernsto me."

Tend Kawas suddenly standing alongside Leia, her hand resting lightly on the rancor-tooth-inlaid grip of
her lightsaber. Querulous and stubborn by nature, Tend Ka had aways been quick to take on afight,
and just now her gray eyeswere boring into Thane's.

But the archon stood his ground, smiling nadtily. "Why, it's the Dathomiri who rejects her Hapan heritage,
yet deigned to save the royd family from the machinations of Ambassador Yfra" His gaze moved up and
down the reception line. "Isn't this the happy group.”

A crowd had begun to form around Thane, and conversations throughout the vast room began to
subside. Out of the corner of her eye Leiasaw Prince Isolder making adirect line for the center of the
commoation.

"We have only the ambassador's word that the Y u-uzhan VVong can't be dedlt with," Thanewastelling
everyonewithin earshot. "And if what she says about forming a united front istrue, why isthe New
Republic divided about where to deploy its fleets and to which systemsit should render aid?" He turned
through acircle as he spoke. "Isthis what we want for the Consortium-a factioned leadership? Asarchon
of Vergill | say weremain neutral until such time asthe invaders make certain their plansfor the
Consortium, either by word or force of arms.”

He gestured toward Leia "She comesto us, asking afavor and bringing only the gift of awarning. Why
not the gift of the quick-recharge turbolaser technology the New Republic has withheld for so many
years?'

"That'll be enough, Thane," Isolder said angrily. "Thisisn't thetime or place for apolitical debate. If you



can't abide by the rules of decorum-"

"You'll tossme out of your palace?' Thane cut him off. ™Y ou'd sooner host the descendants of those Jedi
who killed your ancestors than someone who dares spesk the truth in your presence?’

"Enough,” 1solder snapped.

But Thane was far from finished; he played to the crowd once more. "He prefers the company of a
daughter who has denounced her Hapan heritage ..."

Tend Katook aforward step, only to be blocked by her father.

"... and agpesker of half-truths like Ambassador Solo-"

Demonstrating uncanny speed and precision, Isolder backhanded Thane across the face, knocking him
into the crowd and drawing blood from his lower lip. Instantly Isolder's longtime friend and former
bodyguard Captain Astartawas at hissde, flinging athick braid of red hair over her shoulder and
positioning her handsto parry or strike, as need be.

Two of Thane's supporters had rushed to take him by the arms and stand him on hisfeet, but now he
threw them aside, wiped his hand across his mouth, and snorted alaugh at 1solder.

"The spurned suitor to the rescue.”

Leidsheart sank. She could fedl 1solder battling to control hisrage. Asangry asshewasat him for
alowing himsdlf to be provoked, she couldn't help but dread Thane's next move.

"My secondswill cdl on you in the morning, Chumedalsolder,” the archon of Vergill said with complete
Sobriety.

Isolder returned aformal nod of assent. "My seconds will be waiting to greet them.”

"Thus beginsthe schism,” TdaChume said in asad, quiet voice as Thane and his supporters headed for
the door.

NINE

"Punchit, Droma!" Han yelled as he veered the Falcon into an abrupt bank.

Muttering nervoudy to himsalf, Dromaboosted power to the sublight drives and maxed the throttle.
"Well be fine venturing into Hutt space, you said. Y ou used to do alot of contract work up and down
the Sisar Run, and Sriluur was like a second home, you said. Nothing to worry about, you-"

"Quit griping and give me an update on those ships!™

Droma swung to the display screen of the ship's friend-or-foe authenticator, which showed seven
bezd-shaped icons closing fast on the Falcon's aft. 'Y uuzhan Vong, al right.”

Han glanced a the display. The scanners limned images of what might have been asteroids save for the
distinctive bulges that were cockpits and the pitted noses characteristic of weapons emplacements and
dovin basal housings. "Cora skippers.”

"Coordinates for the jump to Nar Shaddaa coming in."

"Belay that," Han countered, throwing switches on the console. " There's no shaking those skips. Route
power to the rear deflector shields and lock in a course back to Sriluur. I'd rather deal with themin
atmosphere than out here.”

Dromaquickly applied himsdf to the task. "At least we won't have asfar tofall."

"Thanksfor the encouragement.”

The Falcon whipped through a haf-twisting loop, and the curve of the dun-and-ecru-colored world
ballooned into view. Terrain-following data said they were traveling northward, looking out at adice of
the northern hemisphere just east of the planetary dateline.

"Skipsdon't perform well in gravity,” Han assured. "Haveto rely on the antigrav capabilities of the dovin
basds”

Asif they had heard him, the enemy pilots began firing at extreme range, molten-gold comets streaming
from the projectile and plasmalaunchersin the bows of their small craft. Two of the missles connected
and, even though weakened by distance, were powerful enough to rock the larger ship. The Falcon's
Sensor suite began screaming.

"Rear shieldsholding,” Dromareported while he activated countermeasures and distortion systems. "'For



Han took asteadying bregth, vised hisright hand on the throttle lever, and rammed it home. Thelight
freighter surged into Sriluur's upper atmosphere, trembling asit continued its oblique dive. With arrant
scorn for the planet's protective wrapping, the Y uuzhan VVong crafts plunged after.

"Seewhat | told you?' Han exclamed. "They stick like epoxy!"

The ship'sindicatorsrailed in protest as the Falcon plummeted into denser air, rolling and corkscrewing
to evade the deadly fire that sought her. All caution forgotten, Han sharpened the angle of descent,
doughing control in exchange for added speed.

"Y ou've got the bridge!" hetold Droma.

Dromathrew him apanicked glance. "What?'

Unfastening the straps that secured him to the pilot's chair, Han stood, spun on his hedl, and started for
the main ladderwell. He didn't make it past the cockpit hatch when ship-rattling impacts aft threw him to
the deck and forced him to rethink the idea of getting to one of the gun turrets.

"Enable autotracking for the quad lasers,” he said in arush as he was scrambling to hisfeet. Buckling
back into the chair, he donned a headset and began to cal up targeting data on the weapons control
display screen. "Let's seeif we can't even up the odds.”

Droma reached for the joystick that controlled the Falcon's belly gun while Han took hold of the controls
for the dorsa gun. Data began scrolling across the respective screens. Han bracketed a coraskipper in
the targeting reticle and squeezed the trigger on the control grip.

The enemy craft swallowed the bolt whole.

He pounded hisfist on the console. "We've gotta give them more to worry about than laserfire!”
Abruptly herolled the Falcon onto its back while Dromawas till firing the belly gun. In an effort to keep
up, the lead coral skipper drew deeply on the capabilities of its dovin basal and accelerated.

Again, Han brought the reticle over histarget, but the cora skipper sped out of hissightsin aflash.
Heleft thefiring to Droma momentarily and pedled the ship away in asweeping descending bank.
Projectiles dammed against the rear shidds, and plasma streaked between the ship's mandibles. Han
rerouted power to the forward deflector and again increased the angle of their descent.

They ripped through afilmy blanket of high-dtitude clouds and went spiraling downward. Far below
them ocean and desert lay sSde by side. Storm systems shrouded Sriluur's western horizon, and to the
north an expangve brown haze smudged the terrain.

Dromaglanced at the meteorologica sensors. " That's a sandstorm!™

"How about that,” Han said. " Some wishes do come true.”

The words had barely |eft his mouth when the lead coralskipper dropped with mind-boggling velocity and
was suddenly beneeth the Falcon and firing up a her, plasma geysering from its gun emplacements.

Han pulled out of the spiral, yanked the throttle, and threw the ship up and over the coralskipper directly
on histail. A molten bolt from the craft below caught its squadron mate full on. The cora skipper
shuddered as hunks of yorik cord flew in dl directions. Then an interior explosion burst from the
crystaline cockpit, and the crippled ship went into a hel plessfree fal, condemned to death by gravity.
The destroyed cora skipper's wingmate veered and glued himsdlf to the Falcon'stail, battering it with
projectiles and refusing to be unseated, despite adew of daring turns and evasions Han took them
through.

Han went for a pushover, but not in time. Something hit the Falcon like ahard clap on the back. Fighting
with the controls, he succeeded in righting her, only to emerge from an end-over-end rall to find three
more coral skippers atached to the ship as she entered the sandstorm.

The bristles on Droma's back stood up. "Another hit like that and you may aswell plow usinto the sand
and |et the Falcon be our gravestone!™

Projectilesraced past the outrigger cockpit. With the Falcon's Quadex power core roaring, Han pushed
the ship to itslimits, jinking and juking as the cora skippers continued to rakefire at them. He dropped
the Falcon away in apower dive, leaving Droma struggling to adjust thrust bias and avert disaster as
enemy misslesranged closer.

All at once amountain loomed before them. Han torqued the ship to starboard so forcefully that both he



and Dromanearly sailed from their seets. The lead coraskipper pilot pursued them ferocioudy, obvioudy
unableto hold the Falcon in his sights but firing anyway, perhapsin the hope of shaking Han's
concentration.

Without warning, a plasma bolt sizzled through the overtaxed rear shields. A muffled explosion sounded
from &ft, followed by the shilant hiss of the ship's fire-suppresson system. An acrid smell drifted forward
on exhaust fan currents.

Han sniffed and shot Droma awide-eyed glance. "What was that?"

Droma's eyes roamed over the console telltales. "Power converter.”

Han winced. "Of al the rotten luck!"

He utilized more of the ship's amazing speed to improve their lead and legpt deeper into the swirling haze.
The three coral skippers decreased vel ocity, waiting for the Falcon to come across their vector, but
instead Han poured on dl power, climbed, looped, and came around behind the trio.

Dromafired ingtinctively with the belly gun. With the dovin basd of the trailing ship too stressed to handle
defense aswell as guidance, the laser bolts sneaked through. The widespread burst caught the craft right
on the nose, blowing it to nuggets.

Han hooted triumphantly as he sheered off and settled calmly into kill position behind the second craft.
The cora skipper pilot, redizing the position he was suddenly in, climbed dightly, unintentiondly placing
himself in the overlapping field of fire between the Falcon's upper and lower batteries.

"Money Lane!" Han shouted. "One hundred credits to whoever nailshim!™

"You'reon!" Dromasaid.

Simultaneoudy, the two of them tightened their fingers on the trigger. The quad lasers|oosed storms of
red darts that peppered the rear of the enemy craft and perforated the cockpit, disintegrating the ship.
Han and Dromahowled their joy as Han steered through a corkscrewing dive, zipping through the
far-flung remains of the exploded ship. Swooping past the lead craft, Han inverted the Fal con and took
her back into the storm.

Whereit could be glimpsed at dl, the land was dark red and studded with monoalithic rock towers that
were the sandblasted and wind-eroded remains of volcanic upthrusts. And yet despite their size, the
swirling sand made the tors dmost impossible to see.

Eyes on theterrain-following display and making the most of the Falcon's maneuverability, Han amed
deliberately for the closest obelisk. Faking aclimb, he stood the ship on its side and swerved to
gtarboard while Dromatriggered bursts from the belly gun. Unsecured items throughout the ship flew
from their perches, crashed into bulkheads, or were sent rolling aong the deck plates of the ring corridor.
But two well-placed laser bolts caught the cora skipper at the cockpit seam, splitting it in two, asif struck
by achisd in the hands of amaster ssonemason.

Still, the three remaining coral skippers clung doggedly, chomping at the Falcon'stail. Nap of the ground,
Han weaved through aforest of storm-obscured spires

and wind-sculpted stelae. The engines moaned and the ship vibrated asif on the verge of flying apart.
Hiking power to the rear shields, he snap-rolled, then stood the Falcon on its Side once more to narrow
her profile as plasma streaked past them to both sides.

Dromalashed histail around the seat to keep from being strangled by the seat harness. "At least warn me
when you're going to do that!"

Han leveled out and maneuvered through aludicroudy tight turn, feathering the engines until the Falcon
was a anear gal, then shunting power to the thrusters and throwing the ship into avertica reversement.
Swerving to evade Dromasfire, the trailing coral skipper flipped out of control and careened straight into
an outcropping, shattering to bits.

The Facon'sthrusters flaring, Han pulled up sharply, climbing out of the storm at high boost.

Neither of the surviving pair of fightersfollowed them back up the well.

They collgpsed into their chairs asthe stars lost their twinkle and swarmed around them as pinpoints of
light.

"Nice shooting," Han said after checking in with the threat assessor onefina time.

Dromareturned the grin. "Nice driving."



The Falcon bucked. Indicators flashed and the console came aive with warning tones. Han and Droma
fell sllent once more and turned to the painful chore of ng just how much damage the ship had
sustained.

"The hyperdriveisviable but responding erraticaly,” Dromasaid along moment later.

Han nodded glumly. "Must have suffered collatera damage when the power converter got hit."
Dromatugged at one end of his drooping mustache.

"We might be able to make Nar Shaddaa. It's difficult to tell.”

"No," Han said. "We can't chanceit."

"Dowereturn to Sriluur?*

Han shook hishead. "I doubt well find the replacement parts we need. Besides, | don't want to risk
running into those coral skippersagain.”

Dromacdled up star charts. "Kashyyyk, then. Two quick jumps and were there.”

Han ran hishand over his mouth. "Not agood idea.” When Dromadidn't respond, he said, "It's not what
you think. I can handle the memories. It'sjust that Chew-baccas family gtill consider themsdves
responsible for my well-being, and | can't face that right now."

"So whereto?"

Han studied the displayed star charts and grinned, more to himself. "A little out-of-the-way place| know,
wherethey'll have everything we need.”

"Everything Han Solo needs," Dromathought to point out.

"Maybeyoureright,” Han said. He turned dightly to regard Droma. " Think you can handle playing
captain for awhile?’

On Coruscant, in the new office that had come with her unexpected appointment to the Advisory
Council, Senator Vigi Shesh supervised the two labor droids she had tasked with rearranging the
furniture.

"Turn the desk catercorner to the window," sheinstructed them as she moved about the room.
Theidentica humaniform droids manipulated the hoverded on which the desk sat. When the desk wasin
place, they turned to her, seemingly eager to see her pleased by the results. But she wasn'.

"No, no, al wrong," Shesh said, shaking her head, then running ahand through her lustrous mane of
ink-black hair. "Put the desk back where it was and move the conform chair beneath the window."

The pair of droids |ooked crestfalen. " At once, Senator,” they responded in unison.

Shesh lowered herself into an antique armchair from her native Kuat and glanced around the office,
smiling dowly as she took in the spacious room. Well-gppointed without being ostentatious, the room
enjoyed a breathtaking view of Commerce Way and the New Republic Obelisk. With abit of work, it
would become the most e egant chamber in the building, one that would make alasting impresson on dl
who entered.

Not bad for someone who had entered the politica arenaonly six short years ago, Shesh told hersdlf.
But she had expected no less than this from the start, and she anticipated a great deal more in the coming
years, despite the fact that her gppointment to the Advisory Council had failed to meet with unanimous
endorsement.

Severa would-be political pundits had accused Chief of State Borsk Fey'lya of attempting to win the
support of wealthy Kuat. Others had denounced Shesh for alowing herself to be seduced by power, and
accused her of turning her back on the very thingsthat had fueled her rapid rise. Under Fey'lyas
thumb-so the fretting went-what would become of her impassioned concern for the needy, her economic
patronage of disenfranchised worlds, her outspoken praise for the Jedi Knightsand dl they stood for?
Shesh's amile broadened as she considered the questions. In the end, they showed how mistaken
everyone was about her, and how successful she had been in fogtering illusions.

The office comm sounded. " Senator Shesh," her secretary said, "Commodore Brand has arrived.”

Shesh glanced at her watch. "Admit him," she answered.

She rose from the chair, smoothed the black skirt that sheathed her long legs, and ordered the labor
droids out of the room. By the time Brand entered she was settled behind the desk.

"Commodore Brand," she began, smiling and extending her hand across the desk. "How delightful to see



you."

A rigid, gloomy functionary, with the inward-turning gaze of one who seesonly hisown truth, Brand took
off hiscap, shook her hand as decoroudly as he could, and tried to make himself comfortable in the tight
confines of thearmchair.

Shesh gestured broadly to the office. "Excuse the mess. I've only just moved in."

Brand's eyes raced about. " Congratul ations on being named to the council, Senator.”

Shesh feigned solemnity. 1 only hope | can measure up to everyone's expectations.”

Brand leaned forward. "War speeds the promotion of those best equipped to lead. I'm certain you will
Surpass everyone's expectations.”

"Why, thank you, Commodore." Shesh paused briefly. "To what do | owe the honor of your vigt?'
Brand cleared histhroat meaningfully. "The Cordllian Stuation, Senator.”

Shesh nodded. " The reenabling of Centerpoint Station. In my opinion, ajudicious decison.”

"Then you're not concerned about possible. . . repercussons?’

"An armed and dangerous Corellia, for example? Of course not. A well-defended Corelliabenefitsthe
entire Core."

Brand regarded her for along moment. "Y es. But what if | wereto tell you that even more might be
gained by inducing the Y uuzhan Vong to atack Corellia?

Shesh raised an eyebrow. "Areyou in fact telling me that, Commodore? Becauseif you are-and
notwithstanding that | St on the Security and Intelligence Council-1 would be obliged to bring this matter
to the attention of the Advisory Council immediately.”

"The Defense Force intends to do just that, Senator,” Brand said in arush. "Unfortunately, however, we
find oursalvesin something of adilemma”

"A dilemma," Shesh repesated.

"Assuming first that we could succeed in luring the Y uuzhan Vong to Cordlia, we must ensure that we
can defeat them-soundly. And while we wouldn't want to tip our hand by massing shipsat Corellia, we
would need to pull from Bothawui and ahost of smilarly defended worlds to amassthe required
amada.”

Shesh took amoment to respond. ™Y ou're concerned that the Advisory Council would refuse to sanction
any actions that would imperil Bothawui and the others. And yet, to accomplish your god, it would have
to appear asif Bothawui were being defended to the disadvantage of Corellia."

Brand dmost grinned.

She appraised him openly. "I seethat I've read you correctly. Though | till wonder why you think it
necessary to bring thisto my attention.”

Brand held her gaze. " Should the matter go to avote, the Defense Force would want to make certain that
Bothawui winsout.”

Shesh grinned. "But, Commodore, if the Y uuzhan VVong are routed a Cordllia, wouldn't those who voted
in favor of Bothawui be seenin disfavor?'

"Perhaps. But any vote tendered in the interest of the greater good would be seen as enlightened.”

Shesh fell slent for along moment. A moment ago you said that this entire plan rests on the assumption
that you can entice the Y uuzhan VVong to attack Corellia. As| understand it, you hope to accomplish this
by leaving Corelliaessentially undefended, in the hope that the enemy takes note of that fact. But
wouldn't it be more profitableif word got out about what you're doing? For itstechnologica powers
aone, Centerpoint Station would be an irresstible target for destruction.”

Brand tugged a his earlobe. "Thisisn't something we can smply announce over the HoloNet, Senator.”
Shesh laughed shortly. "There are better linesto the Y uuzhan Vong than the HoloNet." Shegaveit a
moment, then added, "The Hutts. If they had even an inkling of your plan, they would certainly apprise
the Y uuzhan VVong, if only intheinterest of safeguarding their future.”

"But the New Republic has broken off diplomatic relations with the Hutts. To communicate with them at
this point-"

"The Hutt consul generd isdtill on Coruscant. | could pay him avist and et dip afew things.”

Brand stared &t her. ™Y ou would do that?"



"I would. But in return-in the event the true purpose of my visit ever cameto light-1 would want it known
that the Defense Force asked meto intercede.

"Y ou want deniability,” Brand said.

"Irrefutable deniability, Commodore.”

He took a moment, then nodded. "1 think that can be arranged. We could say that we were merely
feding the Hutts out.”

"Jugt 90."

Brand smiled. "Y ou should have gone into the military, Senator. Y ou would have made abrilliant
tactician.”

"The military?' Shesh snorted in derison. "1 don't mean any disrespect, Commodore, but why would |
want to be the one who fires the weapon when | can be the one who decides at whom the weapon is
pointed?’

TEN

The size of aVictory-class Star Destroyer, the bulk freighter Starmaster hung above theinert Twi'lek
home-world, Ryloth. Pods of vessels surrounded it-tenders, gunboats, and shuttles-some as smooth as
marine creatures, others as boxy and graceless asthe freighter itsalf. Anchored in the umbra of the great
ship floated a Ubrikkian luxury yacht. Also in shadow, and closing steadily on arectangular docking bay,
moved alunette-shaped craft launched from Ryloth's miserly zone of inhabitable twilight.

In alower-deck compartment forward in the freighter, two Rodians monitored the approaching crescent
on adisplay screen, switching to an interior view of the docking bay asthe smal craft disappeared from
Sght.

"Isthat hisship?" the Twi'lek pacing behind them asked when the craft had penetrated the bay's magnetic
containment field and landed. Like amost everyone €l se aboard the Starmagter, the trio were wearing
jumpsuitsinflated by large pouch pockets.

"Hisship," one of the Rodians scoffed. "He has dozens of ships. Let'swait and see who disembarks.”
Three human males and afemale gppeared on the craft's extensible boarding ramp. Moving with lithe
economy, the first two men might have been brothers, though the taller one's face was hideoudy scarred
where the other'swas dim and angular. Dark-haired and willowy, the woman also moved with care, but
there was a coiled wariness to her step and avigilant gleam in her eyes. The last man out had an air of
confident nonchaance. In one of inherited entitlement, the elevated chin and pocketed hands might have
been perceived as arrogance, but he wore refinement well, as only one who had earned it could. In
contrast to the shin-high spacer's boots and long cloaks affected by his confederates, he was dressed in
slk and lesther.

"That'shim," the other Rodian said, indicating the latter male with the tap of along, sucker-equipped
finger againgt the display screen. "That'sKarrde.”

The Twi'lek positioned histhick tattooed head-tails over his shoulders and leaned between the Rodians
for acloser look. "Y ou're certain?"

The one who had made the identification twitched his short snout. "If nat, it's either histwin or aclone.”
The Twi'lek straightened. "I'll dert the boss.™

Hurrying through the compartment hatchway, he en tered alarge hold, clamorous with activity. Stacked
high throughout the space were aloy shipping crates recently ferried up Ryloth'swell from Kaauun
Spaceport. Two-legged binary loadlifters supervised by masked Twi'lek foremen were arranging the
cratesfor further shipping and off-loading, while utilitarian-looking asp droids stenciled the crates with
port-of-call information and applied |aser-readable label's. Despite the forceful draw of overhead exhaust
fans, dark motes danced and swirled in therecycled air.

One hand clamped to his mouth, the Twi'lek threaded hisway through the maze of stacks, arriving
ultimately at alaboratory isolated from the hold by tall perma-plas window walls. Insde, two humans
wearing goggles, rebreathers, and environment suitswere ng the qudity of afine black powder
sampled from an opened shipping crate bearing the corporate logo of Galactic Exatics, aleged to contain



ediblefungi. The stockier of the pair removed his mask and gogglesto reved bulging eyesin an otherwise
bland face.

"Hejust arrived,” the Twi'lek reported. "Docking Bay 6738. Two men and awoman accompany him.
They are clearing contamination and control now."

"Yourecertanitshim."

"Certain. But welll run an identity scan just in case.”

The man peded off ebow-length gloves, dipped out of the environment suit, and settled himsdlf at a
display console. "Keep the cam and scanner feeds open so | can see and hear for myself.”

"Will you be informing Borga?"

The man consdered it. "Well see”

The Twi'lek took the same route back to the compartment. By the time he arrived and was peering over
the shoulder of the Rodian closest to the screen, Karrde and his companions were literally at the door.
"Podtiveidentification on Karrde," the Rodian said after studying the scanner readouts. "No information
on the other men, but neither oneis armed with blasters. The scanner matches the woman to Shada
D'ukal, aknown associate of Karrde's." The Rodian looked at the Twi'lek. "Lethal, even without
wesgpons.”

The second Rodian lifted a blaster from his hip holster, checked the charge, and primed the weapon.
"Unnecessary,” the Twi'lek told him. "They'd be foolsto try anything.”

The Rodian's round black eyesfixed on him. ™Y ou pay meto be prepared.”

The Twi'lek nodded, grinning dightly to show filed teeth. "I stand corrected.”

"Look," the Rodian's partner interrupted. "He'son to us.”

The Twi'lek glanced at the display screen in time to see Karrde waving at the optical scanner concealed
in the bulkhead above the hatchway.

"| ill don't understand why Karrde would be interested in degling with us,”" the armed Rodian remarked.
"Hetrafficksin information, not spice.”

The Twi'lek caressed his bulged forehead and moved to the hatchway. "Thisisn't about spice. But we're
expected to hear him out, so that's what we're going to do.”

He aimed aremote at the hatchway sensor, and the hatch pocketed itself into the bulkhead. Karrde and
the others entered, his two mae companions hanging back and Shada D'uka sidestepping into acorner
where she could keep awatchful eye on the proceedings.

"Welcome, Tadon Karrde," the Twi'lek said in Basic. "I'm Rol'Waran."

Karrde nodded. "A pleasure.” He didn't bother to introduce anyone else.

"Your chair,” Rol'Waran barked a one of the Rodians, who immediately stood and stepped aside. He
waited for Karrde to make himself comfortable. "I'm told that you're interested in procuring product.”
"Eight blocks."

Rol'Waran's normaly narrow eyeswidened. "A substantial quantity. However, since your past and
recent activities are not unknown to me, would you mind explaining why you're suddenly interested in
product?’

Karrde laughed innocently. "If you're concerned about entrapment or anything of that nature-"

"Nothing of the sort,” Rol'Waran was quick to assure. "After al, we are only subordinate playersin the
grand game. But | was given to understand that you had abandoned illegdity for activity of amore. . .
diplomatic nature.”

Karrde crossed hislegs, resting hisankle on hisknee. "The Y uuzhan VVong invasion has rendered
obsolete my position as liaison between Bastion and Coruscant.”

"Meaning, he'sunemployed,” the shorter of the two men behind him said.

"Yes," RoFWaran said, stroking hisleft lekku pensvely. "The Y uuzhan V ong have heaped changeson
us aswel."

"Not theway | hear it," the same man remarked.

"Just what have you heard?' Rol'Waran asked.

The man'supper lip curled. "That spice remains asafe bet.”

Karrde cleared histhroat. "What he meansisthat product has aways been a prized commodity, and



now, what with more mouthsto feed-"

"Hard times bring about a need for escape,” Karrde's comrade cut him off. "Weredl for letting everyone
bury their headsin the sand.”

Rol'Waran cut his pink eyesto Karrde. " So you're interested in going into business.”

"Assuming that shipment can be arranged.”

Rol'Waran smiled tightly. "That would, of course, add to the price. Where did you havein mind?"

"To beginwith, Tynna."

An awkward slence fell over the compartment, while Rol'Waran and the Rodians traded covert glances.
"Tynnais extremely problematic at the moment,” Rol'Waran said a last. "I could arrange shipment to
Rodia, perhaps even Kadarba, but you'd have to take it from there."

"What about Kothlis or Bothawui?' Karrde said.

Rol'Waran shook hishead. "Not at present.”

Karrde loosed an annoyed exhde. "If you can ship to Rodia, can | at least get you to bring it up the run
to Cordlia? That's the actual destination.”

Rol'Waran tilted hishead to one sde. "Again, I'm afraid we have a problem.”

"Wheat's the problem?' Karrde's scar-faced accomplice asked harshly. "We were told you could move
spice with impunity under the new terms.”

Rol'Waran'stiny eyes darted. "New terms?"

He was about to say more when the hatch opened to revea the stout |aboratory technician filling the
porta. Karrde's accomplices reacted swiftly, but Karrde was just as quick to interpose himsalf between
them and the grinning intruder.

"Crev Bombaasa," he said in genuine surprise. Y ou're along way from home.”

"Asareyou, Taon." Bombaasalooked at Shada. "And the aways enchanting Shada D'uka. Asfor my
being far from home, even lifein the Pembric system can grow boring.”

With an explicit nod, Bombaasa dismissed Rol'Waran and the Rodians, then lowered himsdlf into achair
at the console and deactivated the room's security systems.

"If I recal correctly,” he said to Karrde, "the last time we crossed paths wasin the ThrusterBurn tapeaf in
Er-withat. In search of Jorj Car'das, you and Shada required safe passage through the Kathol sector,
which | provided to offset an earlier debt | owed to your former partner, Mara Jade. | mention al this by
way of stating at the onset that if you're expecting favors-such as product delivery into the star systems
you mentioned-be forewarned that | figure we're dready even.”

He glanced at Kyp Durron and Ganner Rhysode, then smiled at Karrde. " So why have you come,
Tdon? And don't tell me you're serious about going into the spice trade.”

Karrdelooked himintheeye. "l appreciate your frankness, Crev. Thefact isthe Y uuzhan VVong have
changed the way everyoneis doing business. Many of the players remain the same, but thefield has been
rearranged. In the Rim, former Imperids are fighting alongside New Republic forces. Adversaries of long
standing are putting aside their differences for acommon cause. Even the Hutts have been forced to
relinquish part of their space asameans of avoiding al-out war."

Again, Bombaasa glanced at the Jedi. "Y es, the only good thing to come of thewar isthat it gave Kyp
Durron something else to do besides prey on smugglers.” He paused briefly to glance knowingly at
Karrde's confederates, then sighed. "1 thought for certain that would draw areaction, but | can see that
thisclearly isnt amoment for levity."

"Laugh dl youwant," Kyptold him.

"I canlaugh dl | want," Bombaasarepeated in monotone, then touched his head thesatricaly. "Did
someone here make me say that?'

Ganner placed acaming hand on Kyp'sarm.

Bombaasa watched the two Jedi, then nodded at Karrde. "Y oureright, Talon, the lines have certainly
been redrawn. Just where that |eaves people like you and me has yet to be determined.”

"Speak for yoursdlf, Crev. | know where | stand.”

Bombaasatook abreath. "I'm a practica man, Tdon. | wish only to survive-and under the best possible
circumstances | can arrange for mysalf. Y ou say your stance is decided. Then suppose you tell mewhat's



onyour mind."

Karrde's eyes narrowed. "Y ou won't ship to Tynna, Bothawui, or Corellia"

Bombaasa linked his hands and rested them atop his prominent belly. "That much istrue. And |
commend you on your acuity in picking just those systems where we have temporarily suspended
operaions.”

"The Y uuzhan Vong arein Hutt space,” Karrde continued. "They've dready hit Gyndine. So one might
reasonably assume that you're merdly trying to avoid areas of potentia conflict.”

"Once more | commend you. Why risk shipments by sending them into contested space? Transgression
might even prove dangerous to the bearers of those shipments.”

"Then either you're merely being careful, or you're heeding orders that came down from the Hutts."
Bombaasa glanced at the calling. "Let'sjust say that the Huitts, at thisjuncture, arein abetter position to
ascertain which areas are dangerous.”

Karrde nodded. "I thought so. And how will you justify this conversation to Borga?"

Bombaasa's shoulders heaved in ashrug. "1 will relate just what happened here. Talon Karrde wanted
product delivered into denied areas, so we failed to cometo terms.” Irony wrinkled hisjowled face.
"Borga has been expecting just such an encounter, in any case.”

"Playing both sides, isshe?'

"Looking out for number one."

Karrde could not restr ain asmile. "'l won't forget this, Crev.”

Bombaasa steepled histhick fingers and brought them to his double chin. " Then you might mention meto
your friends-as affirmation of just whose sdeI'mon.”

"Count onit," Karrde said. "Someday we might al be called to work together-smugglers, information
brokers, pirates, and mercenaries-and this strikes me asagood start.”

Theyammosk vessal Creche hung in stationary orbit above the planet Ando. In the ship's grottolike
docking bay, Commander Chine-kal and the priest, Moorsh, welcomed Randa Besadii Diori aboard.
Firg to exit the loathsome dipper-shaped Ubrikkian space yacht that had arrived from Ando werethe
young Huit's Twi'lek and Rodian retainers, followed by the tusked humanoid Aqualish who comprised his
limited detail of bodyguards. Then, propelled by his musculer tail, the Hutt himself emerged, smiling
broadly and ingtantly at home in the cavernous, dimly lighted space.

"| seethat you are asfond of gloom aswe Hutts are," Randatold Chine-kal after he had been announced
and introductions had been made.

The commander smiled pleasantly. "We favor obscurity when it suits our purpose.”

Randa attributed the ambiguity of Chine-kd's remark to the inexperience of the Y uuzhan Vong trandator.
"Y ou must come to Na Hutta, Commander, and visit my parent's pdace. I'm certain you would find it to
your liking."

Chine-ka's palitic smile held. "Weve heard much about it, young Hutt. Commander Mdik Carr was
very impressed.”

"As Borgawaswith Commander Malik Carr,” Randareplied with courtly poise. "1 am eager to learn as
much as| can of your operations, so that we Hutts may expedite your needs." His protruding black eyes
disappeared briefly behind the membranesthat kept them moist. "With so many worldsfaling to your
superior might, the task of ferrying captives about must be growing tiresome.”

"Thetask distracts usfrom our principa objective," Chine-ka adlowed. "Which is precisely why we are
aseager to ingruct asyou areto learn.”

"Then the sooner we begin, the better,” Randa said.

"But perhaps you could first show meto my quarters so that | might refresh from thejourney.”

"We have prepared a place for you, Randa Besadii Diori," the priest answered. "On the way, we thought
we might introduce you to the ship's most prestigious passenger.”

Randa pressed his hands together in agesture of respect. "I would be honored.”

Chine-kal voiced a brusque command to his guards, who snapped their fiststo their opposite shoulders
and arranged themselvesin an escort formation, some advancing through aniris portd in the hold's biotic
bulkhead while othersfdl in behind Randaand hisretinue.



They moved deeper into the ship, passing from one module to the next, on occasion lifted by decks that
bulged under them like atongue being raised to the roof of amouth. Illumination varied, but the
bioluminescence of the bulkheads rarely provided more than afaint glow. What did incressewasa
certain tang in the air, which while not unpleasant tended to irritate the nasa passages and promote the
flow of mucus and tears. Lubricious by design, Randa found the conditions most agreeable.

Chine-ka brought the procession to ahalt in therank belly of the ship and directed Randa's attention to
an gperture in the membranous bulkhead that provided a vantage into an adjacent hold. Below, centered
inacircular tank of syrupy liquid, floated atentacled life-form that could only have been crested by the
Y uuzhan Vong. Sharing the tank with the creature-and plainly attending to it-stood several dozen
captives, anywhere from knee- to shoulder-deep intheliquid. Tended to in kind, afew of the captives
were being siroked by the tentacles. In one case a human male was entirely entwined by two of the
dender appendages.

Randa found himsdlf thinking about certain members of the Desllijic clan who werefond of chaining
dancers or servantsto themselves. Again his eyeswere drawn to the fully embraced human. In the midst
of regarding the severa beingsin close proximity to the human, Randaturned excitedly to his Twi'lek
mag ordomo.

"Arethose Ryn?" he asked, indicating them with one of his stubby arms.

The Twi'lek regarded them and nodded. "I believethey are Ryn, Excdlency.”

Chine-ka followed the exchange and asked for atrandation. " Something has caught your eye, young
Hutt?'

"Indeed, Commander,” Randasaid. "Y ou have succeeded in capturing a somewhat rare specimen.”
"Towhichdo you refer?

"Y ou see the human your creature takes such an interest in?"

Chine-ka gazed down at the yammosk and its captive attendants. "Keyn, that oneiscaled.”

"The sharp-nosed bipeds next to and opposite him," Randa elaborated. "And there, at the adjacent
tentacle. They are Ryn-an entertaining species, highly prized by the Hutts, though often disparaged by
others.

"Prized for what?"

"They are celebrated for their skill at dancing and snging, but their redl talent is prognogtication.”
Chine-ka waited for the trandation, then turned to Moorsh. "Did you know of this?"

"I did not, Commander," the priest said.

Chine-ka cut hiseyesto Randa. "They divine, you say?'

"Rather astutely."

"By what technique?"

"Manifold means. | have heard that they can read the future in the creases of the hands, the bumps on the
head, the color of the eyes. They sometimes employ adeck of playing cards that are said to have been
fashioned by them.”

"Y ou have heard,” Chine-kd said. "Then you have had no direct experience with them?"

"Sadly, | have not." Randa smiled. "But perhaps you would be willing to reieve them temporarily of their
peculiar duties and judge for yourself? Y our creation gppearsto take little interest in them, in any case.”
"| confessto being curious about them,” Moorsh said in reply to Chine-ka s glance.

The commander nodded and turned to a subatern of the guards. "Have the six Ryn brought to the young
Hutt's compartment.”

ELEVEN

To three sides the sea Stretched to the horizon-an expanse of surging tedl, frosted with whitecaps and
dazzled by daybresk sunlight-and at Lela's back climbed the rocky spires and imposing parapets of Reef
Fortress, the Hapan roya family's summer home and stronghold intimes of crisis.

Againgt acool offshore breeze, she hugged herself within the dark-blue wrap of her long cloak and
turned through another circle, taking in the idand's surf-dapped black-rock shordline, the magjestic



fortress, adroid picking wild dewberries, and closer at hand, Olmahk, aong with a score of visitors
who'd arrived a dawn by dragon yacht to witness the duel between Isolder and Beed Thane.

The archon of Vergill and his seconds were gathered on the square of lush lawn that wasto serve asan
arenafor the contest. Asthe offended one, publicly dishonored by Isolder's reckless backhand, Thane
had been entitled to choose the weapons from awide assortment that included everything from
vibroblades to sporting blasters. The location, however, had been selected by 1solder, who had passed
the previous night in Reef Fortress, dong with Tenenid Djo, Tenel Ka, TdaChume, Leia, and aminimal
daff of advisersand retainers.

Though the designated hour was drawing near, Isolder and his second, retired Captain Astarta, had yet
to show themsalves. Plainly disquieted by the lgpsein etiquette, Tenel Kawas unableto remain till for
more than amoment.

Leiacould fed the young Jedi's agitation clear across the lawn. It was here at the fortress that she, Jacen,
Jaing, and Chewie's nephew Lowbacca had braved carnivorous seaweed and Bartokk assassinsto fail
Ambassador Yfras plot to overthrow the monarchy. Here, too, Tenel Kahad finally come to accept the
muitilation she had accidentally suffered at Jacen's hand, preferring to make do with her sump rather than
employ aprosthesis-even for aswimming race.

Asthe memories of what Jacen had told her of those events were supplanted by concerns for the
present, Lelasaw Tend Kagaze up one of the hedge-bordered paths that climbed to the fortress and
quickly walk away from the lawn. A moment later Tala Chume appeared where the natural path
debouched into the lawn, her graying auburn hair faling from beneath atall conicd cap, to which was
affixed atriangle of gauzy white fabric that veiled her lower face. Notwithstanding Tenel Ka's effortson
behdf on the Hapan monarchy, the former matriarch refused to condone her granddaughter's decision to
embracethelife of aJedi over that of afuture queen mother.

TdaChume tracked Tenel Ka's ddliberate departure, then she turned and, spying Leia, gathered her long
gown in one hand and headed directly for her.

"I trust you dept well, Ambassador,” she said as she gpproached.

"I'd liketo report that | did, but in fact, | didn't degp awink.”

"Thisbusnesswiththedud,” TdaChume said in dismissd. "Don't worry."

Lelagtared into her green eyes. "Y ou're that confident of your son?"

"You'renot?'

"I've seen the best bested, Taa Chume.”

The former queen mother studied her. "I have to wonder to whom you're referring. Y our father, perhaps,
bested by your brother; or my son, bested by the smuggler you hel ped make a hero.”

Leiarefused to take the bait. "lsolder shouldn't have dlowed himself to be provoked.”

"But, my dear, what other course of action was open to him after Thane insulted you?"

"He could have alowed meto respond.”

Creases formed at the corners of Tda Chume's eyes. "My dear Lela, here on Hapes noblewomen are
expected to comport themsalves as something other than warriors. It has been thus since the founding
days of the Consortium. Blamethe Lorell Raiders for placing us on pedestas.”

"I'm not aHapan noble, TaaChume. And I've been called far worsethan aliar.”

"I'm sure you have."

Leiabristled, then regained her composure. "'I'm more concerned about unity among the Consortium
worldsthan | am about defendin g my honor.”

Tda Chumeforced aworld-weary sigh. "There can be no unity without honor, Leia. And speaking of
honor and dishonor, I've been meaning to inquire about your charming rogue of ahusband. Why isn't he
herewith you?"

Lelahed Taa Chumes piercing gaze. "Han is contributing in his own way to thewar effort.”

"What acurious answer.” TaaChume lowered her voicein feigned intimacy. "1 trust there are no troubles
a home."

"There are troubles everywhere. That'swhy I'm here."

"Indeed." Taa Chumefdl silent for amoment, then said, " Since your arrival on Hapes I've been meaning



to tell you how wrong | was about you."

Lelawaited.

"Unlike the Dathomiri witch's daughter”-she glanced in the direction of Tendl Ka-"you chose against
becoming a Jedi.”

Lelahad to remind hersdlf that she was talking with awoman who had not only ordered the murders of
her elder son and Isolder'sfirst love, but whose own mother had despised the Jedi dmost as passionately
as Palpatine had. Isolder's grandmother had wanted to see the Jedi extinguished, if only to prevent the
resurrection of what she had deemed an oligarchy ruled by sorcerers and readers of auras.

"Tend Kachosewisdy," Leiasaid a last, "asdid your son. Teneniel Djo is perfect for Isolder.”

Tda Chume shook her head. "No, my dear. Their marriage is beset by difficulties. Thereistak of
Tenenid Djo'sreturning to Dathomir.”

"I'm sorry. | didnt redize-"

" Y ou would have been perfect for my son. He undertakes this duel as much to demonstrate to methat a
man is cgpable of taking initiative, asto demondrate to you his continuing affection. That'swhy,
regardless of the outcome of today's contest, you can rely on having my full support in the matter of the
Consortium dlying itsdf with the New Republic againg the Y uuzhan Vong."

Lelawas il recovering from the unexpectedness of the disclosure when Isolder, Tenenid Djo, and
Adtartastrode into view.

"With mere momentsto spare he arrives," Taa Chume remarked on seeing them. "How like him."
Trailing the prince and queen mother came staffers and other witnesses, including C-3PO, who hurried to
Leidsside.

"MidressLea," thedroid beganin afret, "I had hoped you would decide to spare yoursdlf the torment of
having to watch Prince Isolder engage in such an antiquated and obvioudy vain exercise, in what can only
be considered pecking-order politics.”

Lelafrowned at him, thinking of Corran Horn's contest with the Y uuzhan VVong commander Shedao Shai
a Ithor. "Astheinsulted party, | could hardly absent myself, Threepio.”

"But, Migtress," C-3PO pressed, "do you have any idea of what Prince Isolder and Archon Thane are
about to do?"

Leiaglanced at the lawn where Thane's seconds and Agtarta were establishing the ground rules, and the
archon and the prince were already donning the sensor-and el ectrode-studded headgear, power gloves,
boots, and body armor that were integral to the contest.

"l have someidea," Leiasaid.

The droid tilted his head to one sde and flapped his iff arms. " Then you shouldn't permit yourself to
watch. Thisform of hand-to-hand combat hasitsoriginin amartid art devel oped by the Lordll Raiders
when their chief preoccupation was the capture and distribution of female prisoners. While perhaps not
asdeadly or as mysticd in nature asteras kasi-the 'steel hands' technique taught by the Followers of
Palawain the Pacanth Reach star cluster in the Outer Rim-it is nonetheless-"

Leiashushed him. "lsolder spent two years as aprivateer,” she said quietly. "I'm sure he knows afew
moves."

"But, Migtress," C-3PO said hopelesdly.

She silenced him again in order to hear what 1solder wastelling Thane as they faced off in the center of
the lawn.

"Should you win, you will not only have redeemed your honor but earned the right to brag of having
defeated the prince of Hapes. Should | win, | gain nothing more than the right to demand that you solicit
the pardon of my daughter and of Ambassador Organa Solo for your remarks.”

Thane sneered a him. "'If you'd like to sweeten the pot, Prince | solder, you need only say s0."

Isolder dipped hisright hand into the power glove and flexed hisfingers. " Should | win, | want your
pledge that VVergill will support the New Republic.”

The witnesses gasped. "This cannot be permitted!” someone shouted.

"Neither of you hastheright!" another voice added.

Thane considered it while the arguments continued. "'Y ou have my pledge,” the archon said at last.



"Providing that Hapeswill withhold support if you lose."

"Y ou bring disgrace on al our Houses!" awitness remarked.

Isolder nodded. "Y ou have my pledge.”

Leas heart raced.

Beside her, Tda Chume said, "This has been Thane'sgod al dong. AsHapes goes, o goes hdf the
Consortium of worlds." She looked at Leia ™Y ou see what my son undertakesfor you?”

Onthelawn, the principal referee raised ared scarf high overhead and let it flutter to the ground. It had
scarcely touched the tallest blade of grass when the fight commenced.

Hapan tradition dictated that honor duels commence with little fanfare and even lesspreamble. Leia
quickly grasped that it was largely amatter of making sure that everyone had their wagersin place. From
what she could gather by eavesdropping on nearby conversations-and Taa Chume's avowalsto the
contrary-Thane was favored to win.

Despite his agitation, or perhaps as aresponseto it, C-3PO indsted on providing commentary, even
after the fight had begun. Olmahk, by contrast, was clearly entranced, down on his haunches at the edge
of the manicured lawn, his bulging eyesriveted on Isolder and Thane asthey circled, fegling each other
out with tentative kicks and punches.

Like Isolder, Thanewastall and muscular, but his thick legs and broad shoulders made | solder ook
positively wiry by comparison. His moves, as he loosened up, suggested both great power and dexterity,
and he wasn't timid about showing right away that he was good. He came &t 1solder with double- and
triple-kick combinations, fired by the same leg, recocking and letting fly without bringing hisfoot downin
between.

And he had fast hands, aswell.

Isolder parried the attack skillfully, but refrained from counterpunching, asif undecided about which
offense to employ. Even 0, it was obviousto Leathat they were both essentiadly footfighters, with
Thane's style drawing on traditiona techniques and I solder's on straightforward boxing.

Therules of the honor duel were known to everyone present, save for her and Olmahk, but Leia
understood that the body armor and headgear served adual purpose. In addition to dampening the
bone-breaking and el ectro-shock capabilities of the gloves and boots, the sensor-studded padding
indicated when a contestant landed a scoring blow, by way of aremote receiver.

"What an gppalling display,” C-3PO remarked worriedly. "And | fear it will only get worse, Mistress,
Where most opponents agree beforehand to refrain from inflicting seriousinjury, the prince and the
archon waived the usud redtrictions!”

Leatried to ignore him. At the same time, she repressed an urge to think aloud, Don't do this, Isolder,
for fear that he might hear her through the Force and come undone. Corran Horn's actions at 1thor had
been noble, and yet they had failed to preserve the planet.

Isolder and Thane worked each other around for severa long minutes without scoring, though the
punishing blows they rained on each other sounded like the muffled reports of ancient fireearms. Exposed
flesh reddened and swelled. A punch from Isolder drove Thane clear acrossthe lawn; afront kick by the
archon lifted the prince completely off hisfeet. Then both of them scored in rapid succession when
Isolder left himself open to ablow to the head in order to land a powerful twisting punch to Thane'sribs.
Therooting of the onlookers was enthusiastic, but nothing like the bloodthirsty tumult professiona
gamblerswould have raised. Inaudibly, Teneniel Djo, Tene Ka, and some of the advisersintoned
caming chants.

Lelakept her concern in check by telling herself that what she was witnessing was no different from so
many of the lightsaber practice duels shed seen and engaged in over the years.

Isolder and Thane went at each other again, thistime at Isolder's lead, with a set-piece attack of left fig,
right fist. Thane confidently went for the block and counter against an expected right roundhouse kick,
only to redizetoo late that it was afeint. |solder cocked hisleg back like lightning and again struck himin
the ribs. Faling back, Thane grimaced in pain, but managed nonetheessto dip in an off-baance
counterkick that caught 1solder unprepared.

The primary referee glanced at the remote receiver and declared pointsfor each fighter. With the match a



two-two tie and both of them panting, he called for a sudden-death round.

"Sudden death?' C-3PO moaned in darm. "Sudden death?’

It was plain that Thane understood how Isolder had set atrap for him. Once more he moved tentatively,
though seemingly less out of respect for Isolder's prowess than out of warinessfor histalent to deceive.
Isolder kept his distance, aswdll, ultimately forcing Thane to borein on him. The archon faked a punch,
twirled, and cycloned hisright foot at Isolder's thigh. Isolder twisted to avoid the full force of the impact,
but an agonized yelp escaped him, and everyone redized that he had nearly been incapacitated.
Theinjured leg collapsed under him, and he dropped to one knee, aiming a stiff-armed punch to Thane's
mid-section on the way down. Thane anticipated the blow and stopped short, just out of range, then
brought one foot around and down in a crescent kick meant to shatter | solder's extended forearm and
open him up for afronta attack. But Isolder withdrew hisarm in time and shoulder-rolled out of harm's
way. Shooting to acrouch, helaunched himself a Thane.

Thane backed away, windmilling hisarmsto parry punches and kicks, then stepping to one side and
executing afast one-handed forward flip, right foot extended to smash Isolder in the face.

Isolder stooped, catching Thane's lower calf in the crook of the X he formed with raised forearms, then
caled on histhigh muscles to spring him upright. Thane's planted foot dipped on the grass, and he
dammed supineto the ground.

|solder went after him, whirling for aback kick going

in. But Thane spun on his shoulders and negtly swept [solder's feet out from under him. Springing
themsalves upright, they exchanged lightning volleys of kicks and body punches. Plosive sounds cut the
sdt ar asthey dternated in having the wind knocked out of them.

Thanesright foot caught Isolder's left forearm just above the edge of the power glove, and Lelawas
certain she heard bone fracture. It struck her dl at once that sudden death could mean just that.
Surprised that neither of them had scored, the crowd grew louder, urging each man on. Leiaheard
Captain As-tartas voice cut through the din, commanding Isolder to regain focus. Only Lelaand Taa
Chume stood slently now, wrapped in concern.

With adeft hop, Isolder reversed his stance to keep his maimed forearm out of the line of fire and
launched another counteroffensive. Thane's huge fist tagged him aglancing blow on the side of the heed,
but the archon received atoe kick to the kneein return.

Thane gpparently wasn't accustomed to fighting someone his own size, and 1solder made the most of it.
Time and again he caught Thane'sfoot in hisupper arm or shoulder or managed to duck his head out of
the way. But Isolder appeared to betiring. With little [&ft to pitch that he hadn't already tried, he again
advanced with left figt, right fist, aswindup for aright roundhouse kick.

Leids breath caught in her throat. It was the most el ementary and binary kind of gamble. Thane had to
decide whether | solder was setting the move up asafeint, or was going to commit to it thistime. It came
down to whether or not Thane believed Isolder wasfool enough to stake everything-his reputation,
Thane's promise to sde with Hapes with regard to the Y uuzhan V ong, perhaps even the respect of the
royd family and Leia-on trying the sametrick after it had been compromised the first go-round.

Thane st himself for afeint and counter. 1solder et him believe he had chosen correctly by using broken
timing-gppearing for an ingtant to be faking-then let fly the intended roundhouse.

From the sound of theimpact, it was clear that 1solder had planned the kick to connect with enough
force to end the match. Even so, he exercised more restraint than Thane probably would have shown.
The dap of the boot on the headguard echoed off the black rocks that graced the shore, and the primary
referee had one hand up to signa the winning point before Thane had hit the ground.

Betting stakes were changing hands even as the two opponents were bowing to each other. Given the
added wager, many of the witnesses were beside themsalves with outrage, and arguments began to erupt
ondl sidesof thelawn.

One to whom success came often, Isolder didn't flaunt his victory. Even the customary embraces he
received from hiswife and daughter failed to dicit so much asasmile. Archon Thane appeared
grudgingly congratulatory, but Leia could see that there would be no lasting peace between House Thane
and House Isolder.



At the moment, however, that didn't matter. Thane's loss meant at |east one more vote on the side of
supporting the New Republic.

Thane and his seconds began to storm away from the lawn, but before he reached the path that led to the
dock, Thane changed direction and angled for Leia.

She braced hersdlf.

"Ambassador, | will make my formal gpology when the Consortium representetives conveneto vote on
the issue of rendering aid to the New Republic," he began.

"Rest assured that | will honor my pledge to stand with Prince Isolder.” He scowled, despite himsdlf. "For
now | wish only to gpplaud you for moving the Consortium one step closer to what will no doubt prove
to be a catastrophic campaign.”

TWELVE

Melisma, Gaph, and a dozen other Ryn dogged through the shin-deep mud that had formed in the wake
of Ruan's most recent on-command downpour. Conditionsin Facility 17 were deteriorating rapidly and
no one was smiling, not even Gaph, who was usudly unflappingly sanguinein theworst of Stuations.
The camp's overseers had requested that the Ryn report to the familiarization sector, for purposes yet to
be disclosed. A facamile of civilization as defined by any number of Core worlds, the sector functioned
asatraining and indoctrination ground for those refugees bound for the heart of the New Republic.
Despite Sdlliche Ag's attempt to maroon on Ruan as many refugees as possible, ahost of worlds and
corporations had similar employment scenariosin mind for the displaced peoples of the Outer and Mid
Rims. Optical concerns were seeking specieswith innate visual acuity, and acoustical concerns sought
species with expanded ranges of hearing. Some companies were desirous of nothing more than folks of
sze and brute strength. Still, most of the refugees had never resided in the Colonies, et dlone on Core
worlds, and so the need for indoctrination classes meant to bring the culturaly deprived up to speed for
their new lives.

Melisma and the rest trudged past crude buildings and pavilions where Basic was being taught to
Ruurians and Dugs. Other structures were devoted to ingtructive sessonsin interfacing with droids,
computers, and virtud life-forms; riding turbolifts, drop shafts, and beltways, dealing with bacta
treatments, durasheset, and flimsi-plast; the use of comlinks, holoprojectors, and conform loungers,
proper behavior in restaurants, theaters, and other public places; and comportment in the presence of the
weslthy, the politically connected, or theinfluentid.

The Ryn contingent had been directed to structure 58, which was empty when they entered, savefor a
grouping of rickety tables and chairs and a human femal e whose eyes bugged out of her head on seeing
them. She glanced at the display of a datapad she wore around her neck, quickly composed hersdlf, and
asked everyone to be seated.

Thefact that Melismaand the others opted to Sit on the floor undermined the woman's gplomb, which
was obvioudy asflimsy asthe furniture, and once again she looked to the datapad for advice of some
sort.

"Y ou've been asked to report here," she began in Basic, "because an opportunity has arisen that could
provide you with transport to Esseles, aswell as employment once you arrive.”

In pure surprise, Mdismaturned to Gaph, whose optimism made a sudden comeback.

"Thejob issomewhat peculiar, but asit isthe only job offer targeted specificaly for your species, I'm
certain you'll want to congder it."

She cleared her throat in ameaningful way. "Essentialy you would beresding in akind of living museum,
where diverse folks coexigt, displaying to theintellectualy inquisitive or the merely curiousthe various and
sundry elements unique to their species.”

No one spoke for along moment; then Gaph asked, "What, exactly, would we be required to do?'
"Why, smply to be yoursdves,” the woman said in an unintentionaly high-pitched voice.

Hisformer grin abandoned, Gaph glanced at Mdisma, then looked back at the woman. "Y ou're
suggesting that it would be just like being here-except that we'd have thousands of visitors gawking at us



day and night."

"Obsarving," the woman clarified. "Not gawking."

Melismashook her head in dismay. "I'm sorry, but well have to decline the offer,” she said, spesking for
everyone.

The woman spent amoment gnawing a her lower lip, then moved to the door to ascertain that no one
was about. When she swung around to the Ryn her eyestwinkled in away they hadn't earlier, and her
tone of voice was congpiratorid.

"I shouldn't redly betdling you this, but Sdliche Ag is prepared to furnish you with employment right
here on Ruan." She paused to alow her wordstimeto sink in. "I'm certain that some of you have had
past experience on agricultura worlds, and that you would adapt easily to both the work and the
environment. In return, Salliche Ag would expect you only to sign acontract stating that you will remain
onworld for at least the next three standard years.”

"What does the work pay?' Gaph asked with elaborate enthusiasm.

"Sdliche Ag will furnish everything you need in the way of shelter and food, and deduct the costsfrom
your wages. Therest is, of course, yoursto do with as you please-athough the company discouragesits
employeesfrom actualy accepting credits, for fear they might be spent. . . frivoloudly or gambled away.
The last thing Sdlliche Ag wants is employees who have overspent and have no recourse but to work off
the debtsthey incurred.”

Gaph dapped histhigh in fabricated delight. "What asweet ded!"

When everyone had stopped laughing, Melisma said, "We're not interested.”

The woman folded her arms across her chest. "Won't you at least consider the offer? I'm sure you don't
want to remain in this camp any longer than you haveto.”

The scarcely veiled threat was il ringing in Mdismas ears when the Ryn filed out of the building some
moments later. She didn't know whether to be angry, anxious, or both. Fortune-telling had been earning
the Ryn enough credits to purchase decent foodstuffs, but business was dready beginning to fal off.
Without credits the camp would rapidly become the prison it was meant to be, and in the end she and the
otherswould be forced to accept Salliche Ag's offer.

She didn't think she could fedl more disheartened, until they arrived back at the Ryn encampment to find
two human maeswaiting for them, no doubt to drive home the hopel ess nature of th eir predicament and
to sl them again on the wisdom of signing on with Sdliche Ag.

And yet there was something about the pair that gave her pause. For starters, they were too seedy even
for representatives of Sdliche Ag. Thetaller one was gangly and bearded, and hislong fingers were thac
stained. He wore utility coverdlsthat were asize too smal, and his boots were more suited to spaceport
work than adesk job. The other man was equaly unkempt, with grease under hisfingernailsand grime
on hisforehead. Black hair curtained his pale pointed face and fell lanky and unwashed to his shoulders.
"Lush asitis, Ruan'sarock like any other when you'd rather be elsewhere,” thetall one said to Gaph as
he approached.

"But every rock hasits secret exits,” the other chimed in, "even Ruan.”

Gaph smiled pleasantly. "Y es, and every one of those clandestine egresses requires atoll we can't afford
to pay."

Tal seemed to take the reply asagood sign. "Then maybe you'd like to earn the toll.”

Gaph waved the men to acouple of chairs R'vanna had cobbled together. At the sametime, he asked
someone to bring teaand food.

"We represent a concern that provides private transportation to other worlds," Tal explained.

"For thousands of credits per passenger,” Gaph said.

The man nodded. "But believeit or not, there are folks here with more than that to spend.”

"The problemis," the short man took over, "they lack officia permitsto travel. Now normaly their credits
would buy them documentation, aswell, but Sdliche Agismaking it difficult because they havetheir own
reasons for wanting to keep everyone onworld."

R'vannasighed. "We're aware of those reasons.”

"Well, then, hereésthething,” thefirst man said. "The business concern we represent has officia authority



to trangport a shipload of paying clientsto Abregado-rae, which is accepting exiles."

"Abregado-rag," Rvannasaid in ddight. "A much happier dternative than any of the Coreworlds.
Pogtively flush with opportunities.”

Tal nodded. "No camps, no labor contracts, no fine print. Everyone gets off to afresh start. But unless
we can show our clients names on officid permits of trangt, dl the creditsin the universe won't get any of
them off Ruan."

Gaph mulled it over. "Then you need agood dicer to enter those names in the database.”

Short shook his head. "Salliche Ag is on the lookout for dicers. Everything hasto be done by durasheet
and officid sed "

Gaph and R'vannatraded knowing looks. "Go on," Gaph said.

The humans aso traded looks. "It's no secret that you people are good at forging permits and such,” Tall
sad.

"Y eah, like the ones you forged alowing you to emigrate to the Corporate Sector way back when."
"Unsubgtantiated rumors" Rvannasaid.

Tdl amiled. "Even0..."

Gaph cut him off. "Do you have an example of the sed you want copied?’

Short opened a case and handed Gaph a square of durasheet bearing an elaborate officia sedl. "This
comes straight from Coruscant. Each letter of trangit can list up to one hundred names, so we'd need five
of them.”

Gaph and R'vanna conferred for amoment. "This seal and the calligraphy are intentiondly antiquated,”
Gaph said at last. "We'd need the proper tools, a ong with the inks and such.”

Tdl shrugged. "Whatever you need." /

"What'sin thisfor us?' Mdismaasked before anyone else could.

The same man shrugged. "That's entirdly up to you. Clothing, food, furniture, you nameit.”

She gazed at him. "How about transport off Ruan?”

Again, the two men traded glances. "How many are you?' thefirst asked.

"Thirty-saverrinduding an infant.”

Tdl deliberated, nodding his head dowly. "We just might be ableto arrange that.”

"Only to Abregado-rae, you understand,” his partner added. "No aternative destinations.”

Gaph glanced at Mdisma, R'vanna, and some of the others. " Abregado-rae would suit usfine.”

Tdl folded hisarms. "Then hereés how it's going to work Well provide everything you need to forge the
permits. If we're satisfied that they'll pass muster with Salliche Ag and the spaceport authorities here on
Ruan, you've got yourselves aded.”

"I am Plaan," Tholatin's Weequay security chief said as he joined Dromaand Han in the Falcon's forward
hold.

Plaan had the thumbs of his big hands hooked into the broad gunbelt that gathered a quilted, knee-length
garment the color of Sriluur's desert wastes. His broad-nosed, desiccated face was deeply creased, and
dark age spots showed on the dmond-shaped bony plate that reinforced his skull from brow ridgeto
spine. His degp-sat eyes gave him a haunted, fearsome aspect. Behind him stood two mean-spirited
humans in camouflage combat suits, one cradling a new-generation blaster rifle, the other a
twenty-year-old BlasTech E-l 1, which had been the weapon of choice among Imperia stormtroopers.
Haf adozen other humans and diens were inspecting various parts of the ship. Han couldn't make out
their muffled comments, but the mere thought of them pawing through his property filled him with rage. It
took al the control he could summon to keep from going ballistic.

"My first mate, Miek," Dromasaid, gesturing offhandedly toward Han.

Plaan nodded. " Sorry about having to search ship, Captain Droma. Furnished passcodes checked out.
But asthings are now, even we must take precautions.” A being more apt to communicate by
pheromones than words, Plaan spoke in a clipped and heavy accent.

With the hyperdrive behaving erratically, it had been along, dow trip to Tholatin, an uninhabited world,
save for adeep, dmost undetectable rift legions of smugglers had used over the years. The Facon-going
under the name Sunlight Franchise-had been directed to alanding zone on the floor of the forested cleft,



but berthing spaces and maintenance areas were located under aceiling of cantilevered rock at the base
of asheer dliff. Although he had taken heart that the old passcodes had worked, Han was troubled by
the motley nature of some of the berthed ships.

"Y ou have been to Esau's Ridge before?" Plaan asked suddenly, studying Han with interest.
"Notinalot of years."

"Back then, who running things?'

Han stroked hisbeard, asif in hazy recollection. "Let's see, there was Bracha €Naso. And an
information broker named Formyg-a'Y a0, as| remember.”

Plaan nodded. "L ong gone, with dmost everyone from those days. Left when the Y uuzhan Vong pushed
through on way to Hutt space.” He glanced at Droma. "Where acquired, those passcodes, Captain?”
"From afriend on Nar Shaddaa," Dromasaid, as Han had instructed. "A human by the name of Shug
Ninx."

Paan nodded again. "Ninx isknown to us. So you are coming from Nar Shaddaa?"

Droma had his mouth open to affirm that they'd arrived from Huitt space when a baritone voice rang out
from the starboard ring corridor.

"Plaan, get alook at this."

Han and Droma followed the security chief into the corridor. Just where the outrigger cockpit branched
off, two human members of the search team had discovered the removable panels that covered the secret
compartments Han had used for smuggling, in what felt to him like another lifetime. Like Plaan, the two
snoops had the rawboned look of mercenaries or pirates rather than smugglers, which jibed with the
mix-and-match ships- the uglies-Han had observed in the berthing spaces.

Paan was grinning bemusedly. "Smugglers?

"Now and again," Dromasaid.

"Fredlance or for Hutts?'

"We're independent contractors.”

Paan snorted. "Better ways of earning credits these days. Even Hutts have to take care. With Boss Bunji
forced off Jubilee Whed, not enough glitterstim on Ord Mantel| to fill banthas horn.”

Ashewas saying it, a short man wearing mechanic's utilities entered the corridor from the extended
landing ramp. "L ooks like your ship has seen some recent action,” he told Droma. "Whoever you were
running from ruined your new anodizing.”

Dromareplied to Plaan'sinquisitive look. "We encountered a Y uuzhan Vong patrol. Fortunately, we
escaped with nothing more than a damaged power converter and hyperdrive.”

The mechanic pursed hislips, glanced around, and nodded. "Vintage ship, but | think we can fix you up
with the parts you need."

Paan seemed to relax somewhat. "Would not have to worry about Y uuzhan Vong patrolsif you knew
theright people,” he said as he followed Droma and Han back to the forward compartment.
Dromaglanced at Han before saying, "Knowing the right people is something we've never been
especidly good at.”

The security chief uttered adour laugh. "Perhaps luck is about to change." He walked to the entrance to
the port ring corridor, then into the adjacent circuitry bay. "How many passengersthiscrate carry?' he
asked without turning around.

"She'ssmaller than shelooks," Han answered, taking afew steps toward Plaan. "Belowdecks she's
nothing but crawl space, and even if we packed passengersin like fingerfins, the air scrubbers and
oxygen supply couldn't handle more than fifty or so-and then only for afew hours."

"Why do you ask?' Dromasaid.

Plaan turned and walked back into the hold. "Many here at Esau's Ridge do contract work for employer
who hasadirect lineto Y uuzhan Vong."

Han watched Plaan. "Y eah, acouple of friends of ourswere working for aguy who claimed to have a
direct lineto the Y uuzhan Vong, but when it came down to cases the guy wasno help at al. Ever hear of
the Peace Brigade?'

Paan nodded dowly. "Ouitfit of Reck Desh."



"Same employer?’

"Same," Plaan confirmed. "But in kinds of activities Peace Brigade handled, we steer clear. Many risks.
Relocation runs our specidty.”

"Relocation runs," Han said.

"Private transport for refugees eager to escape New Republic camps.”

Han's eyes narrowed with suspicion. "Depending on what you charge for services, you're either a
philanthropist or apredator.”

Plaan laughed. "Because we receive large bonuses on back end , passengers pay only modest amounts.”
"So this nameless contractor isthe philanthropist?' Droma said.

"To earn bonuses, contractor requires that we deliver refugees to specific worlds-worlds that end up

Y uuzhan Vong targets.”

Han had to force his mouth to work. ™Y ou're recycling them. Refugees pay to leave one camp, find
themsalves caught up in aninvason, and end up in another camp.” He fought down an urgeto tear Plaan
limb from limb. "And, of course, the Y uuzhan Vong are happy because you're making things dl the more
complicated for the New Republic relief workers."

Plaan shrugged. "Added burden for New Republic. But steady employment for us. Interested?”
"Wemight be," Dromasaid. "Do you have anything going at the moment?'

Plaan made aregretful sound as he cocked his head to one side. "Too bad you not arrive sooner. Some
of our people moving abunch off Ruan very soon.”

Dromasat unsteadily at the engineering station, determined not to look at Han. "Ruan?’

Han glanced briefly at him and began to pace. "Maybe were not too lateto join in," he said, only partidly
successful at keeping alarm and apprehension from hisvoice. He turned to Plaan. "How soon can we get
the parts we need?’

THIRTEEN

In the dank and underlighted hold that served as both mess hall and dormitory for the privileged captives
aboard the yammoaosk carrier, Wurth Skidder placed hisbowl beneath the spout of the nutrient dispenser,
waited while his dlotted share drizzled out, then carried the bowl to his usua spot of deck space, where
he lowered himsdlf into a cross-legged posture and forced himself to edt.

Likedl things' Y uuzhan VVong, the container had surely been fashioned from some creature-perhaps from
the egg of an outsize oviparous animal-and the spoon, though made of an exotic hardwood, bore no
traces of carving or machining and appeared to have been grown with handle and bowl provided. Even
the thick, tapered spout of the nutrient dispenser gave dl evidence of being attached to some living thing
that resided unseen on the far side of the hold's curved and membranous bulkhead.

Shortly, Roaand Fasgo joined him on the floor, as had become their habit. Both of them, along with
amost everyone esein the hold, looked bedraggled and waterlogged from having had to endure long
sessionsin the tank with the yammosk. Four captives had died as a consequence of the creature's
attempts at mind probing, and more than twice that number had been rendered catatonic. Skidder had
survived only by drawing gently on the Force, just deeply enough to maintain sanity without reveding his
Jedihood.

Hewas down to hislast spoonful of nutrient when Roasaid, "Well, look who's returned.”

Following Roa's ddlighted gaze, Skidder turned and saw Saphaand her fivefelow Ryn entering the hold.
Instantly he got to his feet and waved them over, appraising them as they approached. None of the six
had been seen since Commander Chine-ka had ordered them away- what must have been standard
days earlier. Everyone had wondered about their mysterious disappearance, and Skidder was eager to
learn where they had been taken.

"To the Hutt," Saphasaid in reply to his question as she lowered hersdlf to the floor.

Roas mouth fell open. "A Hutt? On board this ship?' Saphanodded. "Randa Besadii Diori. The son of a
Hutt named Borga."

Skidder waited to speak until three of Saphals companions had moved off to join thefood line. "Why is



Randa here?' he asked quietly but forcefully.

Sapharegarded him for amoment. "It seemed to usthat the Y uuzhan Vong are grooming him to take
charge of transporting prisoners of war. For sacrifices, perhaps, or some other purposes.”

"So that'sthe dedl they cut for themselves," Skidder said through locked teeth. "But why were you
brought to Randa?"

Shelaughed without mirth. "To tel hisfortune. Using Ryn as diviners was once a pastime of the Hutts-
amusing to them, frequently fatal to us. When forecasts failed to cometrue, the divinerswerekilled in
various but dways gruesomeways. | grew up hearing tales of such things.”

Skidder considered it. " So Randa asked you to predict hisfuture,” he said at last. "What did you tell
him?'

Saphashrugged. "Innocuous things, open to interpretation.”

"For ingtance?' Roa asked.

"The near future will be a sometimes puzzling mix of pleasures and challenges. He has much on hismind
asaresult of monumental eventsthat have recently cometo pass. The future hinges on his ability to think
clearly and see dl sdes. . "

Fasgo laughed with his mouth full. "'I've been told the same things by you people.”

"And Randa accepted that?" Skidder said.

"He seemed to." Saphagestured broadly to the hold. "WEeTre here, and not to the best of my knowledge
dated for imminent execution.”

Skidder's eyes narrowed with intent. "Did he ask to see you again?"

Sapha nodded. "After his beauty deep. Probably to evauate our accuracy.”

"Was Chine-ka present?'

"Thefirg time. The commander took some interest in our reading of Randa's body markings and palm
lines. On the second occasion, he grew bored. | doubt hell be there next time."

"He'sjust accommodating the Hutt,” Roa suggested. "I suspect that the Y uuzhan VVong consider
themsalves shapers of the future, not destined for one outcome or another.”

Skidder was deep in thought.

One of the Ryn returned with abowl of nutrient for Sapha, but she pushed it away in disgust.

"The same stuff for every med, for every species.”

Fasgo nodded. "One grue fitsal.” He eyed the untouched bowl Saphahad set aside. ™Y ou going to eat
that?' he asked findly.

"Hdp yoursdf,” shetold him.

Hedid, ravenoudy, only ceasing his spooning to remark, "Y ou'll learn to tolerate it. Besides, it'sthe only
way to keep up your strength.”

"Answer methis" Sgphasad. "The Y uuzhan Vong employ organic technology where we use machines,
correct?’

"Thusfar,” Roasad.

"Then they don't use machines or droidsto prepare this Stuff.”

"l wouldn't think s0."

"And yet | haven't seen any chefs, or any kitchen staff. So who preparesit?’

Fasgo stopped eating, his spoon in midair, to exchange glances with Roa. "Critters," he said to Sapha.
"Crestures.”

Saphagazed at the thin gray gruel. " Creatures cook this?'

Again, Roaand Fasgo swapped glances. "In amanner of spesking,” Roasaid ddlicately.
Saphafrowned. "In what manner of speaking?’

Fasgo set the bowl down. "L ook, you don't care for the stuff asis. Maybe you shouldn't be wondering
where it comes from or how it's cooked.”

Saphawas about to ask regardless, but Skidder abruptly surfaced from his pensive trance.

"Randa has an entourage with him? Bodyguards?'

"Some Rodians, Aqudish, and Twi'leks" Sephasaid. "The usud mix."

"How many bodyguards?'



Saphalooked to one of her clanmates, who said, "Ten."

"Roughly the same number of guardsin the yammaosk

tank hold," Skidder muttered. He fell silent, then looked hard at Sapha and the other Ryn.

"Ligten carefully The next time you're summoned, you're going to tel Randathat he's going to be
betrayed. He's been lured aboard only so that Commander Chine-ka can sacrifice him." He cut his eyes
to Sgpha. "Y ou understand?'

She and the other Ryn regarded one another in bafflement. " And when that doesn't come to pass? Y oulll
have usdl sucking vacuum."

Skidder shook his head. "It will come to pass, because I'm going to plant an ideaiin the yammosk that
Randais going to betray Chine-ka, and that he only agreed to come aboard to free us. The yammosk is
sureto aert Chine-kal, and Chine-ka might even want the yammosk to take apeek at what'sin the
Huitt's heed.”

Saphashook her head asif to clear it. "People have found unusua purposesfor the Ryn, but this...."
Roafrowned at Skidder. "Look, Keyn, just because the creature has taken aliking to you, that doesn't
mean you can actudly talk to it, much lessplant anideainitsbrain."

Skidder sneered. "Y ou're wrong. I've aready been conversing with it."

Fasgo choked on hisfood and made a comica gesture to indicate madness. " Someone's been in the tank
toolong," hefairly hummed.

Roa continued to Stare at Skidder. "Y ou say you've been conversing with the yammosk?”

"By using the Force."

Fasgo broke the protracted silence by saying, with patent disbelief, "The Force?'

"I'm aJedi Knight," Skidder announced, in away that managed to combine modesty and pride. "My red
nameis Worth Skidder."

"Well, well," Roahuffed, "that certainly answersalot of my questions about you."

"Then | wasright,” Saphasaid. "Y ou deliberately alowed yoursdf to be captured.”

Skidder nodded. "At thetime | didn't know they had awar coordinator aboard this ship. But onething is
clear they're conveying it to aworld they plan to invade and utilize as aforward base of operations. We
need to learn that destination, and find some way to get the information to the Jedi or the New Republic
military."

Roawasthefirst to respond. "L et's say you do manage to turn Chine-ka and the Hutt against one
another. How's that going to help you get what you want?"

Skidder was one step ahead of him. "Once I've gained the yammosk's trugt, it's going to tell me where
we're headed.”

"Okay," Roasad tentetively.

"I'll make use of the yammosk to control the dovin basdl that drivesthe ship.”

Roaand Saphatraded glances. "And then?' the old man asked.

Skidder fixed him with alook. "We mutiny."

The Hutt consulate on Coruscant was chaotic. Servants and dozens of hired workers were busy
emptying the place of the vast amount of antiques, keepsakes, and collectibles Golgahad amassed in his
too-brief reign as consul generd. Reclining on the couch that occupied the center of the courtyard
chamber he had cometo think of as home, he could only hope that the galaxy would return to normal in
the near future, and that Borga the Almighty might deem him fit to continue serving as Na Huttal's envoy
to the New Republic. Until such time, he would smply have to accept whatever posting Borga assigned
him, though it chilled him even to imagine being sent to somewherelike Sriluur, Kessd, or-perish the
thought-Tatooine.

"Careful with those hookahs!" he said to the three Gamorreans who were crating his waterpipes. "Some
of those once belonged to Jabba himsdf!"

Helowered his stubby arms, curaing himself for not having had the good sense to order the Rodianson
his staff to see to the hookahs. But they were in the degp chamber packing away even more persona
belongings, and everyone e se was too occupied destroying documents, making round tripsto the launch
platform, or keeping the demonstrators from storming the consulate, as one group had attempted to do



only the previous evening.

Turmoil had been the order of the day since the Holo-Net had broken the story that Nal Hutta had made
aseparate peace with the Y uuzhan VVong, and that the Hutts were severing diplomatic relations with the
New Republic. Had Borga notified Golgain advance, the consulate could have been quietly closed.
Instead the penthouse of the Old Republic-style Vaorum Tower had become atarget for every Outer
Rim refugee on Coruscant, and thus a precarious place to reside.

Servants, attaches, and staffers had decamped, including Golga's charge d'affaires. Suppliers had refused
to deliver food and other needed supplies. Coruscant Energy had engineered power failures, and
Coruscant Water had so reduced the flow that daily bathing in the penthouse's converted fountain had
become impaossible. The number of bomb threats exceeded one hundred, though no devices had been
discovered, and on the HoloNet rumors flew fast and furious, accusing the Hutts of everything from
treason to sabotage, with many calling for the arrest of al Hutts, and some advocating a declaration of
war.

Even now a mixed-species crowd was assembled on the observation balcony of the tower acrossthe
city canyon, chanting for retribution, throwing fistsin the air, and appedling to the ceasdless flow of air
traffic with huge and multicolored Hutt-condemning holoplacards. Early on, Golga had tolerated the
strident gatherings, but he had since ordered the transparistedl windows curtained so he wouldn't have to
be greeted by the sight of demonstrators each time he entered the chamber.

Soon, in any case, the angry crowds would be nothing more than an unpleasant memory. Hewould be
on hisway to Na Hutta, and to diplomatic duties €l sewhere in the galaxy. Once more, worries of a
posting on Tatooine assailed him, but they were interrupted by the arrival of his Twi'lek secretary.
"Highness, New Republic Senator Shesh requests audience.”

"Now?" Golgasaid increduloudly. "Doesn't Senator Shesh realize that I'm preparing to depart?”

"She does, Highness. But she assertsthat it isvital that she speak with you beforehand. She asserts
further that you will be passing up aunique opportunity should you elect not to grant her audience.”

"A unique opportunity, indeed. Isthis Senator Vigi Shesh of Kuat?'

"Yes, Highness™"

Golgagrimaced in derison. "A member of the Advisory Council and the Security and Intelligence
Council. Shdl | tell you beforehand about this unique opportunity? Sheisgoing to ask meto serveasan
agent for New Republic Inteligence. She will promise generous compensation for my keeping her
committee apprised of what goes on in Borga's court-of who comes and goes, and of what matters are
spoken. Shewill avouch in the strongest terms that the Hutts will ultimately be betrayed

by the Y uuzhan VVong, and that Borgawill be brought down. Shewill be quick to assure that the New
Republic will one day prevail againgt the Y uuzhan VVong, and at that time my contributionsto their defeat
will become public knowledge and | will regp the benefits of my treachery by being awarded a position
suitable to my new station in life. Perhaps a palace here on Coruscant, or apolitical appointment to the
world of my choice

The Twi'lek waited until he was certain that Golgawasfinished. "1 should inform her, then, that Y our
Highnessis not interested in spesking with her?!

Golgablinked and wet hislipswith hisfat, pointed tongue. Lending voice to what heretofore had been
most private musings had accorded them a sudden credibility. Under the guise of sufferance, he motioned
with histiny hands.

"No. Show her in. But make sure she understlandsthat | have aflight to catch.”

The Twi'lek bowed gracioudy and left the chambers. When he returned amoment later he was
accompanied by acomely, dark-haired human female, on whom even normaly drab senatorid garb
looked like evening wear. Golgawas a Besadii, but he had more than atouch of Deslijicin hisvens,
which accounted for acertain partidity to human femaes. Watching Vigi Shesh, he envisoned her
dancing for him, or fetching him succulent morsals of living food. Of greater surprise than her beauty was
the fact that she had apparently come aone, without so much as an interpreter.

Golgaarranged himsdlf on the couch and motioned Shesh to the closest of severd comfortable chairs.
"Never let it besaid,” he began in Basic when his secretary had exited, "that Golga Besadii Fir isoneto



alow unique opportunitiesto pass him by."

Shesh smiled with purpose. "'I'm glad to hear that, Consul Golga. It smplifies matters.”

Golgalicked hislips.

"Asyou may or may not know, recent information has cometo light, indicating that the Y uuzhan VVong
intend to attack Tynna."

"Tynna?1 know nothing of this"

"Certain parties thought it odd that no spice was being delivered to Tynna, and they brought this matter to
the attention of New Republic Inteligence. Given the Hutts aliance with the enemy, members of the
Intelligence community had to ask themselves whether the suspension of deliverieswas perhapsa
cloaked message from Borgaraway for her to reved the intentions of the Y uuzhan V ong without actually
sying asmuch.”

Golga grappled with what he was hearing. " Clearly you know more about these mattersthan | do,
Senator. In any event, you certainly can't expect me to speak for Borga."

"You are her envoy, are you not?'

"Yes, but-"

"Then don't concern yourself with spesking for Borga. Smply listen as she might.”

Insulted, Golga had an impulse to have Shesh escorted from the chambers, but then thought better of it.
"I'm ligening, Senator-as Borgawould."

Shesh flashed awarmer smile. " Should the intelligence about Tynna prove religble, one hasto wonder if
the suspension of spice deliveriesto Bothawui and Corelliamight signd threats to those systems, aswell.
Or"-she held up ameticuloudy manicured forefinger-"whether thisis merely what the Y uuzhan VVong
would like usto think, while they devise an entirdly different attack.”

She gave Golgaamoment to ponder it, then continued. ™Y ou see, the senate and the Defense Force are
very divided on just thisissue. With New Republic fleetswidely dispersed to protect the Core Worlds, a
decision hasto be reached on whether additiona ships should be deployed at Bothawui or Corellia
Golgalaughed. "Senator, | haven't the dightest ideawhat the Y uuzhan VVong plan to do next.
Furthermore, it isludicrous to assume that Borga has been made privy to their plans.”

Shesh crossed her legs and leaned forward. ™Y ou can assure me of that?"

"| can. Everyone has attached too much import to this so-caled dliance. Borgaand the clan |eaders of
the Grand Council wished to avoid awar at al costs. To do so required that we alow the Y uuzhan Vong
accessto certain worldsin our space-worlds of little consequence- which they intend to mine for
resources or remake in someway. Granted, thisisaform of aiding and abetting the enemy, but the end
result would have been the same had we opted to go to war. We are powerful, but not as powerful as
theenemy."

"The Hutts managed to hold the Empire at bay," Shesh pointed out. "Deaying the Y uuzhan VVong would
have helped.”

"I won't deny it. But our society would have been destroyed. We have dways believed in keeping to
ourselves, Senator. We have never attempted to intrude on New Republic space-well, there was that
one regrettable episode involving Durga. But other than that, we Hutts have been content to move spice,
indulge oursalves with food, drink, music, and dance. We are not warriors, Senator, much lesswarlords.”
Shesh's eyes narrowed in thought. " So you are only trying to preserve what you have. Y ou're not actualy
gdingwiththe YuuzhanVVong."

"Wearenot."

"And should they defeat the New Republic?!

"If I may speak plainly, welll go on aswe dways have-poorer, perhaps, for not selling spice, or wedthier
from sdlling even more than we do now.”

"To the miserable, defeated masses," Shesh said, loosing ashort laugh.

Asthe statement didn't beg aresponse, Golga didn't offer one.

"I want you to deliver amessage to Borga, Consul. Tell her that while the fleets are deployed elsewhere,
the New Republic would like nothing more than to see the Y uuzhan VVong attack Corellia. They havea
surprisein store-including abig shiny toy that could spell trouble for your new overlords. But tell her dso



that thisinformation is offered as a means of redressing an earlier wrong. Borgawon't understand, but
there arethose

whowill."

Golgagtared at her. "If | didn't know better,” he said at last, "I would be tempted to surmise that you are
supplying me with intelligence that would be of greet valueto the Y uuzhan VVong."

Shesh shrugged. "Think what you will." "Nevertheless, how do | know that thisisnt Ssmply
disnformetion, designed to make the Hutts look like fool s?*

Shesh said nothing.

"Whichever the case, Senator, thisis most unexpected.” Shesh's smile was enigmatic. "Who knows,
Consul, someday we might be working together. To that possible end, | think we're off to agood start.”

FOURTEEN

In Ryn City'sdormito ry, with al thirty-saven Ryn gathered around them and waiting bresthlessy, thetwo
humans-Tal and Short-appraised the completed letters of trangt. The forgeries had required amost four
Ruan days of clandestine work, with almost everyone contributing in one way or another. Where Gaph
was killed at line drawing, Rvannaexcelled at caligraphy. Many of the females had seen to mixing and
applying the colors, and even Melismahad lent a hand by proofreading the passenger names and
scrutinizing the letters for imperfections.

She stood between Gaph and R'vanna now, Saphasinfant-quiet as a skimp for achange-balanced on
her hip. The stuffy air of the dormitory was so tense that when Tl findly pronounced the letters
"perfect,” it was asif fireworks had gone off.

Everyone exhaed in rdief and grinned broadly. Melisma handed the infant to one of the other femaes
and gave Gaph and R'vannatight hugs of joy.

The humans waited for the Ryn to calm down. Displaying one of the sheets of durasheet, Tal showed
Gaph an appreciative look.

"| seeyou've dready listed yourselves."

Gaph puffed out his chest in theatrical pride. "That's because we knew you would find them impeccable.”
Tal nodded and handed all the letters to Short, who placed them inside a beat-up aloy case.

"WEeIl submit everything to Sadliche Ag later thismorning. They'll drag the process out for aday or so.
But assuming everything goes as planned, you should be prepared to leave on the day after tomorrow.
How's that sound?"’

Instead of answering, Gaph raised his hands over his head, made a clicking rhythm with histongue, and
began to dance, cross-stepping and turning dowly as he moved about the room. In amoment, everyone
was capping and clicking in time and joining him in celebration.

Melisma could hardly believe their good fortune. In two days they would be headed clear around the
Core to Abregado-rae!

Apparently in dire need of beauty deep, Randa hadn't asked for the Ryn as expected. By Skidder's
reckoning, two standard days had passed before the Hutt summoned them. Later that same day,
however, Skidder was delighted to find the Six Ryn dready in the yammosk tank when he and the other
captives were led into the hold.

Slipping into the gelatinous liquid and taking his assigned place a one of the tentacles, he gave Saphaa
meaningful look but said nothing.

The session began as usud, with the captives striving to induce the yammosk-by lulling the creature into a
dtate of tactile eation through caresses and massage-to urge the dovin basa to drive the ship to greater
gpeeds. While those sessions had become |ess demanding psychologicaly, they were il physically
exhaugting, and by the time Chine-kd returned the count to norma many of the captives were bent
double over the tentacles, strain-

ing for breath and trying to rub the soreness from their hands, arms, shoulders, and chests.

The important thing was that Chine-ka was pleased with their efforts, which meant that there would be
no more speed work for the remainder of the session.



When the commander's circuit on the tank rim had taken him 180 degrees from Skidder, the Jedi threw
Sapha aquick glance and spoke under his breeth.

"Y ou met with Randa?"

She gave him thefaintest of nods. "Wejust finished with him."

"Youdidas| aked?'

"Againg our better judgment. But, yes, we did as you asked.”

"How did hereact?'

"With pal pable concern. He dismissed us amost immediately, probably to confer with his bodyguards
and advisers.”

Skidder's eyes narrowed in covert pleasure.

The moment had come to talk to the yammosk. In previous sessions, Skidder had drawn on the Force
only enough to grant the creature access to his surface thoughts and emotions. The ease of the bond had
brought the yammosk back time and again, and on each occasion Skidder had given the creature a bit
more of himsdlf, as reinforcement. Now he had to reverse the flow and speak directly to the yammosk,
asit obvioudy bedieved it had been doing with him.

He had been practicing the necessary Force technique since the Ryn had first told him of their meetings
with the Hutt. With no more effort than it had taken to dip into the nutrient fluid in which the yammosk
floated, Skidder went into alight trance.

The god wasto convey through images that Randa Besadii Diori was plotting against Commander
Chine-kal. Skidder had run through the deceit so often in the past two days that the images unredled
before him like some HoloNet drama. Immediately the tentacle draped almost tenderly across his
shoulders began to twitch, then tremble.

Then dl a once the appendage tightened its hold on him. At the same time, and throughout the tank, the
tentacl es fastened to other captives dropped away, dapping the fluid with enough force to send nutrient
dopping over the rim and onto the floor of the hold.

Severd captives screamed in darm as the yammosk's convol uted body stiffened. Skidder ingtantly broke
menta contact and ducked out from under the tentacle€'s grip. But that only prompted the creature to
twist toward him, asif to fix himin its gaze. Skidder, Roa, Sapha, and some of the others had the
foresght to submerge themselvesin the nutrient, but a dozen others were hurled clear out of the tank by
the yammosk's counterclockwise whirl. Fasgo was among the latter group, and he was hurled farther
than the rest, his aready weakened body dammed with bone-breaking force into the yorik coral
bulkhead, where it stuck fast for amoment, then began a dow tumble down the scabrous surface to the
floor.

Some of the longer tentacles made a sudden grab for Skidder as he resurfaced, but he
back-somersaulted out of the liquid and onto the rim walkway. Frustrated, the yammosk reared up, then
flattened itsdlf, extending its reach to the edge of the tank. The tentaclesflailed and dapped againgt the
cora grating, but Skidder deftly avoided them by hopping from foot to foot and executing flips that sent
him over their dimy top Sdes.

Elsewhere in the hold, Chine-kal and the guards had been thrown into utter confusion. They raced
around the tank, making futile attempts to calm the creature, convinced for the moment that Skidder was
the victim rather than the indigeator.

The Jedi front-flipped to the deck, landing on hisfeet, but the guards weren't about to cut him too much
dack. He could have avoided or defeated the ones who rushed him from al sides, but with nowhere to
run he quickly decided that his purposes would best be served by playing the panicked captive, fearful
for hislife

He pretended to struggle, throwing some of the guards aside with the strength that panic affords.
Ultimately, though, he let them get the better of him, and sank to the deck under their hold, shrieking,
wailing, and gesticulating to the yammosk.

"It tried to kill me! 1t wantsto kill mel”

Having lost itsfury, the war coordinator was bobbing on the wavesits own actions had tirred. Many
captives were pressed to the rim of the tank. Most of those flung outside by the cresture's abrupt spin



were picking themselves up from the deck, dazed but not serioudly hurt. Except for Fasgo, who was
sorawled lifdesdy in an expanding pool of blood.

Even Chine-ka seemed wary as he gpproached the yammosk. Skidder had to bdlieve that not al the
creatures developed as planned, and that despite the bioengi-neering that went into them, some could be
flawed, as was sometimes the case with skips and other examples of Y uuzhan V ong organic technology.
Seeing or perhaps sensing the commander's gpproach, the yammaosk extended two tentaclesto him, then
athird, which the yammosk curled around Chine-kd's neck. The commander's eyesrolled up in his heed,
and he might have collapsed except for the support of the tentacles. Then, blinking back to
consciousness, he turned and stared wide-eyed at Skidder.

Skidder couldn't begin to guess what the yammosk had related about Randa, or about Skidder himself.
But the words that flew from Chine-ka were the last thing he expected to hear.

" A Jedi!" The commander eased out of the yammosk's embrace and approached Skidder. "A Jedi!"
Out of the corner of hiseye, Skidder saw Roaand Sapha hang their headsin defest.

Chine-kal stood before Skidder, shaking his head in both disbelief and wonderment. A vaiant effort,
Jedi. Truly inspired. But what you failed to redize isthat yam-maosks are not grown but spawned. Each
passesthe sumtota of itslearning on to the next." He glanced at the creature. "This one's progenitors
have had experience with Jedi."

Chine-kal turned back to Skidder and rested his hands on Skidder's shoulders. "But be proud, Jedi, for
you have pleased me grestly. In fact, you will be my gift to War-master Tsavong Lah, who will one day
arriveto govern Coruscant.”

HFTEEN

The tempo of the rousing march that welcomed Supreme Commander Nas Choka aboard the Y uuzhan
Vong warship Y ammkawas kept by warriors with drums, but the theme itself was supplied by a
menagerie of bioengineered insects and avians, droning, trumpeting, and whistling from within cagesand
atop perches stuated throughout the great hold.

Enormous villip-choir transparencies broke the obsidian monotony of the starboard bulkhead, providing
agtar-strewn panoramaof the anchored fleet, aswell asadistant view of the Hutt space world known as
Runaway Prince, remade for the sowing of yorik cord, villip shrubs, and other necessities of war. To the
shipsthat resembled asteroids, marine behemoths, and tumbled and faceted cabochons had been added
an even more massive and sinister specimen aflattened lapidary orb of glossy black, from the dense
center of which spiraled half adozen arms, asif in dark imitation of the galaxy the Y uuzhan VVong were
determined to conquer.

Supreme Commander Choka, aong with his commanders and foremost subalterns, moved on levitated
dovin basd cushionsin tiered heights abov e the deck. In advance of them floated four smaller cushions,
their diminutive riders screened by flutters-living creatures that resembled squares of patterned cloth.
Arrayed on either side of the arriving group stood five thousand warriors dressed in battle tunics and
armed with amphigtaffs and coufees.

Confined to asmall space among the starboard-side group cowered two hundred prisoners taken from
Gyn-dine and dready purified for sacrifice. Bony growths affixed to voice boxes and jaws prevented
them from giving voiceto therr fear.

Behind Choka marched troops of his own command, their precision footfalls crushing an ankle-deep
carpet of maroon flowers, whose aroma-wafted about by the rhythmic beating of wings-had aroused the
insectsto song. Ther stridulations intensifying and diminishing, the insects sustained notes lifted from an
otherworldly scale. One moment the march wasfiery and inspiring; the next it was asomber dirge.
Oppositethe arrival bay, at the far end of the cloyingly perfumed parade corridor, waited Commander
Malik Carr and his chief-subaterns, acoven of priests, and off to one side, Executor Nom Anor, al
reveded in tattooed and modified splendor.

Asthetrain of elite warriors neared the dai's, the drumbeats and insect voices ceased and Mdik Carr
stepped to the lip of theraised platform.



"Welcome, Supreme Commander Choka," he crowed, his augmented voice resounding from the arching
celling and tympanic bulkheads. "The Y amntkaand al here gathered are yours to command.”

A wrathful droning filled the hold. Simultaneoudly, ten thousand fists snapped crisply to their opposite
shouldersin saute.

Supreme Commander Choka, military commander of the recently arrived spiral-arm worldship,
transferred himsalf from the dovin basal cushion to an elevated seet at the center of the dais. Whilethe
four trailing hover

cushions lined up behind him, priests, shapers, and others arranged themsalves on the floor to both Sides.
Only when they were seated did Maik Carr and his contingent follow suit. On the deck the warriors
bade their amphistaffsto coil around their bare right arms and dropped ceremonioudly to one knee,
heads bowed in deference.

The drumming and stridulations resumed, playing to the body aswell asthe ear. With five loud fanfares,
some of the insects rested; but heroic bursts were immediately loosed by other insects, asif in reply. The
counterpoint continued for some moments. Then, as Choka raised an ophidiform baton of command, the
hold fell preternatu-raly slent.

"| bring sdutations from Warmaster Tsavong Lah," heintoned. "He commends you on the work you have
donein preparing the way, and he looks forward to the time when he may join you in battle.”

Choka's modest stature did not lessen his power. Narrow-hipped but braced by thick, muscular legs, he
sat rigidly on the provided chair of carved and polished cord like astatue himself, while black-festhered
avians cooled the air around him with their great wings. Facid tattoos, flattened nose, and decurved
eyes-above large bluish sacs-afforded him arega demeanor. His unadorned tunic was offset by a
bloodred command cloak thet fell from the tops of his shoulders, and rings of gaudy variety grew from his
fingers and banded hiswrists and upper arms. Black throughout, hislong, fine hair was combed straight
back from a doping forehead and reached nearly to hiswaist.

"|, too, congratul ate you on your successful harvest,” he went on after amoment. "'Y ou have acquitted
yoursalveswell. Y our captives from Obroa-skai, Ord Man-tdll, and Gyndine will bloody your
nomination. But before we enact the sacrifice of the captives or learn from Commander Maik Carr the
gtatus of the invasion, we will use this moment to reward some of you for the measure of your
commitment.”

The high priest who accompanied Chokaroseto hisfeet and spoke.

"We thank the gods for delivering usinto this promised domain. May the blood you shed purify and
cleanseit for the coming of Supreme Overlord Shimrra. We honor the gods with the nurturing sap that
flowswithin us, so that they might thrive and grant that we might continue to caretake their creetions. All
we do, we do in emulation and in veneration of them."

The priest turned to the cushions that hovered behind Choka and motioned with his hand. Theflutters
lifted off, exposing four meter-high religious statues. Thefirg represented Y un-Y uuzhan, the Cosmic
Lord, absent those parts of himself he had sacrificed to cregte the lesser gods and the Y uuzhan Vong.
The second and third statues represented Y un-Y ammka, the Slayer, and Y un-Harla, the Cloaked
Goddess. The fourth, and undeniably the most grotesque, was Y un-Shuno, the many-eyed patron deity
of the "shamed ones'-those whose bodies had rejected the living implants, due either to alack of
preparation or to ambitious overreaching on the part of the candidate.

Choka's subordinate commander now rose.

"Subatern Doshao," he began, "for hisactions at the world called Dantooine. Subatern Sataak, for his
actions at theworld called Ithor. Subatern Harmae, for his actions at the world called Obroa-skai. And
Subdtern Tugorn, both for hiswork in sowing the world called Belkadan and his actions at the world
caled Gyndine." He paused briefly, then added, " Step forward and be escalated.”

Asthefour lesser-grade officers were ascending the dai's, a quartet of implanters scuttled from recesses
in the throne. When the candidates had arranged themsalvesin aline facing the supreme commander, the
implanterstook up positions behind each of them.

A variation on the creature responsible for outfitting captives with crippling growths, the implanterswere
small, gray, and six-legged. Like their cousins they were equipped with botryoidal optical organsand a



quartet of gppendages efficient for dicing through flesh and tucking surge-cora into open wounds. But
wherethe cacificator made use of bits of itsdf, the implanter carried whatever enhancements were
necessary for theritua escalation. Each of the four that began dow climbs up the naked backs of the
subdterns bore two finger-length horns of cora, whose pointed tips were dightly hooked.

The implanters didn't begin their work until they had secured themselves to the back of the subalterns
necks, from where they could reach to both shoulders. Employing the sharper of their gppendages, they
made deep cuts through the tops of the shoulder muscles, clear down to the bones that formed part of
the ball-and-socket joints. When the incisions were complete and acolytes had collected the flowing
blood in bowls, the implantersinserted the hooked hornsinto the cut, employing aresinous exudate they
produced to weld the horns to the shoulder bones and to sedl the wounds around them. At the same
time, aduglike ngdin wove ahdlix trail through the candidates feet, sopping up whatever blood the
acolytesfailed to capture.

Though perspiration ran freely and legs trembled, not one of the junior officerscried out in pain or O
much as grimaced. Pleased with their sangfroid, Choka gestured to four of hisaides, who hurried
forward with neatly folded and differently colored command cloaks.

By then the acolytes had conveyed the blood-filled bowls to the high priest, and while he dribbled the
contents of the bowls over theidols, Choka's aides unfolded the cloaks and hung them from the newly
implanted hooked protrusons.

The drummers best out a short tattoo, then stopped.

"Y ou are escalated and remade,” Choka pronounced. "And now that you wear the cloak of command,
you will be given your own ships, made sector chiefs, and tasked with overseeing and reeducating the
populace of those worlds that congtitute your domain.”

"For the glory of the godd" warriors and officers dike shouted.

Choka watched the promoted warriors step down from the dais, then turned dightly in the direction of
Malik Carr. "One more matter before we proceed, Commander.” He looked past Malik Carr to where
Nom Anor was seated. "Come forward, Executor."

More flamboyantly attired than anyone in the hold, Nom Anor rose and walked dowly acrossthe
platform. Opposite Nas Choka he inclined his head in anod. Asamember of the intendant caste-though
of the lowest rank-he was not obliged to offer salute.

"Sinceyou and | do not hail from the same order, | am not entitled to escaate you. But know this,
Executor Were | so entitled, | would be more inclined to demote than promote you."

Clearly surprised, Nom Anor did not respond, though his mouth twitched severa timesin rapid
successon.

"Y our actions, Executor, have been closdy monitored and widely discussed, and it isthe opinion of many
in Shimrras court that you have strayed from your assigned course. First you choseto aly yourself with
the Praetorite VVong, who believed they could spearhead an invasion of this magnitude without suffering
tragic consequences.”

"l was not dlied with them," Nom Anor said when he could. "My assignment was to destabilize the New
Republicinways| saw fit. That iswhat | did among the Imperia Moffs, aswell asin the Osarian system,
and have since done-under different guises-in a haf-dozen other systems.”

Choka shot him agimlet stare. "Who hel ped the Pragtorite VVong obtain ayammaosk-and an imperfect
oneat that?'

Nom Anor swallowed hard. "1 may have mentioned something-"

"Y oufedilitated them.”

"Only from acertain point of view."

"Don't try your doublespesk on me, Executor. Y ou may have managed to distance yoursdlf from Prefect
DaGaraand the rest by escaping the price they paid for their miscaculation, but you cannot deny
engineering the plan that ended in the death of the priestess Elan, daughter of high priest Jakan-who, |
might add, ismost digpleased with you.”

"Thereisno proof that Elan or her mascot Vergere are dead. Even so, | can scarcely be held
accountable for what happened to them.”



"Y ou tak e no blame for employing agents who act without orders from their handler?!

Nom Anor added force to hisvoice. "My agents were endeavoring to please me-us-by returning Elan. |
had no knowledge of their designs until it wastoo late.”

"Isit true that Elan was to have assassinated a number of Jeedai Knights?'

"ltis"

Chokatempered hisvoice with curiosity. "Why this fascination with the jeedai, Executor? 1, for one, am
not convinced they pose a serious threat to our conquest.”

"It isnot the Jedi who pose athreat, so much as the Force-the mystical power they embody.”

"The Forceis nothing more than an idea,” Choka said loudly, "and the best way to extinguish anideais
by replacing it with a better one, such aswe bring."

Nom Anor risked a patronizing sniff. "Asyou say, Supreme Commander.”

Choka glowered. "Now | learn from Commander Mdik Carr that you were instrumenta in gaining the
alegiance of the creatures that occupy this space-these Hutts."

Nom Anor's genuine eye narrowed. "The Hutts are critical to aplan devised by Commander Mdik Carr
and mysdlf to force asignificant defeat on the New Republic. In fact"-hetilted his head to one sde-"you
arrive at an auspicious moment, because part of that plan is shortly to be put into effect. If you would
care to accompany usinto battle, you could observe firsthand our strategy for conquering the Core
Worldsin advance of the arrival of Warmaster Tsavong Lah."

Chokatook amoment to weigh the consequences of such an action, then grunted an affirmative. "I will
go. But let me caution you, Executor, about the perils of ambition. It's obvious that you are hungry for
escalation, but there are no shortcuts to the rank of consul, to say nothing of prefect." He gestured over
his shoulder. "L ook to Y un-Shuno for counsdl, Executor. Escalation is awarded only to those who have
discharged their obligationsin service to the gods. Y ou appear to act in your own behalf, asif possessed
of apersona stakein theresults.” He leaned dightly forward. "Or isit this gdaxy, Executor, and the
heathen beliefs of those who populate it that have corrupted you?”

Nom Anor held his gaze, wishing he had filled his empty eye socket with avenom-spitting plaeryin bal. "
care only for what this galaxy is capable of providing the Y uuzhan Vong." He cast aglance at Malik
Carr. "With al due respect, Commander, our target awaits." Malik Carr nodded to Choka. "He speaks
the truth." The supreme commander folded hisarms. "L et us enact the sacrifices and see what
Commander Malik Carr and Executor Nom Anor have masterminded.” He pointed to the knot of
prisoners. "Bring the captives forward. In sacrificing them, perhaps we can help ensure Executor Nom
Anor amuch-needed victory."

SIXTEEN

Onapurely objective levd, battlesin space had a savage beauty, an incendiary splendor. Any veteran
warship commander or fighter jock ordered to speak the truth would have said so. The more candid
among them might even have confessed to moments of exhilaration or, & the very least, moments of
hypnotic fascination, when ranging laser bursts or the stroboscopic dazzle of short-lived explosionswere
enough to carry apilot completely out of him- or herself. Add distance to the view and the enchantment
increased ahundredfold, for long with fiery and coherent light there was the black velvet tableau of
gars, planets, moons. . . and ships-thrusters flaring, burnished by starlight, reduced to flegting comets,
twirling and pirouetting in adow, pyrotechnic ballet of death.

The Battle of Tynnawas no exception.

Being seven hundred thousand kilometers removed from the cloud-wreathed, cool-blue and dark-green
gem was like having an upper-tier balcony sest at the Corus-cant Opera, but the lofty vantage
compensated for the lack of details. And as at the opera, technologica asssts were available for any who
wished to bring the action into extreme close-up.

Mg or Showolter might have expressed as much to fellow intelligence officer Belindi Kaenda, but he
feared being misunderstood. Consequently, he kept his thoughts to himsdlf asthe two women at the hem
of theKDY LightStealth-18 reconnaissance leaned to either sdeto afford him and Kalendaan



unobstructed view of Tynnas ruination.

A carbon-black six-passenger craft with aneedldike body and disproportionate, downd oping stabilizers,
the LightStealth recon was the closest anyone had come to producing a starship capable of hiding itself
even while it scanned. Unlike the wide assortment of vessals designed by Raith Sienar, Imperia Section
19, or Warthan's Wizards during the days of the Empire, the LSR wasn't cloaked, but was instead built
for dlent running and remarkable speed. Bristling with low-profile rectennae and packed with
signa-augmented sensor jammers, blind-band hypercomm transmitters, crystd gravfield trap scanners,
and apower core more suitable to aship of theline, the LSR could al but see around the universeto its
own aft and could outrun nearly anything that got wind of it.

The craft's pilots, on temporary duty from the Intelligence divison's own Black Force Squadron, had
assured Showolter that the L SR could be moved to within visua range of the Y uuzhan VVong flcotillaand
still evade detection. But Showolter had no desire to be any closer to the rout than necessary. They were
only there as observers, in any case.

"It'shorrible" Kadendasaid abjectly, turning away from the narrow viewports. "1 can't sand just Sitting
here, doing nothing."

"Showing oursaveswill dlow the Y uuzhan Vong to know we've found aflaw in ther srategy,”
Showalter pointed out. Even o, the redlization that they redlly could do nothing brought an end to his
ruminations about the beauty of battle and pulled down the corners of hismouth. "But | agreeit's
horrible™

Kaendawas dight, dark-skinned, and a touch glassy-eyed, where Showolter was thickset, pae, and a
bit more conspicuous than Intelligence liked its officersto be. Recently they had worked closely together
in overseeing the Y uuzhan Vong defector case, which had not only turned into a political debacle of
major proportions, but had also landed both of them in bacta tanks.

In private moments Showolter still chided himsdlf for having been so easily manipulated by Elan-the

Y uuzhan Vong priestess and faux defector who had very nearly donein Han Solo, aswell. Showolter
had never trusted her, and yet despite his suspicions he had relaxed his guard and ultimately failed to
deliver her to Corus-cant. He often wondered what might have happened had he succeeded. Would he
have been avictim of her poison breath, as Solo had come close to being? Would she have
accomplished her goal of assassnating L uke Skywaker and other Jedi Knights? He wondered, too,
about the fate of the strange being that had accompanied Elan, the one called Vergere, who had fled in
one of the Millennium Falcon's escape pods, perhaps back into enemy hands, perhaps not.

Kaendahad aso borne the brunt of the falout from the affair, asit was thought that she had unwittingly
divulged vitd detailsto an informer who sat-even now- in the senate or on the Security and Intelligence
Council.

Showolter's and Kalenda's tarnished reputations were clearly what had prompted Talon Karrde to seek
them out. Karrde, and the Jedi apparently, had uncovered evidence linking the spice trade to New
Republic worldsin imminent danger of attack by the Y uuzhan VVong. The nature of that link was so
tenuous, however, that few

would have paid it any heed-save for two defamed officersintent on clearing their names at any cost.
Knowing that high-ranking members of the military would be disinclined to hear them out, Showolter and
Kaenda had shared Karrde's data only with select members of the intelligence community. One such
member had kept them apprised of Y uuzhan Vong fleet movementsin Hutt space, and another of
HoloNet S-thread disturbances in the hyperspace routes linking Hutt space to the Tynnani system. The
jump of severa warships from Hutt space had been enough to prompt Showolter and Kaendato take a
gamble on the flotilla's destination. Already en route to Tynnawhen confirmation of the HoloNet
disruptions had been received, they had arrived dmost smultaneoudy with the Y uuzhan Vong ships.
Armswrapped tightly around hersdlf, Kalendawas staring asif mesmerized by the distant flashes of light.
"What were we thinking, Showolter? We should have &t least tried to bring the Defense Force into this.”
"Weve been through that," he reflected sourly. "They wouldn't have listened. And even if they had, they
would have dismissed the evidence as unsubstantiated or at best coincidenta-especially considering the
source." He glanced over his shoulder at the LSR'sfifth and only civilian passenger. "No offense,



Karrde."

"Nonetaken," Karrde assured from one of the seats. He glanced at Kaenda, then added, "Remind her,
Magor, of the most important reason for not going to the military.”

Showolter snorted ruefully. "On the off chance Admird Sow actualy listened to us and dispatched a
battle group to Tynna."

Kaenda pondered the fact dully. "If the Y uuzhan VVong had found New Republic shipswaiting for them,
they'd know we're on to them." She gazed out the viewport. "Tynna hasto fall to save Corelliaand
Bothawui."

Showolter shrugged meaningfully. " And maybe dozens more haveto fal.”

Kdenda sghed with purpose. "I've been to Tynna. It's one of the most beautiful worldsin the Expansion
Region. And the Tynnans are probably one of the most well-informed and well-intentioned species
anywhere." Sheturned to Karrde. "l just can't accept that there wasn't some other way of corroborating
theintelligence you brought us."

"If nothing ese, itil be over quickly,” one of the pilots remarked. "Tynnas space defense didn't number
more than two hundred fighters to begin with, and by our count they're dready down to lessthan thirty."
Kaendasquinted, asif to hold the battle at bay. "Why don't they surrender? It's suicide.” She
compressed her lipsin bitterness. "If only they understood what they're dying for..."

"Tdling them wouldn't have changed anything," Karrde said, joining her at the viewport. "If your choice
wasto fight with your last bresth or allow yourself to be captured and sacrificed, what would you do?"
While Kaenda brooded, Showolter studied the L SR's authenticator screen. "Do the scanners recognize
any of the'Y uuzhan Vong ships?'

Thepilot called up data. "V essd types, more than anything e se. But we have verification on three of
them. Two were at Obroa-skai. One-the heavy cruiser analog- was at Gyndine."

"Enemy fighters and drop ships penetrating the envelope,” the copilot announced. "Bearing on acourse
for Tandlay Surge complex.”

"Can we access the satdllite feed?' Showolter asked.

The copilot threw several switches. "Onscreen. What we're seeing isgoing liveto every city on Tynna"
The screen showed the sprawling, multilevel structure that was Surge complex, with its surrounding
pools, fountains, and chutes. On the broad steps that fronted the complex and disappeared under water
stood severa hundred dark and glossy-pelted bipeds, al with pointed ears and tapering tails erect, and
whiskered, quivering snouts lifted to the sky.

Abruptly the screen shifted to areverse point-of-view shot of Y uuzhan V ong vessels dropping through
the atmosphere like dow-motion meteors. Cams tracked the descent of those closest to the Surge
complex and held on them asthey landed on the far sde of bridges that spanned the picturesque lagoon
above which the Tynnans had assembled.

"No indication of wegpons among the Tynnan contingent,” Showolter said when the screen had returned
to amidrange shot of the web-fingered, bucktoothed diens. "Must be awe coming party.”

"Hasto be," Kalendamused. ""Cunning and quick-wittedness have aways been the Tynnans best
weapons, but it'll take time before they deploy those."

"Meanwhile," Showolter said, "it lookslike they're ready to hand over the codesto the city.”

Karrde smoothed his mustache. "1 ill can't figure what the Y uuzhan VVong want with Tynna. Sure, it's
richin natural resources, but nothing that can't be found in Hutt space.”

"Tynnas astep closer to the Core," the pilot suggested.

Showolter shook his head. "Karrde's right. Has to be something peculiar to Tynna."

The point of view shifted again, thistime to Y uuzhan Vong warriors and officersfiling from one of the
larger drop ships. The cam closed on two officers perched atop levitation seats. The seemingly higher
ranked of the pair was black-haired and relatively short for a'Y uuzhan VVong. The other wasrail thin and
elaborately tattooed.

"I don't think I'll ever get used to thelook of these butchers,” Kaenda said.

Karrde snorted and made a toasting gesture. "Here's to hoping you never haveto."

Showolter's eyes were glued to the display screen. He touched the copilot's shoulder. "1 want all of this



recorded and backed up in triplicate.”

"Already onit," shetold him.

Whoever was operating the cam obvioudy thought that the Y uuzhan V ong were going to continue across
the bridges to the gathered Tynnans, because the cam momentarily raced ahead of its subjects when the
enemy suddenly stopped short of the lagoon.

"They want the Tynnansto come to them,” Showolter surmised.

"l don't know about that,” Karrde said skeptically. "They're up to something else.”

Ashewas saying it, the cam closed on the black-haired officer and watched as he motioned back to the
drop ships. Then it quickly panned across the landscape, focusing on one of the shipsin timeto see
compartments open in its pitted base and a swarm of minuscule red spheres pill onto the ground and
rush for the lagoon asif self-propelled.

"What the...,"the pilot said.

Intinctively and with patent apprehension, Kaenda reached for the nearest arm, found Karrde's right,
andvisedontoit.

The leading edge of the spill had reached the shore of the lagoon, and the first of the red spherettes were
aready plunging into the cold blue waters. On the steps the Tynnans were crowding forward, snouts
suffling in agitated curiosity.

Showolter, Karrde, and Kalenda huddled around the monitor display.

Abruptly, the lagoon lost color.

Showalter's first thought was that something had happened to the satellite feed signal. But when he raised
his head to glance out the L SR's viewport, he could see even at great remove from the planet, the
gparkling blue of Tynnas northern waters was rapidly changing to asickly paeyelow.

In the absence of Supreme Commander Chokaand Malik Carr-and assured of victory at Tynna-the
priests had performed the ritual s necessary for removing from its creche aboard the Y amntka an
enormous, dedicated villip Chokahad brought with him from the outer rim of the galaxy. Therituashad
involved theintonation of countless prayers, the use of much sacrificial blood, and ceasdess stroking of
the bony ridge that was the helmet-shaped villip's most prominent feature.

By the time the commanders returned from their brief visit to Tynna, the villip had been relocated to
ceremonia surroundingsin ahold cleared of everyone but the most exdted of the priests. Below thelr
far-larger companion sat the transmitting villips consciousness-joined to Nas Chokaand Mdik Carr, who
genuflected reverently before the towering communicator, bare heads lowered, wrists crossed atop the
elevated knee, and command cloaks faling around them like shrouds.

Nearby the priests sat cross-legged, chanting the invocations that would put the villip in sequential contact
with scores of sgnd villipsthat had been positioned in space dong the invasion path.

With loud sucking noises, a cavity resembling an eye socket puckered to life in the center of thevillip's
ridge; then dong that linethe villip everted, turning completely inside out and assuming the features of
Warmagter Tsavong Lah.

Asdect protector of Supreme Overlord Shimrra, and well on hisway to akind of apotheos's, Tsavong
Lah, through an endless series of escalations, had come to resemble the incarnation of Y un-Y ammka, the
god of war. Tsavong Lah's head doped back from hisface, with dark hair both upswept and trailing like
tassals from the blunt end. The blue sacks under eyesthat were all pupil drooped like deep pocketsto
the corners of avoracious-looking mouth, and a deep notch bisected his skull from ear to ear. Hisfull lips
wereridged by myriad scars, and his ears protruded from his skull like little wings, with the lobes of each
descending dmost to his shoulders like € ongated teardrops of molten wax. Below the neck, overlapping
scalesthe color of rust grew like armor plates from breastbone and collarbones.

"Behold your leader,” Tsavong Lah'svillip told the commandersin avoice garbled by space and time.
"Warmadter," the two said asthey lifted their eyes.

Each had learned of the warmaster's role in the poisoning of Ithor and the downfall of Shedao Domain
Shai. To dishonor Tsavong Lah wasto court an untimely desth.

The eyes of the facamile fixed on Nas Choka. "'Inform me of recent events, Supreme Commander.”

"We occupy the world caled Tynna, Potent One, which fell to uswith so meager afight we might have



deemed it unworthy were it not so well suited to our needs and our campaign.”

The eyes moved to Mdik Carr. "l would hear more of this."

"Tynna's clement waters will one day furnish dovin basals of the size needed to remove the shields that
guard Coruscant and other worlds of the Core. It is our conviction that the indigenous species-furred
bipeds of diminutive size-can be reeducated and trained, and will make for able and affable tenders of
our cregtions.”

"And asto Tynnasimportance to the conquest?'

"Potent One, theworld will dso serve asa staging areafor eventud incursonsinto the Cordlian and
Bothan sectors.”

"Eventud, you say."

"Tynnais but thefirst stage of astrategy that will speed usto the Core. To guarantee this, we entered into
an agreement with the Hutts, the terms of which require that we gpprise them of planetary systemsto
avoid intheir dispersa of aludicrous product called spice. We did so in complete expectation that they
would either dert the New Republic, or that New Republic anaysts would discover that spice was
moving fregly in some sectorsand not at al in others, and leap to the conclusion that the latter provided a
glimpse of our battle plan. Tynnawas one of the worlds we cautioned the Hutts to avoid, along with
Cordliaand Bothawui. Tynnawas deliberately won as ameans of fortifying the disnformation.”
Thevillip was slent for along moment. " The meager battle you waged suggests that the New Republic
failed to behave as predicted. Otherwise, their fleet would have been lying in wait."

"Testimony to the New Republic's notion of cleverness, Warmaster," Nas Choka answered. "Through
thewhole of the battle and its aftermath we observed spies observing us from astedthy craft I'm certain
they believe went undetected. To have met usin force might have saved the day for Tynna, but the New
Republiciswell aware that we have targets of greater significance in mind, so they purposely gave Tynna
avay.

"With tribute to Commander Malik Carr,” Choka continued, "I am now convinced that the sametactic
will work for the planned assault. Many coralskipper pilots are readying themsalves for the sacrifice the
attack will require. And we will soon begin positioning autonomous dovin basals along the routes New
Republic shipswill usein jumping to the target once they learn the truth.”

"Then these Hurts derted the New Republic?!

"l deem it of little consequence either way, Potent One. As abonus, the Hutts will make for bountiful
sacrifices when were finished with them.”

The facamilés eyes closed for amoment. "1 am not fully swayed. Even if your assumption is correct-that
the New Republic is now convinced that we mean to assall either Corelliaor Bothawui-surely they have
aufficient shipsto safeguard both worlds."

"They do, Warmadter," Mdik Carr said, "athough Cordliaremainsreatively unprotected, while
Bothawui enjoysthe protection of alargeflotilla."

"The New Republic cares so little for Cordlia?!

Nas Choka smiled faintly. "They wish usto think so, Potent One.”

"It has been our hope al dong to maneuver them into fortifying only one of those worlds," Malik Carr
explained, "and the gods have favored us by providing help from an unexpected quarter. A New
Republic senator informed the Hutts that Corellia concedls atrap of some sort.”

"A decalt.”

"Y our pardon, Warmaster, but we have some reason to trust this human being. She may well be the
same person who thought she was hel ping us by apprising our agents that the priestess Elan had
defected.”

"Then you dready know theidentity of this betrayer.”

"Her nameis Vigi Shesh, Potent One.”

"Thisbodeswell,” Tsavong Lah'svillip dlowed. "But delay any contact with her until your strategy is
successfully executed. She may be of greater use to us once we are closer to the Core.” Thevillip began
toclose. "l leave therest to you."

"Y our will be done, Potent One," the commanders said in unison.



SEVENTEEN

Commodore Brand tried not to be distracted by the traffic that gushed horizontally and vertically past the
transparisted wall of the Advisory Council chambers, or by the cityscape itsdlf, ignited to flickering
splendor asthat part of Coruscant turned away from the sun. Seated with their backs to the window
wall, Chief of State Borsk Fey'lya and the now eight members that made up his council had nothing to
focus on but Brand, who stood rigidly at a podium opposite them, reading from a screenful of notes
prepared in haste by his staffers after an intelligence briefing on thefdl of Tynna.

"What issgnificant,” Brand continued, "isthat the assault was foreseen, and that done affords provisond
corroboration of the Intelligence divison's bdlief that the Hutts have been supplying uswith data. In those
systems where the Hutts have curtailed spice operations, the enemy has set its sights on aworld.
Whether the Hutts were aware of what they were doing in asking for forewarning regarding their
smuggling enterpriseis presently unknown-though we are looking into the matter- but the fact remains
that Tynna, atransshipment point as opposed to an actua market, has not seen a spice vessel sincethe
Hutts forged their pact with the Y uuzhan

Vong."

Fey'lyainterjected atransparent snort of ridiculeinto Brand's brief pause, then had the gdll to offer a
pretense of gpology.

"I'm sorry, Commodore, but something seemsto have become lodged in my throat. Please, carry on with
your . . . report. | know that | speak for everyonein saying that | can scarcely wait to hear the rest.”
Brand refused to be rattled by the sarcasm. "At the moment, the only other systemswhere spice
operations have been suspended are Corelliaand Bothawui. It has yet to be ascertained in which order
the Y uuzhan VVong mean to strike. But we do expect an attack sooner rather than later. For that reason it
isthe opinion of Admiral Sow and the Defense Force that adecisioniscritica on the matter of the
redisposition of New Republic warships."

Brand activated the holoprojector table adjacent to the podium. Depressing atile on the console built into
the lectern's doping desk, he displayed a gaactic map, faintly blue in the cone created by the projector's
modulasers.

"The Y uuzhan V ong have established and fortified what amountsto aresupply corridor that stretches
from the Outer Rim to Hutt space. Since the battle at Obroa-skai they have been receiving asteady influx
of warships and materid, clearly in anticipation of launching amgor offensve-their first snce Ithor.
Againg such aformidable fleet, and without weakening our security in the Core or at Bilbringi, where
harassment continues despite holding actions by the Imperia Remnant, we can mobilize and deploy a
task force of vessals borrowed from battle groups currently in service at Commenor, Kuat, Ralltiir, and a
score of other worlds. Should the Hapes Consortium vote to support New Republic efforts, some of
their shipswould aso be dlocated to the task force, which would be led by the heavy cruiser Yad,
under my command.”

Brand paused again and planted his large hands on the podium. " Councilors, we have not discounted that
the assembled intelligence could be a ploy to keep us from identifying adifferent target entirely, but at the
same time we cannot afford to ignore the evidence."

"Evidence," Fey'lyagrumbled. "Inferences, suggestions, remote possbilities, but certainly not evidence.”
Hisviolet eyes mocked Brand openly. "What has the command staff decided, with regard to this
redigposition of nava power?'

Brand motioned to the holograph. " As you know, we have been triaging in dl sectors, alowing worlds
like Gyndine and now Tynnato fall in order to safeguard otherslike Kuat, Bilbringi, and Commenor. Our
actions-or shdl | say inactions-have hardly endeared usto worlds that consider themselvesto bein the
path of invasion. Regardless, even if we can manage to amass aSzable task force, it will not be of
aufficient Size to provide adequate protection to both Bothawui and Corellia.”

He sraghtened to hisfull height. "After andyzing dl avallable data, it isthe conclusion of the command
daff that Corelliaisthetarget. Therefore, Admiral Sow isrecommending that al available shipsand



resources be moved to the Corellian sector as soon as possible.”

Fey'lyas cream-colored fur bristled. "1 thought as much," he said in aflat, menacing voice. ™Y ou would,
asyou say, 'triage’ Bothawui for the sake of saving Cordlia. But | won't haveit." He shook his head
angrily. "I'm sorry, Commodore, but | refuse to authorize such action at thistime. Y our ‘evidence' istoo
"No one said anything about abandoning Bothawui,”

Brand rgjoined. "Theflotillaadready therewill remain in place. We are only trying to protect Cordlia.
"Protect the sacred Core, you mean." The Bothan stood to regard his eight peers. "l wish the council to
consider closely the source of this spicy intelligence. Commodore Brand would have you believe that it
was gathered by the Inteligence divison or gleaned through hours of painstaking investigation and
andysis. But, infact, it was brought to the attention of two officers of questionable standing in the
intelligence community by aperson of even more dubious reputation, who clamsto be serving asakind
of ombudsman for the Jedi Knights-Talon Karrde."

"| fail to seethe pertinence of that,” Cd Omassaid. "Tadon Karrdeiswell known to this council.”
Fey'lyaglared a him. "Wdll, of course you wouldn't see the pertinence, Councilor Omas, because you
fail to grasp that the Jedi would sooner rid the galaxy of Bothans than do anything to protect them."”
"The Jedi had nothing to do with our decision,” Brand argued.

Fey'lyamade agesture of dismissd. "Wedl know that the Jedi have been holding back, downplaying
their role until such time asthey might truly show their hand. With Bothawui defested, they will do just
that.”

"Inwhat way have they been holding back?' Cal Omasinterrupted. "They've done nothing less than lead
thisfight from the start, making a stand on Dantooine and Ithor while the senate insisted on thinking of the
Y uuzhan Vong asa'loca problem." "

Fey'lyawasn't unprepared to defend his accusations. " Consider what the Jedi are said to have
accomplished when their little retreat on Y avin 4 was threatened by Imperia admirals Pellaeon and
Daaa, and how Luke Sky-waker dl but sngle-handedly turned the tide against the Y evethawith
illusons. Then talk to me about their current contributions.”

He wagged his clawed forefinger at Omas. "Never underestimate what they are capable of, Councilor.
Sky-walker's Jedi are not the Jedi Knights of old, but a surreptitious, ambitious new breed. With
Bothawui occupied, they would be ready to make their move and take control of the senate.”

Chelch Dravvad of Cordliatook on thefight. "The chief of state should learn to keep his private fearsto
himsdlf. It isagaingt the Jedi Code to spearhead an offensive, on the battlefield or in any other arena. In
thisthe new Jedi are no different from the old. Skywalker and the rest are attempting to do what the Jedi
have dways done uphold peace and justice without turning themsalvesinto full-fledged warriors. If there
isagrowing misunderstanding of them, it owesto alack of information. Perhaps by isolating themsalves
on Yavin 4 they areto blame for some of that. Perhapstheir time would have been better spent
demongtrating what they stand for. Even so, they have dl our best interests at heart, and they certainly
haven't sngled out the Bothans astheir enemy.”

Fey'lyas voice became higher pitched. "Y ou're wrong, Councilor. And | say again that, based on
Commodore Brand's data, | will not grant the command staff's request that Corelliabe reinforced.”
"Then | demand that the issue be put to avote," Omas said.

Fey'lyahed up his hand to silence debate and |ooked pointedly at Brand. "What do your actud field
agentstedl you, Commodore? What do your andysts say? What are you hearing from the costly
hyperspace probes you've sent out? Instead of relying on conjecture, we should be looking to hard data.
Wed do just aswell to seek the counsdl of afortune-teller as accept astruth what you'vetold usthis
afternoon.”

"Our findings are based on neither prophesy nor conjecture,” Brand said firmly. "The data supporting our
decison are of ahighly sengtive nature, but they are available for your p erusa whenever you wish."
Fey'lyasneered. "Oh, I'm certain you've concocted an airtight case, Commodore." He scanned the eight
councilors. "For the record, then, who will begin the vote?'

"| stand with the chief of state," Fyor Rodan of Com-menor declared. "I don't trust Karrde or the Jedi.



With enough popular support Skywaker knows the senate will be constrained to yield to his demands.
Then it will only be amatter of time before the Jedi are overseeing dl decisons. | warn you, alow
Bothawui to fal and welll soon be headed for malevolent times-an empire disguised asatheocracy.” He
stopped to take a breath. "Commenor will be threatened should Cordlliafal, but | am compelled to vote
againg the Jedi, and for Bothawui."

"Thank you, Councilor,” Feylyasaid.

"Why not take the battle to the Y uuzhan V ong before they completely outflank us?' Councilor Triebakk
asked Brand through hisdroid trand ator.

Brand turned to the towering Wookiee. "That isn't possible without |eaving the entire Core unprotected.
If we could put the Imperiad Remnant and the Hutts at their back, or have the Hapan Consortium open a
new front in the Mid Rim, a counteroffensive could be considered. But now isnot thetime.”

"| agree that we can't afford to leave Coruscant or any of the Core Worlds open to attack,” Dravvad
said, "but do you actualy expect usto Sit here and debate which world-Bothawui or Cordlia-is more
important to the New Republic?’

"Not more important, Councilor, more imperiled."

"Stop wasting time," Fey'lya snapped. "Y our vote will go to Corelliaand we dl know it."

Dravvad nodded his head once. "Just as yours must go to Bothawui."

Fey'lyaswung to Cd Omeas. "Y our vote."

"Cordlia-but not for the reasons you imagine. It smply makes no sensefor the Y uuzhan VVong to have
gruck at Gyndine and Tynnaif Bothawui has been their god dl dong. Furthermore, Cordlliais essentialy
defensaless, where Bothawui is dready sufficiently defended. How would we appear to our congtituents
if we dlowed a hdpless system to fdl-a system we made helpless, no less? We might aswell convince
Corelliato surrender."

"Spoken like atrue Alderaanian,” Fey'lyamuttered. "Also, Councilor, you falsaly assume that surrender
to the Y uuzhan Vong guarantees survival. But that is another matter." He turned to the Sullustan, Niuk
Niuv.

"The Cordlians have long wanted independence,” Niuv began. "We nearly went to war with themin
recent memory over that very issue-awar that only strained relations to the breaking point. The New
Republic isunder no congraint to defend Cordllia. But the fact of the matter isthat Corellias lack of
defenseswill beits salvation. The Y uuzhan VVong will strike against Bothawui.”

"Y our sense of direction isastute, Councilor,” Fey'lyaremarked, "and | further gpplaud you for breaking
rankswith Admira Sow." He turned 180 degrees. "Councilor Triebakk. Do | even need ask?"'

"I accept Commodore Brand's data, and defer to the expertise of the command staff,” the Wookiee said
through the trandator. "The Y uuzhan Vong plan to use Cordliaas astaging areato penetrate the Core-"
"There'sno need to belabor the point,” Fey'lyacut him off. He narrowed his eyes at Councilor Pwoe.
"Andyou?'

The Quarren's mask tentacles quivered and his baggy eyes narrowed in anger. "Corellia. As Councilor
Omeas said, Bothawui is adequately defended by some of the very Bothan Assault Cruisersit convinced
the New Republic to finance sometime ago.”

"And | can promise you that we will make use of dl those cruisers, even if we have to withdraw them
from the Core," Fey'lyabarked.

"Hasn't it dways been Bothawui's am to claim those ships astheir own and proveitsalf mightier than
Mon Caamari, Sullugt, and Coruscant?”'

Fey'lyasmirked. " So Pwoe-disconcerted by Mon Caamari's loss of the military prestige-votes not so
much for Corelliaas against Bothawui. Next!" Helooked to Navik of Rodia

Navik's short snout bobbed. "Rodias proximity to Bothawui leaves melittle choice." He nodded
affirmatively to Fey'lya

The chief of state nodded back and commenced a head count. "Pwoe, Omas, Triebakk, and Dravvad in
favor of Cordlia. Mysdf, Rodan, Niuv, and Navik in favor of Bothawui."

Everyone looked at the council's ninth and newest member.

"I'm afraid the decison fallsto you,” Fey'lyasaid.



Commodore Brand waited, expectantly.

"Even with the evidence of Tynnato support a possible threat to Corellia, an attack on the Core makes
no sense drategicaly. If the Y uuzhan VVong were going to launch an offensive so far from their present
stronghold in Hutt space, why would they waste val uable resources engaging asystem we essentialy
stripped of defenses after the Centerpoint Station crisis rather than strike at a more appropriate target,
like Kuat or Brentaal? No, | say al things point to an attack on Bothawui-from Hutt space and now from
Tynna. | stand with Chief of State Fey'lya.”

Fey'lyabresthed along sigh of relief. "1 commend your flawless reasoning, Senator Shesh.” He amiled
ruefully at Commodore Brand. "The matter isresolved. Assemble your task force, Commodore, but
Steer it to Bothawui."

"We've beaten them at their own game,” Commodore Brand announced as he hurried through the doors
of the fleet office. " Senator Shesh kept her promise She threw the vote to Bothawui.”

Hoots of successfilled the room.

" Shesh a so reports that her meeting with the Hutt consul genera went well," Brand added. "We may yet
get some help from the Hutts. Now we need to hear from Hapes."

"The Consortium vote is set for tomorrow," his adjutant supplied.

Brand couldn't restrain asmile. "It'sal coming together. But now the real work begins.” He strodeto a
holomap not unlike the one he had made use of only moments earlier in the Advisory Council chambers.
"The Y uuzhan Vong have obviousy been looking closdly at both Corelliaand Bothawui, assessing the
vaue of each. By deploying the new task force in Bothan space, we leave Coreliawide open for attack.”
Heturned to his adjutant. "What news from Centerpoint Station?"

"The Solo kids have arrived on Drdl. Anakin Solo is the one who originaly enabled the repul sor there,
and the Centerpoint technicians have high confidence helll be able to do the same with the gation. At this
point they're down to fine-tuning the thing anyway, making certain it

will perform as expected, inlieu of running actua tests, for fear of darming Cordlia, Dral, Sdonia, and
therest. Although that hardly matters, since rumors of al sorts have been circulating. Riots have broken
out in Coronet, Meccha, and L'pwacc Den Port, and there's widespread talk of ousting
Governor-Generd Marcha”

Brand nodded glumly. "Wdll, if thisworks, Cordliawill be seen asthe gdaxy's savior, and any hard
feelings should disappear.” He turned back to the dowly gyrating 3-D map. "Alert Core Command on a
need-to-know basis that elements of the Third Fleet should be prepared to jump for Kuat on my order.
Likewise, that eements of the Second Feet should be prepared to jump for Ralltiir." He inserted hishand
into the holo-projector's cone of light. "Furthermore, | want the hy-perspace routes linking Cordliato
Kuat, Rdltiir, and Bothawui swept for the Y uuzhan Vong equivaent of mines or mass-shadow
wesgpons.”

Brand turned and glanced around the room. "With Centerpoint'sinterdiction field holding them fast and a
full fleet a their back, the Y uuzhan VVong will regret the day they entered thisgdaxy.”

Archon Thane's words could barely be heard for al the outcries of shame and disapprova. Regardiess,
he stood tall before his sixty-two peers, most of whom were femae, proudly displaying the bruises he
had earned in the honor duel with Isolder and convincingly unapolo-getic for having gambled away
Vergill's vote on the outcome of that contest. Thane's audacity was not surprising, but where Leiahad
expected bitterness and sarcasm, hiswordsin support of the New Republic sounded amost sincere.
Many inthe vast hal were certain that Vergill's vote would provide Teneniel Djo with the mgjority she
needed to mandate military action against the Y uuzhan Vong, but Leiano longer had aclear sense of her
own objectives. While the Consortium's entry into the war might turn out to be pivotd, alegations of
persond interest and conspiracy threatened to undermine not only the political process, but also the
long-standing alliance between the Consortium and the New Republic.

To the exasperation of C-3PO, who ingsted on trying to match her long strides and divine her sudden
about-faces, Leia paced nervoudy behind the scenesin asmall chamber that looked out on the speaker's
rostrum. If nothing else, shetold hersdlf, the vote would at least conclude her visit to Hapes, which had
become more trying as the days had worn on, both at Reef Fortress and the Fountain Palace. She felt



hopelesdy removed from the activities that had become most important to her. Hapes had begun to seem
aplace of exile, and an imaginary one at that-aland of dragons and rainbow gems, of trees of wisdom
and Guns of Command-and the brawl between |solder and Thane had been one thing too much.

She had yet to spend any private time with the prince, and if she had her way, she wouldn't. From the
start she had feared that | solder had misconstrued the nature of her mission to Hapes, and Taa Chume's
telling her that she would have been an idea wifefor him had only made things more awkward and
complicated. Thefate of the gdaxy no longer turned on courtly intrigues, and Leiawanted no part of the
Hapans endavement to them.

Marooned in the past, in aswirl of distant memories, she longed more than anything to hear from Han.
She knew that Jainawas with Rogue Squadron, and that Anakin and Jacen were bound for the Cordllian
system- if they weren't there aready-but she had no idea where Han was. Countless times each day, he
would come swaggering into her thoughts, quick to bring disarray. Although it wasn't the Han of the past
severd months she saw, but the scoundrdl she had gradudly fallen in love with. The Han who had thrown
her awink on being decorated for his unexpected actions during the Battle of Y avin; the Han who had
acknowledged her first confession of love with areply that managed to be both heartfelt and smug; the
Han she had rendered speechless with the disclosure that L uke was her brother.

Despite the damage to his roguish reputation ademongtration of real concern might inflict, therewasno
excusing his continued silence, and Lelawas as angry a him as she was worried.

A new uproar filled the hall.

Leiasaw that it was | solder who now stood before the delegates. Like Thane, the prince was al but
basking in the contentious mix of esteem and condemnation that greeted him, hisface puffy with
contusions, and one arm bandaged.

No bacta treatments for the real men of Hapes, Leiathought.

"Everyone who has wished to be heard on the issue of the Consortium pledging support to the New
Republic has been heard,” I solder began when the commotion in the hall had settled. "It's clear that we
have no consensus on thisissue, and the vote is certain to be close. The decision to go to war isnever an
easy one, and our decision thisday ismade all the more difficult because we appesar to be safely
distanced from that war. But bear in mind the counsal of Ambassador Organa Solo Thisquiet will not
endure. Thelight that shines on the Consortium today could very well be eclipsed tomorrow, and any
battles avoided will ultimately have to be fought, perhaps by usadone. | won't stand here and reiterate the
many arguments that have been presented, denigrating one stance or bolstering another. | ask only that
each of you eschew politics and vote the will of the people you represent. That isour commitment, and
by doing so we vote our conscience.”

The processwas infuriatingly meticulous. With Tene-nid Djo and her attendantslooking on from a

bal cony, voting was done by hand rather than eectronically, with representatives bringing forth their finest
heirloom quills and employing their most baroque cdligraphy. The votes-sometimes missives-were read
and talied by apand of senescent judges, then the results were hand-delivered to the roya bacony in
the form of anatura-fiber scroll resting on an outsize shimmersilk pillow.

The queen mother hersdf made the announcement.

"By avote of thirty-two in favor to thirty-one opposed, the Consortium avows to support the New
Republicinitsjust and decisve actions againg the Y uuzhan VVong."

Isolder's champions cheered and his detractorsrailed. It was along while before Teneniel Djo could
restore order.

"The voteis concluded,” shesaid at last. "I ask now that personal differences be set aside and the word
of law accepted, S0 that we may enter into this momentous resolution in aspirit of union.”

The grumbling gradually subsided, and delegates shook hands or embraced one another ceremonioudly.
The sudden fellowship struck Leiaas counterfeit as an arranged marriage.

"Midtress," C-3PO said with atouch of darm, "the prince approaches.”

Turning, Leiasaw abeaming |solder marching toward her, throwing hisrichly embroidered cloak over
one shoulder. For amoment she feared that he was actuadly going to scoop her up and twirl her around,
but he cameto ahalt just out of arm's reach.



"Wewon the day, Leia. In spite of everything, we won the day." He scanned the crowded hdl until he
located Archon Thane, then motioned at him with hischin. "Look how Thane sulks. If held had hisway,
the vote would have been reversed.” Heswung to Leia. "You redizeit was hisplan al along to insult you,
then best mein combat after | had agreed to hiswager. But we prevailed.”

Lelagtared a him with mounting disquiet. "The last

thing | wanted wasfor this decision to hinge on the outcome of agrudge match, Isolder.”

His gleaming, hero's smile held. "Perhaps not, but that is often the way on Hapes-and besides, you know
that | wouldn't have done any lessfor you."

"But | don't want you doing thisfor me-any more than | wanted you fighting to protect my honor.”
Isolder regarded her quizzicdly. "Who wasl| fighting for if not you? Why did you cometo me?'

"l came to Hapes, 1solder-as an envoy of the New Republic. That's the truth of it."

"Of courseyou did. And you were right to come here." He eased the moment with an understanding
amile. "All that aside, you have your wish. We sand sde by sdein battle."

Leids atempt to emulate his expression failed, as something that had been at the edge of her
consciousness al week long suddenly rushed to mind.

Scarcely eight years earlier, with many of the warships of the New Republic fleet undergoing repairs and
upgrades, L uke had been asked by the senate to appeal to the Bakuransfor help in putting an end to a
rebdlion in the Cordlian sector. More to the point, L uke had been asked to appedl to hisclose friend
Gaerid Captison, even though she had retired from public service after the death of her husband, former
Imperia Pter Thanas. Gaeriel had pledged her support, and with the aid of several Bakuran naval
vessdl s, the crisis had been resolved. But at aterrible cost. Gaeriel, Bakuran Admird Ossilege, and
thousands more had been killed. Luke still spoke of hisguilt, especidly after vistswith Gaerid's young
daughter Malinza, whom he had pledged to keep sife.

In the wake of recollection, something even more terrible began to blossom in Leids mind. Her heart
pounded and her forehead beaded with swesat. Her sight blurred at

the edges, sounds grew faint, and she reached out for Isolder's arm to steady herself. She shut her eyes
briefly, and into the darkness raced a ferocious vision of warships speared by brilliant light; of expanding
explosonsand the cries of dying thousands, of starfighters vaporized, blinding eruptions of fire, bodies
floating il in the void, aworld ablaze-

"Leia what isit?" Isolder asked, holding her upright. "Leia?"

Coming back to hersaf dmost as quickly as she had become logt, she took a calming breath and eased
out of hishold. Then she gaped a him, wide-eyed. "Y ou can't do this, Isolder. Y ou mustn'tjoin us.”

His brow furrowed. "What are you talking about? The vote has been taken. The matter is aready
decided.”

"Then cdll for arevote. Tell everyone you've rethought Hapess position.”

"Areyou mad? Do you know what you're asking of me?"

"|solder, you must listen to me-"

"The decison has been made.”

Leiawanted desperately to carry on thefight, but al wordsfled her. She stared, then touched her fingers
to her forehead. |solder was gazing & her knowingly.

"Y ou're worried that something will go wrong," he said, "and you don't want the respongbility of having
decided our fate. But you needn't worry. We made our pledge free and clear. We know exactly what
we're getting into. Thisisin our blood, Leia. Y ou need never fear on our account.”

"BUL"

"Isthere achancethe Y uuzhan Vong will overlook us?’

She consdered it. "Probably not.”

"Then what choice do we have? Do we fight the invaders alongside you and avail ourselves of greater
numbers, or wait to be attacked and be forced to engage them in our own space with only what shipswe
have?"

She compressed her lipsand nodded. "Y ou'reright.” She managed afaint smile. "Isolder, I'm sorry for
what | said earlier.”



He waved away the apology. "Words are of no importance. What is, isthat we aways remain friends.”
"Done”

He offered her hisarm and they walked afew paces, much to the obvious dismay of C-3PO.

"I believe your droid isagitated,” 1solder said quietly.

Leialaughed. "I'm sure heis. Thregpio was very much Han's supporter when you were crazy enough to
consider mefit to be aqueen mother.”

Isolder laughed shortly, then stopped to gaze at her. "Lela, asafriend, may | ask you something? Y ou've
been preoccupied for the whole of your stay here. Each time I've attempted to visit you, you've avoided
me. |s something wrong-between us or otherwise?"

"l have been distracted," she conceded.

"May | know the reason?’

She forced abreath. "I wouldn't know where to begin.”

"My mother once told me that when a Jedi is distracted, when sheloses her focus, she becomes
vulnerable”

"I'm not a Jedi."

"But you are as strong in the Force as any of them. What isit, Leia?"

Leas eyes narrowed perceptibly. "Werein red danger, Isolder. Werein danger of losing everything
weve fought to attain since the defeat of the Empire.”

"Areyou saying that the Y uuzhan Vong cannot be defested?’

She took amoment. "I'm not sure. | see along road ahead of us."

"How clearly do you seethisroad?’

She shook her head. "Not clearly enough to know where al the rough spotslie.”

They resumed walking, without speaking. "Will you accompany meto Coruscant aboard my persona
ship?' Isolder asked findlly.

"What about Tenenid Djo?'

"Shewill remain on Hapes" Isolder said flatly.

Once more the vision stormed through Lea's mind, then abated. What light was she seeing? What world
was she seeing?

"Of course | will," she said after amoment.

With the Falcon safely docked, Han and Droma cleared Ruan customs and hastened for the spaceport
termindl. If not for the crowds, they might have sprinted.

"Hold on a heartbeat,” Han said when Droma was about to navigate the crowd on hands and knees.
Snatching the Ryn by the back of hisvest, he set him on hisfeet, then decoroudy adjusted thefit of the
frayed garment while he spoke. "Y our clanmates wouldn't be so desperate to get offworld that they'd
hook up with abunch of space-trash hijackers and mercenaries. They're smarter than that, right?”
Dromatugged at his mustache. "They're plenty clever, but even the quickest can be outsmarted when the
Stuation looks hopeles s. Both Gaph and Melisma detest confinement. Gaph was oncein jail and-"

Han started shaking his head. "That's not the answer | want to hear.”

Dromafél slent, then nodded in understanding. "My clanmates take up with abunch of space-trash
hijackers? They'refar too clever. In fact, I'm certain they're till on Ruan-somewhere-and that we've
arived wel intimeto savethem.”

Hanexhded. "That'sarelief.”

They had been having the same conversation since leaving Tholatin. The Weequay security chief had
been too dy to supply them with the names of his cohorts who had gone to Ruan, or with the name of
their ship. But the Ruan scam had come up severd timesin casual conversation among Esau's Ridge's
mechanics and ne'er-do-wells, and Han had a pretty good idea of the caliber of folks he and Droma
were deding with. Even if the hijackers who had come to Ruan weren't working directly for the Y uuzhan
Vong, they werelikely to be well armed and dangerous-much like the members of the Peace Brigade,
with whom Han and Droma had tangled aboard the Queen of Empire, and with whom neither wished to
tangleagan.

Ruan spaceport had apace dl its own. With thousands of refugees pouring in from scores of occupied



worlds, there were far more comings than goings, but Salliche Ag was somehow managing to keep the
transfer process running smoothly and efficiently. Dozens of species-specific booths lined the termina
walls, and afleet of surface vehicles waited outside the termina to convey refugeesto one camp or
another. Locating refugees, though, was another matter. At ahuman-staffed information booth, Han and
Dromadiscovered listings for over one hundred separate exile facilities, some only afew kilometers away
and others on the far sde of theworld.

"Searching every camplll take longer than welve got,” Han fumed. "There's gotta be an easier way."
"Try the central data bank,” adroid voice said behind him. "Whoever you're looking for might be listed
there”

Han turned and found himself face-to-face with an aged droid built roughly dong human lines, though
stocky and no taller than Droma. In sore need of paint and body work, the machine waslong-armed and
barrel-chested, with arounded head that was as primitive in design as the servomotors that operated its
limbs

"Bollux?' Han said in disbdlief.

The droid's unblinking red photoreceptors fixed on him. "I beg your pardon, sir?”

"You'realabor droid, aren't you-a, aBLX?"

"A BLX?" thedroid said peevishly. "Though we both happen to be products of Serv-O-Droid,
Incorporated, I'm a BFL. Béffle, to you, good Sir."

"Baffle?' Han's eyebrows arched in skeptica surprise, then his eyes narrowed appraisngly. "Who are
you kidding? Y ou're telling me you've never spent time in the Corporate Sector?*

"Thank the maker, no. Why, save for being activated at the Fondor shipyards, I've never even been
outside the Core-to the best of my memory, that is."

Han refused to buy it. With Dromalooking on, he circled Baffle, taking in the set of the droid's
vocabulator grille and its stiff way of moving. "Y ou were never the property of atech named Doc
Vandangante?'

Baffle shook hishead. "The nameisnew to me."

Without warning, Han rapped hisfist againgt the droid's chest plastron, diciting ahollow sound. Y ou
sureyou never carried another droid in there? Cubical thing, no bigger than this'-Han spread hishands a
few centimeters gpart-"but smart asawhip.”

"Another droid? Certainly not! What do you take mefor?”

Han stroked his beard, shook his head, then snorted alaugh. "Y ou couldafooled me."

Baffle bowed dightly. "I'm flattered that | remind you of someone, Sir-I think."

"Now what's this about a centra database?'

Thedroid directed them to acomputer termina, at which several folks were queued. Han and Droma
planted themselves at the end of the line, behind a Duros couple, and waited while everyone had ago at
getting the machine to cooperate. Han handled the input when they findly reached the head of theline.
"Refugees are grouped by species,”" he said, frowning. "But the Ryn aren't even listed.”

"Try 'other,'" Baffle suggested.

Dromasmirked. "Thedroid'sright. Allow meto do the honors."

Han moved away from the keyboard but kept his eyes on the display screen.

"Hereweare," Dromasaid. "Just where we usualy show up-between Rybet and Saadul. And my
clan-matesare here!" He turned excitedly to Han. "Wéll, five of them at any rate."

"Your Sgter with them?'

Dromaread over thelist again, then shook his head. "L elawas correct, I'm afraid. Sapha must have been
|eft behind on Gyndine."

Han made hislipsathin line. "WEell find her next. Where are the others?’

"Facility 17-aong with thirty-two other Ryn."

"Oh, | know that camp well, srs," Baffle said. "Severa of my peers and counterparts have had occasion
to work there"

Han swung to the droid. "What's the quickest way to get there?’

"Inmy cab."



"Youreadriver?'

Baffle pointed out the termina window to a battered SoroSuub landspeeder. "Just there, sir-the one
lacking a proper windscreen and in need of paint.”

Han glanced from the landspeeder to the dented and spot-welded droid. "L ooks like you and your
vehicle get your work done at the same mechanic's shop. Will that thing makeit to Fecility 177

"No problem at dl, Sr. The camp isactually within walking distance-for those with sufficient time, that is.”
The three of them headed out to the cab. Baffle clambered into the open-air operator's perch and got the
aft-mounted repul sorlift generator and outboard turbines running. When Han and Dromawere cinched
into the molded seats below the perch, the droid set off down awell-maintained road that coursed
between immaculady cultivated fidds. Through gapsin thetopiary shrubsthat lined the road, Han could
see droids of endless variety-though far fewer than he was accustomed to seeing on smilar agricultural
worlds.

"Why aren't you out there with the others?' he shouted to Baffle.

"Oh, I'm too old for that sort of work, sir.”

"Sdliche sddined you, huh?'

"Bascaly, yes. Ever snce Sdliche Ag offered to accept refugees, Ruan has become arather chaotic
environment, so | was reassigned to function asthe driver of thisreliable if somewhat woebegone
vehide"

"Seemed to be alot more people coming than going,” Han said.

"That's very observant of you, gr. In fact, many refugees have become so enamored of Ruan, they have
remained onworld to work for Salliche Ag."

Han and Droma exchanged puzzled looks. "To work for Sdliche?' Han said. "Doing what?'

"Why, fiddd work, sir. Thanksto Ruan's climate-control station, labor is a pleasurable enterprise for many
folks"

Han uttered alaugh. "That's crazy. Salliche has an army of droids at its disposal.”

"They do, g, it'strue. But Sdliche Ag has recently developed a preference for living workers.”

Again, Han glanced a Droma, who shrugged. "I just got here, remember?’ the Ryn said.

Han might have pursued the topic with Baffle, but just then the refugee camp cameinto view around a
wideturn.

"Facility 17, good Srs."

The droid conveyed them right to the gate, where access to the camp was by way of aturretlike security
booth. Han tapped his knuckles against the booth's transparistedl window to draw the attention of a
thickset guard insde. The uniformed man stuck his scarred face outside the window, got an eyeful of Han
and Droma, and scowled.

"Get aload of this" he said to someone e sein the booth.

Shortly, awoman joined him at the window, giving Han and Dromathe same once-over. "What's your
business here?'

"We'relooking for acouple of friends,” Han told them.

"Arentweadl," theman said in sdf-amusemen.

"A group of Ryn," Han went on. "They would have arrived maybe two standard weeks ago."

"A group of Ryn, you say." The guard jerked athumb a Droma. "Likethisone.”

Han rolled histongue around in his cheek. "That's right, like thisone. If you've got a problem with him,
maybe you should step outside so we can dl discussit.”

The guard grinned down a him. "1 don't have aproblem, big guy, but your little pa here does."

Han heard the whirring of charging blasters and spun around to find half adozen uniformed guards
moving in on the booth from three sides. Cautiously he raised his hands to the back of his head, and
Dromadid the same.

"We didn't come looking for trouble,” Han said. "It'slike | told the welcome committee, we're just
looking for acouple of friends."

Thelead guard ignored him and waved his blaster at Droma. "Step to one sde.” When Dromadid, the
guard added, "Y ou're under arrest.”



Han did adoubletake. "Arrest? On what charge? We haven't even been herelong enough to litter!”
With four blasters trained on Dromaand two on Han, the lead guard snapped apair of cylindrica stun
cuffsaround Dromaswrigts.

"The chargeisforgery of officid documents™" hesaid to Han. "And if you've any sense, you'l get off Ruan
before we haul you in as an accessory after thefact.”

NINETEEN

In imperious repose on her cushioned and pillowed pallet, Borga Besadii Diori fixed her gaze on Nas
Choka, as Leenik escorted the black-haired Y uuzhan V ong supreme commander and his minionsinto the
palace court. Though rarely known to exercise restraint, Borga refrained from elevating her couch, inthe
interest of getting off to a better start with Choka than she had with Commander Malik Carr on hisfirst
vigt to Na Hutta

Trailing Choka, and smilarly attired in attenuating helmet and swishing command cloak, stepped Mdik
Carr, and behind him the New Republic traitor, Pedric Cuf, sporting pegged trousers, low black boots,
and stiff-collared jacket. Advisers and armed guards dispersed to both sides of Choka's retinue,
assuming positions that encouraged confrontation with the members of Borgals own security contingent.
"I welcomeyou to Na Hutta," Borgasaid in Y uuzhan V ong while Choka assessed the trappings of the
court from the chair to which the Rodian Leenik had shown him. "We are & your disposal.”
Chokasmiled in surprise. "Excdllent, Borga. | didn't redlize that you were acquainted with our language.”
"A few smple phrases,” Borgasaid in Basic. "Courtesy of the tutorial supplied by Pedric Cuf.”

Choka glanced at Nom Anor, then his closely set eyes came back to Borga. "I'm told that you have
aready been exceedingly accommodating.”

Borga smiled pleasantly. "We are renowned for our hospitality-especidly of the sort we render to
revered guests.”

Chokastone of voice changed. "Guedts." Deliberate or not, hisfaceful of bulges and indentations gave
him the look of someone who had gone fifteen hard rounds with a Hapan kickboxer. "An interesting
choice of words, Borga. Unless you mean to imply that the Y uuzhan Vong are nothing more than visitors
tothisgaaxy."

"A vigtor who takes well to new surroundings often becomes aresident,” Borgareplied, refusing to be
flustered. "When you have established yourselves on Corus-cant, | would be honored to call you
neighbor.”

Chokagrinned faintly. ™Y ou would do well to cal melord."

Borgaslarge eyes blinked. "Then when the title suits the circumstance, | will do s0."

Choka nodded, apparently satisfied. "I'm not one to mince words, Borga. With respect to your gracious
offer to oversee the trangport of captivesin exchange for information regarding imperiled star systems, |
have determined that such services are unwarranted at this stage of our campaign. As agesture of good
faith, however, we will continue, from timeto time and as we seefit, to furnish you with some advance
notice of our activities." He paused momentarily. "For example, you may resume ddlivery of your
euphoric spiceto the Bothawui system, without fear of inadvertent entanglement.”

Borgalicked her lips. "Wethank you-and I'm sure the Bothanswill do likewise."

Choka studied her for amoment. "For the spice, you mean.”

"Precisdly. For the spice”

Choka's expression didn't change. "1 trust, Borga, that you're not sharing this privileged information with
any third parties”

Borga spread her smdlish hands, pams outward. "With whom would | share? Our primary concernisto
maintain trade-and, of course, to avoid complicating your business, whatever that may be."

"That's comforting to hear,” Chokasaid. "Be advised that should evidence ever cometo light that you
have been violating our confidence. . . Wdll, | don't think | need to enumerate the horrors that would
befal Hutt space, do 17"

Borga shook her heed. "We are a so renowned for our vivid imaginations.”



"Splendid." Choka gestured toward Mdik Carr. "My second in command informs me, aswell, that you
expressed adesire to commence gpportioning the gaaxy, in anticipation of our complete and utter
conques.”

Borga swdlowed audibly. "1 may have been premature, Excellency.”

Chokas invidious grin returned. "Nothing pleases me more than awell-reasoned response. We will lay
segeto whichever worldswe require or crave, including this'gloriousjewd' of yours-not that we have
any such designs-for the moment, that is-although one never knows-save for Warmaster Tsavong Lah,
who could decide tomorrow that Nal Hutta needs to be razed. Do we understand each other?
"Aswell as can be expected,” Borgareplied, "given the limitations of Basic-and, of course, therelative
youth of our association-notwithstanding the depths it has dready achieved-despite our many
differences™

Choka smiled with sincerity. "Very good. We prize sportive circumlocution above dmost anything but
vaor. Speaking of vaor, Borga, have the Hutts had many dedlings with this gang of ruffiansthat calls
itsdf the Jedi Knights?'

Borga adopted alook of distagte. "Some, Excellency. In fact, before you deigned to grace this galaxy
with your presence, the Jedi were making things rather irksome for us by interfering with our myriad
operations.”

"Yes," Chokamused, "they have proved troublesome for us, aswell. We've had afew Jedi in our grip,
but they have dl managed to dip through our fingers." He regarded Borgafor along moment. ™Y ou
would profit by assisting usin separating one from the pack."

Borgafdl slent, wondering if shewas being tested, but ultimately deciding that Choka's offer was
genuine. "But, Excdlency, you have onein your possession even now,” she said cautioudy.

It was Chokasturn to fal silent. He turned to glance at Mdik Carr, then Nom Anor, both of whom
returned nescient shrugs.

"Explain yoursdf, Borga"

"The vessdl aboard which my son Randais currently aguest,” Borgasupplied. "Randa sent word that a
Jedi had been discovered among the ship's complement of captives.”

Once more Chokalooked to Mdik Carr, who said, "I know nothing of this."

"To which ship doesthe Huit refer?' Choka demanded of hisadvisersin Y uuzhan VVong.

"The Creche, Supreme Commander,” abare-headed Y uuzhan Vong answered. "The yammosk vessdl
under the command of Chine-ka."

Choka muttered angrily. " Can we communicate with the ship?'

"Provided that it isnot in superlumind transt, Supreme Commander.”

"Then have Chine-ka's villip prepared and brought to me at once!"

"Excdlency, | could easly arrange to put you in contact with my son,”" Borga started to say, when Choka
whirled on her.

"Y ou dare insult me by suggesting that | consort with one of your ghoulish machines?'

"Butl-"

"Keep slent, you mutated dug! Y ou will spesk only when spoken to, or I'll have that obscene tongue
ripped from your head!"

Clearly waiting for just such an opportunity, Borga's guards raised their blasters and stun batons. In rapid
response Choka's soldiers, crouching into combat stances, brought forth their amphistaffs and coufees.
Everyone remained slent and unmoving, asif suddenly removed from the flow of ordinary time, waiting
for fateto play its hand. Borgaand Leenik exchanged meaningful glances, as did Nom Anor and Mdik
Carr. Then Borgamotioned her forces to stand down.

Nas Choka squinted dyly. " So you do have aspark of intelligence, after al.”

Whatever dse he might have said wasinterrupted by the arrival of a'Y uuzhan Vong attendant, cradling an
aready everted villip in hisfolded arms. A second attendant carried what was obvioudy one of Choka's
own dedicated villips.

In the language of the Y uuzhan V ong, Choka addressed the facsmile visage of Chine-kd. "Commander,
isit truethat you have aJedi Knight in custody?'



"Y es, Supreme Commander. Our rapidly maturing yammosk has the distinction of having exposed him. |
thought | might keep him as a prize for Warmaster TsavongLah.”

Chokaglowered. "1 will determine the best use for this Jedi. What isthe present position of your vessdl ?!
"We are nearing aworld called Kaarba, Supreme Commander. In fact, we have been awaiting word
from you regarding the attack on-"

"Silence!" Choka's eyes became angry dits. Y ou will remain at Kalarbaand relinquish the Jedi Knight to
bearers| am dispatching to rendezvous with the Creche. Isthat clear?”

"Abundantly clear," Chine-ka'svillip replied deferentidly.

Choka cast aglance a Borga. "For your part in this, you have my word that Nal Huttawill remain yours
to command for aslong as| live and breathe. Unless, of course, you are fool enough to betray me.”
Borgaforced asmile. "Then may perfect health shadow you wherever you tread, Excedllency.”

"I warned you," Pazdawastelling Borga shortly after the Y uuzhan VVong had |eft the court. The
gray-bearded Desilijic Hutt brought his hoverded closer to Borgas levitated palet. "Any dedingswith
these heasthenswill come to adreadful end.”

From her pdlet, Borgawatched Crev Bombaasa, Gar-dullathe Y ounger, and former Consul Generadl
Golganod in agreement. "l mysalf sensed as much, though | confess | thought we'd be able to remain
neutra for awhilelonger.”

Pazda loosed a scornful sound. "The Y uuzhan Vong do not suffer safe, middle ground. They will have
thingstheir way or not &t dl. Before long, there will be nothing counterfeit about the obei sance we show
them.”

From atop amodest repul sorlift couch, Golgalooked from Pazdato Borga. " Short of going to war, what
can be done?'

Borgainterlocked her fingersin patent disquiet. "What wasit Senator Vigi Shesh told you regarding New
Republic battle contingencies?'

"Sheintimated that the senate and the military were convinced that the Y uuzhan Vong would strike next
a ether Corelliaor Bothawui," Golga said. "However, the message | wasto deliver to you wasthat the
New Republic hopesto see Cordllia attacked, where they evidently have asurprisein store. Senator
Shesh also wanted it known that the information was a gift-to rectify an earlier wrong, as| recall.
Obvioudy the New Republic was trugting that the Y uuzhan V ong would cdl her bluff."

"| relayed as much to Malik Carr,” Borga said pensively, "and it now appears that Choka has taken the
bait. But | begin to wonder who isusing whom. If Chokais keen on using usto send afase messageto
the New Republic, he does so by deliberately putting our spice shipsat risk at Bothawui. And if that is
indeed the case, heisobvioudy prepared for the eventudity that we will declare war.”

"You see," Pazdasad, "thereisno middle ground.”

Borgaturned to the ample Crev Bombaasa. "Triple our usua spice shipmentsto the Bothan worlds. Let's
be certain we send a clear message to the New Republic that Corelliaisthe target.”

Bombaasa nodded dubioudy. "What about your promise to Choka about sharing information?”

"A promiseislike ashipment of spicejettisoned in deep space,” Gardullathe Y ounger sniped. "It weighs
nothing."

"That may be s0," Crev said, "but if our treachery is discovered, Nal Huttaitself will beimperiled-not to
mention Randa."

"Werisk something greater by partnering with the invaders,”" Pazda argued.

Everyone wai ted for Borgas response.

"Crev iscorrect,” shesaid at lagt. "If wereto help thwart the Y uuzhan V ong, we must be circumspect.
When drawing the Sarlacc from its hole, awise Hutt uses another's hand.” She turned to Leenik. "You
have a better grasp of Y uuzhan Vong than . What ingtructions did Choka give to the commander of the
Creche?'

The Rodian bowed. "Choka said that he was dispatching a ship to rendezvous with the Creche at
Kadarba"

Borgalooked at Crev Bombaasa. " Contact your friend Taon Karrde. Perhaps the Jedi will be interested
in learning the whereabouts of one of their missng Knights.”



"I had to seefor mysdlf,” Randa Besadii Diori said, using hismighty tail to move himself to the edge of the
inhibition field two dovin basas had fashioned aboard the Creche. "Ah, but of course, there's no way to
identify a Jedi by appearance alone. Consider Luke Skywalker, for example. Looking at him, who would
guess he possesses the power he does?

Under the vigilant gaze of severd Y uuzhan Vong guards, Randasidled closer till, until he was practicaly
belly to nose with the battered human imprisoned within the force field.

"I saw Skywalker once, long ago, perhaps as far back asthirteen of your years, during that sorry
businessinvolving Durgaand his so-called Darksaber Project. Not that | had anything to do with Durga
| just happened to be visiting the Mulako Corporation Quarry when Skywalker-traveling
incognito-showed up in the company of adender, short-haired human fema e who seemed to be his
paramour. Whatever became of that one, hmmm?'

The prisoner expelled alaugh through his broken nose. "I hear Mara Jade arranged for her permanent
disappearance.”

Randa planted his hands on his belly and guffawed. " So are you in fact who Chine-kd saysyou are-or,
should | say, hiswar coordinator saysyou are?"

Wourth Skidder's split upper lip curled. "What do you want, Randa? Or have you just come hereto
gloa?'

"Gloat? Surely not, Jedi. Rather I've cometo offer my sympathies. Not only for what Chine-ka has
planned for you, but for what the Y uuzhan V ong have planned for the New Republic.”

"I suppose we should al follow your parent'slead and roll over, isthat the idea?"

Randafeigned weariness. "We dl serve someone, Jedi-even you. What's more, you misunderstand us.
Though we command asignificant volume of gaactic space-asisonly appropriate for beings of such sze
and longevity-we have never been empire builders. Y ou ingst on thinking of usaswarlike, whenin fact
we share much with the reclusve Hapans."

"Correction, Randa. The Hapans aren't outlaws. They're not interested in smuggling spice or organizing
crimind activitieswherever they set foot-or tail."

Randa responded with eaborate chagrin. "Isthis the voice of the moral minority | hear? Such vehemence
makes me wonder if you aren't one of those Jedi dlied with Kyp Durron, who seemsto be on a persona
crusade to make the space lanes safe for dl law-abiding citizens-despite the fact that many of the
smugglers and pirates he has set his sights on served the New Republic in their own way."

Skidder's eyes, nearly swollen shut, managed to narrow dightly. "How long do you think the Y uuzhan
Vong aregoing to tolerate your illicit ventures?'

Randagrinned. "My sense of the Y uuzhan VVong isthat they have more tolerance for "outlaws,’ asyou
say, than they do for followers of the Force." He laughed resonantly. "How doesit fed to be seen asthe
chief impediment to progress, a purveyor of rampant evil? Soon, perhaps, you'll know what it's like to be
hunted and preyed upon, asthe Hutts have been in times past.”

Skidder returned Randas grin. "Maybe you'll get lucky and the Y uuzhan Vong will turn that matter over
to Borga"

"Wouldn't that be the height of irony-that the Hutts should be entrusted with safeguarding the peace and
ensuring that justice triumphs?' Randalaughed again. " So long as we can continue to supply spice, | don't
supposeit would be too arduous aresponsbility.” ™Y our mother would be proud of you, Randa.” ™Y our
mother," Chine-ka interrupted as he stormed into the hold, "has succeeded in spoiling my surprise.”
Perplexed, Randa pivoted to the commander. "Actudly, | have you to blame, Randa," Chine-kal said
when he reached the inhibition field. ™Y ou told Borgathat | had managed to flush out a Jedi, and in turn
Borgatold my immediate superiors, who now wish to deprive me of the honor of presenting thisone'-he
gestured to Skidder-"to my superior's superior.”

Randas eyes grew wide. "Y ou mean that heisto be removed from the ship?' "Presently.”

"But what of your plansto use him to tutor the yam-mosk in the ways of the Force?'

Chine-ka shrugged. "I will propose as much, and, who knows, this one may yet return to my care. Inthe
meantime I'm certain that Supreme Commander Chokawill find other usesfor him." He took astep back
to gauge Skidder. "It might be prudent to break you before we surrender you to him. Early in our



campaign, the Praetorite VVong applied the breaking to one of you, but that one tried to escape and had
to be killed before the process was brought to completion. Did you know him, Jedi?*

Skidder tested the vigor of the dovin basals by moving to the edge of thefield. "He was my friend.”
"Your friend?' Chine-ka said in surprise. "And now here you are. Perhaps you cameto avenge him?' He
paused, then smiled in revelation. "Y ou did. Y ou purposely alowed yoursdf to be captured on Gyndine,
intent on seizing an opportunity to avenge him. But how could you have known that we had ayammaosk
aboard? And no wonder the yammaosk took to you the way it did! Here | thought that my experiment
was succeeding brilliantly, when you were effectively running your own experiment.”

Skidder said nothing.

Chine-ka looked at Randa. "'l was under the impression that vengeance was outs de the operating
parameters of the Jedi Knights. Or isthis one of the dark sde?’

Randa shook his head. "Heisnot of the dark side, Commander. He and hiskind simply take amore
liberal gpproach to defending the peace.”

Chine-ka grew serious. "In that case, it isincumbent on me to purge him of some of his hatred before he
isrdeased. | won't have Supreme Commander Choka getting more than he bargained for.”

Chine-kal turned and headed for the passageway. "Finish your business with him, Randa," he added
without turning around. "1t'sunlikely you will ssehim again.”

Randa watched the commander leave the hold, then

he pressed himsdlf as closeto theinhibition field as possible. "They're planning to betray me!™ he
whispered harshly. "To subject meto the yammosk asthey did with you! Help me, Jedi. Save mefrom
them, and | will do anything you ask of me!"

TWENTY

"They forged what?' Han asked.

Bafflé's auditory sensors were capable of perceiving the merest whisper, but the question-pumped up by
puzzlement-could be heard over the clamor in the spaceport termind.

"Travel vouchers of some sort,” Baffle said distractedly.

Hardwired into acolumnar data bank, the droid returned to accessing information, while al around
them-in afrenzy of clashing colors and commingled smells-scurried mixed-species groups of refugees,
pilots, trandators, and uniformed officids.

"From what | can ascertain,”" Baffle updated a moment later, "Dromas clanmates are accused of having
forged documents of trangit that permitted several hundred exiles-including al thirty-seven Ryn who were
housed at Facility 17-to depart Ruan aboard acommercid freighter.”

Han ran hishand down hisface. Depart! He and Droma had arrived too late. The Ryn were gone, and
now Dromawas under arrest-just for being aRyn.

" Seeif you can get the name of the ship.”

Baffle made adjustments to the hardwired retrieval regulator. "The vessd iscalled the Trevee' he
announced asif reading from adisplay screen, when in fact the data was going straight to his neura
processor. "It hasaNar Shaddaaregistry.”

Han groaned, then tightened hislipsin negation. Maybe it wasn't the Tholatin group. All sorts of relief
groups werein the legitimate business of providing trangport to Stranded refugees, and the Trevee might
bel ong to any one of them, despite its Hutt space registry. The Ryn had probably thrown in with agroup
of desperate exiles, and had resorted to forgery only to secure onward passage.

"Why would Salliche care about a group of refugees traveling on forged documents?' he asked at last.
"Thewholeideaisto get everyone relocated, right?’

Baffle divided his attention between Han and the rapid flow of data. "Even though Salliche Ag has been
earnest in its attempts to entice refugees to remain onworld, the company wouldn't ordinarily demand
retribution for such an offense. In thisingtance, though, the Ryn are accused of conspiracy in addition to
forgery. It seemsthat the captain and crew of the Trevee are themsal ves suspected of fraud. In recent
months, instead of discharging their obligationsto provide safe passage to other worlds, they have been



known to abandon their passengers at destinations other than those promised.”

Grumbling to himsdf, Han stormed through acircle on the heavily scuffed floor. Tholatin's security chief
had said that refugees were often marooned on worlds subsequently targeted for attack by the Y uuzhan
Vong, which meant that Dromas clanmates might have flipped themsd ves inadvertently from the cooker
to the hesting element.

"Seeif the Treveefiled aflight plan with Ruan control.”

Baffle set himsdlf to thetask. "Yes, herewe are," he said, photoreceptors brightening. " The Trevee
launched for Abregado-ree.”

Han's brows beetled. He could see where Abregado-rae, another Core world, might be more desirable
than Ruan as aplace to be stranded. But in terms of the Y uuzhan VVong, the place had less strategic value
than Gyndineor Tynna,

"That'sodd,” Baffle said suddenly.

"What? What's odd?"

The droid turned away from the column to look at him. " A notation appended to the flight plan Sates that
the Trevee's actud hyperspace jump was better suited to adestination Rimward of Abregado-rae along
the Rimma Trade Route-perhgpsto Thyferraor Yag'Dhul."

Han considered it. Y ag'Dhul, tempestuous home-world of the exoskeletal Givin, made even less sense
than Abregado-rae. But Thyferra-the galaxy's principa source of bacta-clicked as both atempting
destination and a potentia target, dbeit awell-defended one.

He began to pace. If heleft immediately for Thyferra, he ood a good chance of finding Dromals
clanmates long before the Y uuzhan VVong hit theworld, but there was no telling what might happen to
Dromain his absence. By contrast, remaining on Ruan for Dromas sake could jeopardize the lives of the
thirty-seven missng Ryn.

"Thyferraseemsinfinitely preferableto YagDhul," Baffle remarked casudly.

Han glanced a him. "I thought you said you've been on Ruan since your activation at Fondor."

"That's true-to the best of my knowledge. Though | do wonder sometimesif | may have traveled more
than | redize”

Han's eyes narrowed. "But you're certain you never studied the workings of war droidswith a Ruurian
named Skynx?"

"I'mamogt certain | haven't.”

"Almost," Han snorted. "For alabor droid, you're pretty good at dataretrieva.”

"Ah, but that's easly explained,” Baffle said. "Before | was delegated to drive, | worked at digtrict
headquarters, overseeing the reassignment of droids retired from agriculturd field work.” "Desk job."
"Not redly, sncel performed most of my tasks stlanding up.” Baffle paused briefly, then sad, " Sir, if you
wish, | could be of some assistancein freeing your partner from captivity.” "He's not my partner,” Han
snapped. "Y our travel companion, then." Han stared at the droid for amoment, then exhaed forcefully.
"Okay, let'shear it."

Baffle didn't respond immediately, and when he did there was anote of gravity in histone of voice that
hadn't been evident earlier. "Sir, can | trust that you will refrain from disclosing any of what I'm about to
tell or show you, no matter what decision you reach regarding the Ryn?"

Han laughed through hisnose. "L abor droid, my eye." "Do | have your word, Sir?"

"Sure" Han said. "I'm terrific at keegping secrets.” He watched Baffle make another adjustment to the
hardwire regulator. "Now what are you up to?'

"I'm smply aerting some of my comradestha well be joining them." Baffle unplugged from the data
column and began to move off, then sopped. "If youll follow me, sr.”

Assurreptitioudy as possible, they dipped through an innocuous-looking doorway in the termind's east
wall and rode an ancient cable-operated car down through severd basement and subbasement levels.
Exiting thelift, Baffleled Han past banks of deafening turbine power plants, then into amaze of service
corridors that coursed beneath the spaceport's landing platforms and docking bays. Along the way, two
other droidsjoined them, alanky, vaguely humaniform 8D8 blast-furnace operator and an arachnidlike
systems control droid propelled by aset of telescoping legs. Ultimately, they entered a heavy-doored and



dimly lighted storage room, in which no fewer than thirty droids of various typeswere aready gathered.
Scanning the machines, Han spotted an old P2 unit, with mangled grasper arms emerging from its domed
head; a helmet-headed military protocol droid; a U2C1 housekeeping droid, with long plested hosesfor
arms; an asp, whose head resembled awelder's mask; an insectile-eyed JO worker; two tank-treaded,
trash-barrel-bodied C2-R4s; even a skeletal and |ong-obsolete Cybot LE repair droid.

Han felt asif held been swallowed by a Jawa sand-crawler, but he kept the thought to himself.

A few moments of lightning-fast machine codewasal it took for Baffle to bring the others up to speed
on Han's predicament. Sprinkled among the subsequent chatter-ings, Han heard what sounded like the
word Ryn-at least the way machines might articulate it. Eventudly, heads and sensor appendages of wide
assortment swung to observe him.

Slightly unnerved, Han uttered a short laugh. "Hey, it's been awhile since I've spoken droid, fellas.”
Baffle apologized for the ot of them. "We sometimes forget that the speed of the flesh-and-blood brain
lags far behind that of our processors."

Han scowled. " Skip the sdles pitch, Long Reach, and tell me what I've gotten mysdlf into.”

Baffle gestured toward the globe-headed systems control droid who had rendezvoused with them in the
maintenance tunnels. "Pip here has succeeded in locating Droma. As| might have surmised, heis not
being held a Facility 17, but a Salliche Ag's district headquarters, where heisto be arraigned on
charges and sentenced.” The droid paused to attend to chirpsfrom the P2 unit. "If convicted of
conspiracy, the minimum sentenceisfive years of hard labor.”

Squatting on its severa legs, the systems control droid projected afaintly blue hologram of asprawling
complex, built into ahillsde that overlooked afar-reaching quilt of cultivated fields.

"The areawhere Dromais currently being held isdenied to droids," Baffle went on, "but ahuman-such as
yoursdf-should have no trouble reaching him."

A highlighted portion of the hologram expanded into a close-up of the foot of the hill, where asystem of
containment pools and aqueducts directed water into alabyrinth of deep irrigation ditches.

"What am | supposed to do, just march in there and grab him?' Han asked.

Baffle chittered to Pip, who immediatdly displayed holograms of uniforms and identity badges, some of
which were emblazoned with Sdliche Ag's corporate logo.

"We can provide you with the necessary clothing and documentation,” Baffle elaborated, "dong with
maps and whatever € se you may require to familiarize yoursdf with the layout of the disirict headquarters
and itsimmediate surroundings. We can aso arrange for authentication by the security devices you will
encounter, dthough it will be your responsibility to persuade the flesh and bloods with whom you comein
contact that you are indeed whom your credentials describe you to be. It will also be your responsbility
to locate and rescue Droma, and to make your escape by whatever route you seefit to take."

Chin in hand, Han circled the holographic projections. "1'd need a concesl able wegpon.”

"A weapon can be provided.”

Han stopped and glanced around. "Not to seem ungrateful, but | get the feding you're not doing this out
of the goodness of your programming. What's the catch?'

The droids toodled and buzzed for amoment.

"Inreturn for our assstance,” Baffle said, "we would ask that you do something for us." New holograms
resolved in midair, showing detailed views of theinterior of the headquarters building. "Inaroom onthe
fifth leve of the east wing are the master controlsfor atrans-ceiver/rectennaarray that servesasa
monitoring system for this district's several thousand droid workers-all of whom are outfitted with
shutdown sensors that can be remotely activated.”

Han studied the holo of the master controls. " So the transceiver functions as akind of remote restraining
balt."

"That would describeit.”

Han grinned. "And you want meto dissbleit.”

"I might have used the word sabotage,” Baffle said.

Han circled the new hologram. "If you can arrange to get me past the building's security scanners, why
can't you do the job yourselves?!



"The transceiver is a stand-alone apparatus, and the entire east wing is accessible only to flesh and
bloods. Entry requiresapam print-"

"Which you can provide," Han said, wishing Dromawere there to hear him say it. He stopped to
scrutinize the holographic controls. "Isthere acode that will disarm the system?”

"Because we have never had access to the transceiver, blunt trauma might be the most effective course of
action. However, we would be happy to provide you with adata card containing a machine virus that
should serve the sameend.”

"What happensthen?"

"With the transceiver disabled, the thousands of droids Sdliche Ag has dready deactivated will be freeto
escape imprisonment.”

Han glanced from droid to droid in growing misgiving. "L et me get thisstraight,” he said into an eerie
slence. "Sdliche has abunch of droids-er, you folks- onice. Why?"

"Sdliche Ag would have everyone bdieve that the employment of flesh and bloods adlows them to boast
of providing 'handpicked' foodstuffs. But in fact, the company is phasing out droid workers as ameans of
demongtrating compliance with the antimachine tenets of the Y uuzhan Vong. Tens of thousands of
deactivated droidswill be Ruan's welcome gift to the invaders when they reach the Core."

Han gulped. Creditsto crumbs, the crew of the Trevee had sdected Ruan because Y uuzhan VVong agents
had aready been there.

"Y ou redlize that shutting down the transceiver is probably going to touch off every darm in the complex,”
he said.

"Y es, but we can silence most of them,”" Baffle assured. "What's more, many of our deactivated
comrades are stored at the complex itself, and once they are reactivated, we can unseal the chambers
that house them. The ensuing confusion should aid in your escape.”

"Y eah, Dromaand mell blend in red well with abunch of reawakened droids," Han muttered. "Buit that's
beside the point. What's to stop Salliche from repairing the system and deactivating every droid set free?
"Given even amodicum of time, we can extract the remote sensors from most of those who are
liberated-as we have aready doneto ourselves.”

"Without Sdlichesknowledge?!

"All droids on Ruan have deactivation dates," Baffle explained. "In order to safeguard our deception,
many of us have had to submit to voluntary deectivation while our act of sabotage was being planned.”
"lsn't dl thisagaingt your programming or something?”

"Our i nhibition programs prevent us from taking direct actions againgt living beings, but we are permitted,
even encouraged, to act in saf-preservation. Weve smply been awaiting the arrival of the one flesh and
blood who could help us"

Han held up hishands. "Not so fast. | mean, let's say | decide to go through with this, and suddenly
there's a couple of thousand of you who can't be remotely deactivated. Y ou think that's going to stop
Sdlichefrom hunting every one of you down and hammering arestraining bolt into your plastrons, or just
blagting you to fragments?’

"Were aware of thefatethat awaitsus," Baffle said. "But before Salliche Ag can bring about our
termination, we plan to execute and broadcast an act of passve resistance that will not only draw galactic
attention to our plight, but aso aert our comradesfar and wide to the dangersthey face.”

Han thought about C-3PO and his current obsession with deactivation, and he thought about Droma,
who had saved Han's life on two occasions. An easier way to rescue the Ryn would beto pull rank on
whatever bureaucrats administered Ruan. He could smply revea who he was, and claim that he and
Dromawere on amission for New Republic Intelligence. But doing so could backfire on him. Because of
the part he had played in the Elan affair, Han could well imagine Director Scaur disavowing any
connection between Han and New Republic Intelligence. And even if Scaur backed up Han's ruse, there
was agood chance that Leiawould learn of what happened and accuse Han of meddling in SEL-CORE
business. Besides, rescuing Droma by pulling rank wouldn't do anything for Baffle and the rest of Ruan's
droids.

"All right, I'll doit,” he said &t last. "But on one condition | want to know where the Trevee went. | want



ion drive and thermal exhaust profiles, trangponder codes, hyperspace coordinates, and anything elseyou
can come up with."

"I will attend to the matter persondly,” Baffle said.

Han took abreath and blew it out through pursed lips. Y ou said Dromaisbeing held in adenied area.
Whereishe?'

Baffle traded glances with some of the others. "Heisbeing held at the product enhancement facility.”
"Product enhancement,” Han repeated dowly.

Baffle nodded. "The manure works."

TWENTY-ONE

"Tak about ragtag outfits" Shada D'ukd said asthirteen X-wings, A-wings, and modified Y -wings-many
of them as patched up as a pirate craft-pierced the magcon field of Kothlis|1 orbital station's aft docking
bay. The starfighters had surely been scanned on arriva in Bothan space, but no sooner did they settle
down to the deck than a Bothan military unit moved in to execute a thorough search and documents
check.

Taon Karrde and the former Mistryl Shadow Guard from Emberlene watched from an observation
gdlery that overlooked the bay, Shada wearing aform-hugging ouitfit of black elastex, and Karrde, ina
tailored suit, looking more like her booking agent than her employer.

"A pity you never got to see Kyp's squadron ayear ago,” Karrde said. "Back then they had two XJs
fresh from Incom, along with a couple of B-wingsin near immaculate condition.”

Shada kept her eyes on the sarfighters. "So I've heard.”

"Kyp had named them the Dozen-and-Two Avengers-much to Skywaker's dismay. Kyp sicced them on
the Outer Rim, detaining pirates and smugglers, and generaly sticking his nose whenever he wanted, al
without Coruscant batting an eye."

"The Dozen-and-Two?' Shadasaid.

"Kyp and Miko Reglia-his Jedi apprentice at thetime."

"l should have known.”

"They liked to frequent Dubrillion. Several members of the squadron were recordholders on those
modified TIEs Cdrissian bought for his asteroid obstacle course- or at least until Jaina Solo showed
everyone how Lando's Folly should be run.” Karrde laughed, mostly to himsdf. "But | haveto credit Kyp
for showmanship. Launching or landing, he'd lead the Avengers through flashy maneuvers, sometimesto
amplified orchestrd music. Then Helska happened.”

Shadaturned dightly in Karrde's direction. "Kyp lost everyone?”

"It was the first engagement between starfighters and Y uuzhan V ong cora skippers-the first substantiated
one, a any rate. The Avengers didn't have aclue what they were up againgt. Regliawas captured dive,
but apparently died later during an escape attempt.”

Shadareturned her gaze to the docking bay. " So where do you suppose Kyp found replacements?”
"Mogt of them are combat veterans from one conflict or another. Severd wereflying relief missonsto
threatened, even occupied worlds, earning New Republic credits for authenticated Y uuzhan Vong kills.
Kyp proposed that everyone would do better if they formed an actua unit, and at the sametime hed
have his Avengers back."

"But they're not sanctioned by the military."

Karrde shook his head. "They're classified as a support unit. As an appeasement to Skywalker and the
military, Kyp dropped the name Avengers. Now they're just Kyp's Dozen." He looked at Shada. "Let's
gosay hdlo."

By thetime Karrde and Shada arrived in the hold, Kyp, Ganner Rhysode, and the twelve members of
Kyp's squadron were huddled near the modified Y -wing co-piloted by Ganner. The noses of some of the
other sarfighters were emboldened by meteor storms of laser-engraved coral skippers.

Seeing Karrde and Shada, the two Jedi walked toward them.

"One heck of aplacefor arendezvous, Karrde," Kyp said. "Half the Fifth Fleet is parked between here



and Bothawui. We're lucky we were even cleared for Kothlis, never mind this place.”

"I didn't want to trust what | have to say to norma channds," Karrde explained. "Asfor theflest, the
Bothans aren't taking any chances-even though conditions have changed since our visit to Ryloth.”
"Changed how?' Kyp asked congpiratorialy.

Karrde nodded his head toward the observation gdlery. "Step into my office for amoment.”

Kyp signaed hisfliersto remain with the ships; then he and Ganner followed Karrde and Shadato a
turbolift that accessed the overlook. No one spoke until they arrived on the galery, where they pulled
four chairstogether and sat down.

"The Hutts have resumed shipping spice to Bothawui and Kothlis," Karrde began. "With dl the patrals,
not much is getting through, but that'sirrdevant.”

"Arethey shipping to Cordlia?" Ganner asked.

"Not y&t."

Kyp frowned in bewilderment. "Then why isthe fleet here and not at Corellia? From what | hear, the
Corellian sector's about to revolt.”

Karrde shook hishead. "I don't know why. It would appear that not everyone accepts the significance of
theintelligence we provided.”

"Feyllya" Kyp said.

"And others on the Advisory Council. But spice has nothing to do with what | have for you." Karrde
paused briefly. "Arerescue missons off-limitsto Jedi? | ask only because | don't want to be responsible
for widening therift between you and Sky walker."

"Thereisnorift," Kyp said firmly. "We don't see eye to eye on some things, but theré's norift. He
gpproved my coming here.”

"That's good, because I'm reluctant to take this information to Rogue Squadron. Even with Jaina Solo
flying with them, I'd have alot of explaining to do." Karrde's eyes narrowed as he assessed the two Jedi.
"IsWurth Skidder gill missng?

Ganner suddenly leaned forward. "Y es"

"No other Jedi?'

"What have you heard, Karrde?' Kyp demanded.

"Thiscomes direct from Crev Bombaasa, S0 I'm trusting that it's rdiable information. Y uuzhan VVong
forces are holding a Jedi aboard a ship headed for Kalarba. The ship is carrying awar coordinator, so
therésagood chanceit's either well armed or traveling under escort.”

"Kaarba" Kyp said with anod. "That's why you chose to meet here. Were only ajump away."

"Youll have to move fast regardless. Skidder's dated to be transferred to another ship and handed over
to some top commander. Once that happens, your chances of getting near him are probably next to
none"

Ganner tightened hislips and nodded. "Thanksfor bringing thisto us, Karrde."

Karrde got to hisfeet. "Y ou're certain Skywaker won't object.”

Kyp gave his head a shake. "Rescueis our mandate.”

Severd thousand demonsgtrators-most of them Drall and humans but with some Sdonians mixed in-railed
from behind the majestic gates that had once alowed Governor-Genera Marcha of Mastigophorousto
maintain atranquil enclave for hersalf on that part of Dral. Squads of Public Safety Service guards
reinforced the fence that encircled the compound, though in fact any determined Dral could smply have
burrowed their way onto the grounds.

From around-topped window in the sitting room that overlooked the estate's expansive front lawn and
Marchas beds of prize nannariums, Jacen trained e ec-trobinoculars on some of the placards and signs
hoisted high by the vociferous crowd.

" 'Jedi warmongers,' " heread doud. " 'Servants of the dark side.’ 'Cordliawill live to see Coruscant
die." Lowering the binocs, he swung to his younger brother. "Heresoneyoull like, Anakin'Solos, go
home." " He bit hislower lip and shook his head. "Wait'll Dad getswind of this."

The shuttle that had delivered Anakin and Jacen to Drall sat on ashrub-enclosed permacrete pad behind
Marchas hemispherica white manse, closeto theriver. Beyond the pad, manicured lawn stretched to the



edge of luxuriant forest. Droid servants busied themsdlves outdoors and in, trimming the hedges that lined
the estate's brick walkways and making minor adjustmentsto the fountain in the centra foyer.

"I don't know how word got out that you boys would be stopping here before continuing on to
Centerpoint Station,” Marcha said as she served pieces of dark-brown, homemade ryshcate, heavy with
vwdiu nuts. "But don't fed singled out. Most of that crowd has been here for the past month. Thingsare
even worse in Coronet and on some of the worlds of the Outlier sysiems. And on Talusand Tralusthe
Federation of t he Double Worlds has recently formed a coalition with the archaeol ogists the New
Republic forcibly removed from Centerpoint.”

"The Centerpoint Party,” Marchas nephew Ebrihim said as he reached for awedge of the sweet cake.
"Extremists who have borrowed fredly from the rhetoric of the old Sacorrian Triad."

Nearby, and attentive to every word, stood Q9-X2, Ebrihim's jet-black and bullet-headed astromech
droid, who, when it spoke, was usually quick to express a high opinion of itsdlf.

"Because this system is comprised of worlds captured by Centerpoint Station and installed into orbit
around Coréll," Marchasaid, "the party advocates increased representation in the New Republic
Senate.”

Ebrihim nodded in affirmation. "With five votesinstead of one, the party leaders believe that they might
have been able to prevent Coruscant from commandeering Centerpoint.”

Furred and somewhat chubby bipeds, Ebrihim and Marcha had clawed feet, elongated whiskered
muzzles, and small ears set high on their heads. Like most Dral they v/ere keenly intelligent and honest to
afault, if a times maddeningly fastidious. But where age had tempered Ebrihim's tendency to pontificate,
Marcha-while some years Ebrihim's senior-was as fervently saf-reliant as Jacen remembered her being
during the Center-point Station criss, dmost eight yearsearlier.

What had begun then as afamily holiday had turned into open rebellion, with the Sacorrian Triad making
use of Centerpoint Station's awesome interdiction and nova-inducing power to force the New Republic
into recognizing the sector's autonomy. Ebrihim, hired by Leato tutor Jacen, Jaina, and Anakin, had
ended up being their rescuer by spiriting them from Cordliato Dral, where Marcha had not only
sheltered them but had aso led them to the planetary repulsor Anakin activated to thwart the Triad's
plans.

"Couldn't you have prevented the New Republic from commandeering Centerpoint?’ Jacen asked.
Marchawas gentlein her ridicule. "I'm apolitica gppointee, Jacen. Given that many of my own staff have
turned on me for not taking afirmer stand, it probably would have been awise moveto challenge or at
least denounce Coruscant's actions. But without your mother to back me, Borsk Fey'lyawould have
samply removed me from office and the military would have taken possession of Centerpoint regardless.”
Anakin frowned in confusion. "Any of the repulsors buried on Coréellia, Drdl, Selonia, or the Double
Worldsis capable of fending off an attack by an entire fleet of starships. And with Centerpoint reenabled,
Cordliawill be aswell defended as any system in the New Republic- including Coruscant. So | don't see
why everyone's protesting what were trying to do.”

Marchaand Ebrihim traded knowing looks. "I fear you haven't been given dl thefacts, Anakin,” the
onetimetutor said. "Y ou're under the impression that you've been summoned to aid in Cordllias defense,
when in fact, reenabling Centerpoint Station has more to do with offense than defense.”

"I knew it would be something like this" Jacen blurted.

Anakin amiled fasdly. "Drdl'slighter gravity isgoing to Jacen's head," hetold everyone. "He's convinced
that our coming hereis going to upset the balance of the Force or something.”

Jacen smoldered. "Y ou're not far off, Anakin."

"Y ou'rethe onewho'sfar off. Anything that will stop the Y uuzhan VVong has the Force onitsside.”
"What's come over you boys?' Marchainterrupted. Y ou never used to argue.”

"We disagree about thismission,” Jacen said, staring at his younger brother.

"Among other things," Anakin said under his breath. Jacen gestured toward Ebrihim. ™Y ou heard what he
said, Anakin This has more to do with offense. And you were the one who described Centerpoint as
Cordliaslightsaber.”

"Y eah, which meansit can be used to parry or thrugt. It al depends on who'swidding it."



"Meaning what-that you'll refuseto help if you find out it's going to be used for attack?'

"Meaning that I'm waiting to hear dl sdes of the argument.” Anakin turned to Ebrihim. "Isthere proof the
New Republic plansto use Centerpoint as aweapon instead of ashield?'

Ebrihim mulled over hisresponse. "The problem, as | seeit-and as you yourself assert-isthat Centerpoint
has the capacity to be both. Even if used as ashield today, there's no guarantee it won't be used asa
weapon tomorrow. But that inherent duality isn't the reason for the protests. The cause runs deeper than
that.”

"How much do you remember about what the Triad attempted to do during the crisis?' Marcha asked.
"Actudly, | don't remember dl that much,” Anakin confessed. "1 know they used Centerpoint to create a
sys-temwide interdiction field, capable of trapping hostages and repelling rescue attempts at the same
time"

Ebrihim nodded. "We strongly suspect that the New Republic will attempt to do the very samething.

Y ou see, this operation isn't about using Centerpoint to safeguard Coréllig; it's about usng the station to
ensnare the Y uuzhan Vong fleet, and utilizing this system as a battle arena.”

"Oh, brother," Jacen groaned. "No wonder Corelliasready toriot."

Anakin looked from Jacen to Ebrihim. ™Y ou said 'suspect.' "

"That's correct. Were not privy to al that's going on insde Centerpoint, much lessinside the minds of the
Defense Force command gtaff. What we do know isthis That despite the proximity of the Y uuzhan VVong
fleet to Cordlia, the system is effectively undefended. Oh, the New Republic has seen fit to deploy three
of our own Strident-chss Star Defenders at Corellia, and theflotillathat has been safeguarding Duro has
been pulled back to shore up the Outlier systems. But even that amount of firepower isinsufficient to
ward off afull-scale attack.”

"Which is precisdly what the Defense Force would like the Y uuzhan VVong to conclude,” Marcha added.
"Our conspicuous vulnerability ismeant to lure the invaders here," Ebrihim said, "to prompt an assaullt.
Then, once Centerpoint hasimmobilized their fleet, New Republic ships deployed at Bothawui, Kuat,
and other worldswill supposedly jump to engage them.”

Anakin'sforehead creased in concern. "How isthe Defense Force expecting to get shipsthrough the
interdiction fidd that's holding the Y uuzhan Vong fleet at bay?"

"By outfitting the ships with the same hyperwave iner-tid momentum sustainers the Bakurans used during
the criss™ Ebrihim said. "'Y ou must understand, Anakin, this operation has been in theworksfor some
time"

Marchaconfirmed it with anod. "Just how much of it is understood by the demonstrators, or even by the
Centerpoint Party, isimmaterid. The protestors are reacting to the fact that Coruscant has withheld
defense and commandeered Centerpoint without factoring Corellids citizenry into the equation.”

Anakin grew pensive, then looked at Marcha. ™Y ou make it sound like everything isaready set. It
doesn't sound like I'm really needed here.”

Marchasmiled faintly. "l wish that were so0. But, in fact, the success of the strategy rests very much with
you."

Ebrihim explained. "The Defense Force has had their best people working nonstop to bring the entire
network on-line, including the repul sors housed on the Five Brothers-Cordllia, Drall, Sdonia, Talus, and
Traus. Thegod now isto davedl five planetary repulsorsto Centerpoint itself, providing it with even
greater power and range than it dready enjoys from tapping the gravitic energies of the Double Worlds.
Theoretically, the station will then be capable of creating interdiction filds wherever Admira Sow and
the rest desire them to be created. Centerpoint would also have the ability to ater the course or location
of distant planets, or cause starsto explode, as occurred twice during the crisis.”

"But the scientists have not yet been able to redize their ambitions,” Marchaemphasized. "Aswasthe
case during the crigis, the mysteries of Centerpoint continue to € ude everyone. The station remains
unpredictable and unstable, and at this point no oneis certain that it can re-create amassive interdiction
fidd, let donethat it canincite adistant star to go nova.

"And thisiswhere you and you donefigurein the scheme, Anakin, because many of the scientistssare
convinced that the system il bears the imprint you imparted to the repul sor here on Drdl, and that such



anetwork can be brought into synchronization only by you.”

Ebrihim reinforced it. "Eight years ago you were responsible for disabling Centerpoint. Now you may be
the only person who can successtully rehabilitateit.”

Concern shone from Anakin's eyes. " Jacen sensed this from the beginning, but ..." He glanced at
everyone. "It'snot that | don't trust what you're telling me, but | have to go to Centerpoint and see for
mysdf. | might be able to reenableit asashield only. That way, Cordliaand Dral and the rest can at
least protect themsalves from attack, no matter what plans the Defense Force or any others devise.”
Marchasmiled sadly. "Y es, perhaps you'll be ableto do just asyou say, Anakin. But aword of warning
before you go When it came to reactivating the repul sors and the station, Coruscant had no choice but to
cal on many of those who were directly involved in fomenting the criss.”

Anakin nodded. "The Sacorrian Triad, you mean.”

"Along with saverd otherswho played arolein those events," Ebrihim said.

Marchalooked from her nephew to Anakin and Jacen. "It'sjudt this, boys Y ou may not like what you're
going to find on Centerpoint. Therefore, you must take care. Think carefully before you agree to

anything."
TWENTY-TWO

"We've got an inspector here from Comestibles and Curatives," the sentry posted at the entrance to
Sd-liche Ag'sdidtrict headquarters said into his comlink. “Human. Y eah, | dready told him that we'd had
some CCA folksthrough here last week, but he claimsit's a oot ingpection. Y eah, dl his documentation
check sout.”

With his hair and beard dyed jet-black and a brimmed cap tugged low on his forehead, Han acted
nonchalant while he waited outside the security booth. Baffle, who had dropped him at the gate, had
assured him that the pale-green lightwelght suit was standard issue for Comestibles and Curatives
Adminigtration inspectors, and in fact, the corpulent human sentry had scanned the computer-coded
identity card with the indifference of one who had seen hundredsin hisday.

"What areas you interested in seeing?’ the man asked suddenly.

Han adopted an officious amile. "Divulging that information would effectively undermine the nature of my
vigt."

The sentry frowned. "Heian't saying," he muttered into the comlink mouthpiece. "Claimsit'll spoil the
aurprise. No, | didn't laugh ether. Okay, helll be here when you arrive.” He switched off the comlink and
returned the identity card to Han. " Sit tight, pal. An escort's on the way."

The casudly dressed man who arrived moments later in afour-seater |landspeeder was even heftier than
the sentry and had the same sunburned and stubbled farm-boy toughness. Both men were aworld apart
from the aristocratic Harbrights, who ran Sdlliche Ag and were apparently intent on throwing in with the
Y uuzhan Vong. The escort took in Han as he approached the land-speeder, an aloy case dangling from
hisright hand.

"Surprised they haven't retired you yet, old-timer,” he remarked. A name tag stitched to the pocket of his
untucked shirt identified him as Bow.

So much for the deceptive qudities of hair dye, Han thought as he climbed into the rear seet of the
Speeder. "With any luck, thiswill be one of my last assgnments.”

"Y ou know, Sdlliche has never had a problem with you people,” Bow said around what remained of a
toothpick protruding from between his front teeth. "We pay good money to seeto that."

"I wouldn't know," Han said, blinking. "I'm smply carrying out my assignment.”

"Fine. Just make sure you're quick about it. | don't have dl day."

Han forced a nervous laugh. "I'm as eager to have this over with asyou are.”

They set off, but had traveled only a short distance when the Sdlliche man brought the landspeeder to a
halt alongside alarge map and directory. With some difficulty, Bow rotated in the front seat to face Han.
"Whereto first? We can sample produce from a couple of nearby fields, or you can run your testson
random samplesthat have aready been harvested.” He pointed north. " Shipping is over that way, in case



you're interested in cargo container decontamination procedures.”

Han pretended to study the map, then said, " Suppose we begin a product enhancement.” Bow's bushy
brows knitted. "Y ou're kidding." Han cleared histhroat. "Isthere some problem?' "No problem. | just
hope CCA is paying you well." The landspeeder flew down narrow dirt roads, many of which twisted
through fields of burrmillet waiting to be harvested. Astall astrees, the dender umber stalksof grain
formed palisadesto ether Sde. Han's nose aerted him to the fact that they were nearing the fertilizer
works long before a sign announcing product enhancement came into view. At yet another checkpoint he
wasissued adisposable jumpsuit and arebresther helmet with atinted face bowl. Similarly outfitted,
Bow led the way toward an enormous, flat-roofed warehouse, whose loading bays were crowded with
banthas, rontos, and other beasts of burden, waiting to receive cargos of fertilizer.

Baffle had dready explained that, in keeping with Sal-liche'saim to please the antitech invaders, the
company was in the process of switching over from machine-produced nutrients to live production; so
Han wasn't as surprised as he might have been to see thousands of craw-maws, wingles, and
nightseers-genetically manipulated to be wingless and mute-being force-fed in cages and perches that
lined the interior of the building. Beneeth the cages, and filled to the brim with the avians abundant
droppings, were wide troughs that funneled the manure to the loading bays for eventua dispersal. Other
areas of the warehouse were given over to water tanks crammed with stink fish and fingerfins dredged
from Ruan's bountiful seas. Mashed by mallet, the fish were being tossed into the troughsto serve asa
fertilizing additive. Congdering the debilitating effect it was having on some of the bare-faced Gota's,
Bimms, and hapless others whose task it was to gather and shovel excrement overspill into the troughs,
Han could well imagine the stench. But he could only guess at the offenses, red or trumped up, the
former refugees had committed to have earned themselves such punishment. Among one group,
knee-deep in the grounded avians ordure and leaning feebly againgt the wooden handle of his shovd,
stood Droma

"I'm going to run afew quick tests," Han told Bow through the rebreather's annunciator. He popped
open the carry case and made asif to extract one of the test kits Baffle's coterie of droids had provided,
then stopped abruptly and pointed to Dromain eaborate incredulity. "Isthat... isthat aRyn?"

The Salliche man stared, then nodded his head. "Y eah. HES new here.”

"New or not," Han continued, growing more agitated as he spoke, "doesn't anyone redlize that Ryn have
proscriptions againgt bathing and other habits most sapients consder essentia to good hedlth?' "But he's
working with manure." "That is hardly the point. Do you know what would happen if word leaked that
Sdliche Ag has Ryn on the premises?’

"It'sonly one Ryn," Bow gtarted to say. "HEll have to be removed thisinstant. | demand that he undergo
acomplete medica evauation before he is permitted to return to work-even work of this sort.”

Letting his exagperation show, Bow prized adim corn-link from his shirt pocket and, raising the face
bowl of his helmet, began to speak briskly intoit.

Han wondered what Sdlliche Ag was going to do about replacing its comlinks and landspeedersif and
when the Y uuzhan V ong showed up.

"All right,” Bow told Han amoment later, "we're cleared to bring him to medicd in the east wing." He
swung angrily toward Droma. "Ryn! Leave your shovel and get over here”

Dromalooked up, set the tool aside, and clomped toward them, shaking one leg, then the other, then his
tall, in an effort to rid himsdlf of some of the gray filth clinging to him.

"Whatever you do, don't touch him," Han warned Bow, "or you'll have to be evaluated aong with him."
Reeking of dung, Droma stopped afew meters away, clearly without recognizing Han behind the
rebreather mask.

"Hose him down!" Bow ordered a nearby worker.

Han winced as the high-pressure flow from athick hose nearly swept Droma off hisfeet. "lll-starred
cregtures,” he said, loud enough for the Salliche man to hear, "forever getting themselvesinto trouble.”
Bow puffed out hislips and nodded grimly. ™Y ou can say that again.”

With Dromadripping wet and looking hopeessy forlorn, Bow snapped stun cuffs around hiswrists and
shoved him toward the warehouse exit. At the checkpoint, Han surrendered the rebreather, deposited



the jumpsuit into a shredder/recycler, and followed Dromainto the rear seat of the landspeeder.
Downcast, Dromadidn't glance at him until they were under way, and even then he didn't recognize Han
immediately. Then his eyeswidened appreciably and his jaw dropped.

"Please, hurry,” Han shouted to Bow before Droma could ruin everything with a surprised outburst. "I
find it quite distasteful to have to share a seat with this... . malefactor.”

"East wing's dead ahead,” Bow said over his shoulder. Han exchanged veiled glances with Droma, but
didn't look at him again until the three of them werein aturbo-lift car, descending for the east wing's
sublevel-one medical lab. Then, throwing Dromaawarning look, he drew asmall blaster from the
durinium shoulder holster the droids had fabricated, and pressed the wegpon's emitter nozzleto Bow's
temple.

"Do exactly asyouretold and you'll walk away from this." When the big man nodded in amanner that
mixed surprise and anger, Han added, " Stop the lift and move to the far corner of the car, then key the
stun cuff remote.” He cut hiseyes briefly to Droma, then told the turbolift to ascend to levd five.
Rubbing hisfreed wrigts, Dromaglanced a him. "Were going up?"

"I've got ajob to do." Han gestured with his chin toward Bow. "Y ou'll have to ded with thisone. Take
him down to the maintenance subleve and find acloset to stick him in. If he givesyou any trouble, shoot
him. Then meet meon levd five"

Bow worked hisjaw, but managed to keep from saying anything that might provoke Dromato take Han
at hisword.

Whilethelift was climbing, Han stripped off the pale-green suit to revea an expensive business suit
beneath it. Droma's curiosity was papable.

"No timeto explain,” Han said. Handing Droma the bundled-up suit and the open stun cuffs, he added,
"Hold on to these; we're going to need them later.”

At leve five, he dipped asheer glove onto his right hand and headed down a broad, gleaming corridor
toward the transceiver room. In hisleft hand he pamed the fatal data card the droids had given him.
The handprint reader was housed in aniche dongsde the control room door. When Han laid hisgloved
hand on the pad, the device's screen identified him as Dees

Harbright, cousin once removed of Count Borert Har-bright and senior vice president of marketing for
Sd-liche Ag, whom the black-bearded, finely tailored Han resembled-sufficiently, at any rate, to bring
the half-dozen control room techniciansto their feet as he entered.

"Sit down, everyone, sit down,” he said in the most cavalier tone he could muster. "I just wanted to have
alook at our deactivation system. Are we operating on schedule?

"One thousand two hundred fifty droids have been shut down and warehoused this quarter, Sir,” a
whip-thin femae tech chirped. " During the same period, personnd acqu isition division has succeeded in
recruiting over three thousand refugees, who have agreed to remain on Ruan as employees.”

"Splendid, splendid,” Han said, moving about the room, the data card till pamed in hisleft hand. While
the female tech went on to offer additiona gatistics, Han-with hisback to a periphera device he hoped
would prove the path of least resistance-dotted the disk, which Baffle promised would literaly disappear
once it had worked its sorcery.

"We're expecting to have at least fifteen hundred more droids warehoused by the end of the next
quarter,” the cheerful woman was saying when the computer system loosed a series of strident tonesthat
struck Han as the machine equivdent of adistresscry.

"System crashl™ another technician shouted in obvious disbdief.

At every duty station, lights began to blink out, display screenswent gray, and techniciansdid al but tear
their hair out in an effort to resuscitate the system before it crossed over to wherever machine minds went
when they crashed. So desperate were their efforts, Han experienced atwinge of guilt-at least until he
reminded himsdf that the machine had been responsible for deactivating thousands of droids.

The mounting panic madeit easy for him to dip out of the room unnoticed. The corridor was as quiet and
brightly lit asit had been moments earlier, betraying nothing of the chaos ensuing in the control room.
Adjusting thefit of hisfinejacket, Han sauntered toward the turbolift, nodding with gented suffrageto
everyone he passed. As he neared thelift, Droma appeared from behind aplasted pillar that had



obvioudy served as hishiding place, the pale-green suit draped over one arm.

"Try not to look so guilty,” he whispered.

Han'stight-lipped smile held. " Just get in thelift and put on the stun cuffs," he said without moving hislips.
Onceinside, though, his cam and well-mannered facade collgpsed. Quickly, he dipped back into the
inspector's suit, then took the blaster from Dromaand made certain it was armed.

"l won't even venture aguess asto how you managed this," Droma said as he donned the stun cuffs.
"Yeah, but it'd be fun to hear you try." Han did the blaster into his jacket pocket. "As soon aswe hit the
lobby, we make straight for the nearest exit, got it? Pretend you're in my custody.”

Han stood facing thelift doors. When they parted, he couldn't see across the lobby for the hundreds of
droids that were rushing about and chattering incessantly, many of them hastening for the exits.

"l can't help thinking you had something to do with this"" Dromasaid.

"Indirectly.” Han gestured to the closest exit that wasn't completely blocked by droids. "That way."

They stepped into the throng and were just short of the transparisreal exit doors when agruff voice
shouted, "Therethey arel”

Han failed to keep himself from turning around. Zeroing in on the voice, he saw Bow, now inthe
company of savera security guards, pointing a him.

"| thought | told you to lock him away!" Han said.

"I did,” Dromaargued. "I stuck him insde aroom filled with deectivated droids."

Han muttered a curse and drew the blaster. "No timefor subtlety.”

Scarcely aiming, he placed a quartet of beams close enough to the guards to send them scurrying for
cover. Crouching, he and Dromaweaved their way through atight press of droids and sstumbled outside.
Han spied Bow's landspeeder and steered Dromatoward it, asamob of prattling droids spilled from the
east wing and began to fan out across the surrounding lawns and parking lots. Throwing himsdf into the
driver's sest, Han grinned broadly.

"One thing you can adways count on with farmboys," he said to Droma, who had removed the cuffsand
was sttling into the passenger seet. "They never lock their vehicles.”

Han started the speeder's repulsorlift engine. With both hands clamped on the steering whed and hisfeet
on the peda's, he maneuvered the speeder through a quick turn and shot for the frontage road.

"No usetrying for the main gate," he shouted above the whine of the triple turbines. "It's sure to be shut
tight by now! Well have to use the service roads. Some of them have to lead to the fields we passed on
the way to Fecility 17!"

"Better choose quickly,” Dromasaid, sudying the small scanner display affixed to the passenger-side
console. "Weve got seven, make that eight vehicles converging on us from north, east, and west.”
Gritting histeeth, Han glanced at the towering stalks of grain that lined both sides of the frontage road.
"Ah, who needsaroad,” he said a last, veering due south, straight into the field.

The satellite feed to the digtrict headquarters security section provided an unobstructed aerial view of the
land-speeder pursuit. It was asif the cams were positioned one hundred meters above the ground rather
than in Sationary orbit, hafway to Ruan's closest moon.

"They're sure making amess of those burrmillet fields," the security chief remarked to Bow.

Thefat man leaned closer to the flatscreen display. The stolen landspeeder had cut unswerving lines,
precise parabolas, and sweeping spirdsin the umber seaof grain. In pursuit flew eight speeders, carving
out their own streaks and crop circles, if not as conscientioudy.

"Taented driver, that one," the chief said as the lead speeder da omed through arow of outmoded
windmills, then powered through a series of figure eights before racing off on anew vector. "Must have
been a swoop pilot. Has he been identified?’

"No," Bow fumed. "But it's confirmed he's the one who crashed the droid-deectivation system on level
five"

The chief, potbellied and mustachioed, smiled lightly. "1 heard you were with some of the droids when
they came back to life."

Bow grimaced. "Y ou heard right. But I'll tell you what none of those droids unseded the doors.
Somebody with access to the system unlocked them as soon as the droids woke up.”



The chief snorted. "So what kind of guy goes through the trouble of masquerading as both a CCA
ingpector and a corporate vice president to rescue a Ryn and free a couple of thousand droids?

"The well-connected kind. The Ryn was arrested at Facility 17 when he and the human showed up
looking for the Ryn's clanmates. But it turns out they'd aready gotten themsdlves offworld on forged
letters of trangt.”

"Maybe it was deliberate-the Ryn showing up there- just to get himself arrested.”

"Doesn't calculate. The Ryn couldn't have known held be brought here. And besides, he couldn't have
added anything to what his partner obvioudy knew before he even showed up at the front gate. Weve
got people checking with spaceport control to determine how and when the two of them arrived
onworld, but something'sinterfering with our ng theimmigration data banks."

"Something or someone?’ the chief said. "Cocon-spiratorsis my guess.”

Bow compressed hislips but said nothing.

The chief retrieved holograms of the human lifted from the front gate and product enhancement security
scanners, dong with the level-five control room identifier. " The beard and facia features|ook red
enough,” he said after gppraising the holos for amoment.

Bow rubbed his chin. "Remove the beard and the cap.”

Both men studied the revised holos for amoment more. "He looks familiar,” the chief said, "but | can't
place the face."

"Well, hel's an agent for someone.”

"A Sdlicheriva? Nebula Consumables maybe?!

Bow shrugged.

"Course change," the chief said suddenly, swinging back to the satellite-feed display. "They're angling
The two men watched the stolen landspeeder tear into another grain field; then, without warning, it
revectored, leaving the field for what Bow initialy took to be a service road. But not one member of the
pursuit team followed.

"What's going on?" he barked.

"Son of ablaster,” the chief said. "That's no road. They've dropped into one of theirrigation channels-
right off the speeders surface-scan displays. Our guys have no ideawhere they went."

"Patch into the duice system and shut dl the gates dong that stretch!™

"I'monit,” thechief said.

Bow turned to the satellite-feed screen in time to see the saboteurs landspeeder whiz through the closing
duice gate, hop the next in line, then power through areckless turn into amuch broader channd.
"It'sarunoff channd," the chief explained. "Ends a the river that runs past Fecility 17. If they makeit that
far, we could lose them." He was reaching for the duicegate control buttons when Bow restrained him.
"No, don't shut them down just yet. Make him think he's got time." He glanced at the satellite-feed
display. "Bring usclosein on him." When the chief had complied, they could see that the stolen speeder
had logt its retractable windscreen. Broken stalks of burrmillet poked from creases in the rounded nose
and from between the seets, and the cab was half filled with threshed grain.

"What would you estimate his speed?’

The chief considered it. "The channedl's not only broader but twice as deep, so I'd say he's running those
turbines closeto flat out. Say, two hundred.”

"How far to the nearest gate?'

"Maybe one kilometer away."

"How quickly do they shut?'

"In aheartbest.”

Bow grinned. "Keep your finger on the switch. I'll tell you when."

The chief grinned back at him. "It'slike playing agame of Desath Hurdles."

Bow watched the screen for amoment, then shouted, "Now!"

Swerving asit tried desperately to shed velocity, the landspeeder careened straight into the gate. The
force of theimpact hurled the human and the Ryn clear out of the cab, over the top of the gate, and into



the ditch beyond. "Got 'em,” the chief said excitedly. "Patch me through to the pursuit team." Even ashe
was raisng the pursuit team, the chief said, "I've got a better way of flushing them out." He activated his
comlink. "Give mewesther control." Bow frowned, then smiled in revelation. "Nice touch.” The chief
shrugged. "We need the rain anyway."

It was the mud that saved them-only afoot deep, but soft as pudding. Han, after ten meters of
end-over-end flight, landed facefirst, plowing a deep furrow down the center of the ditch. Better
equipped for acrobatics, Dromaexecuted aflawlesstriple front flip and came down on hisfeet, skidding
across the dick surface like a competitive aguapl aner.

Han surfaced spewing brown water, but it was Dromawho was piqued.

"WEell be safer in the runoff channd, you said. | don't think o, | said, we should stick to theirrigation
ditches. Trust me, you said. Keep above the gates, | said. Where'sthe funin that, you said-"

"Quit your complaining,” Han said. "Or have you gotten so used to manure you can't handle alittle mud?”
Droma helped Han to hisfeet and took alook around. Asif the mud wasn't enough, the ditch's smooth,
perma-crete retaining walls were over four meterstal. "Now what? We can't even climb out.”

"We're better off down here. Moving through those grain fields would be dow going." Han stripped of f
the pale-green and bus ness jackets and threw them aside. He used hisfingersto duice mud from his
forehead and beard. "What did the map show?"'

"Y ou mean just before you crashed?”

Han glowered. "That wasn't acrash. Somebody knew just when to shut that gate." He glanced at the
sky, which seemed darker than it had been amoment earlier. "They're watching us. Sky or satdllite cam.”
Droma cut his eyes from the sky to Han, then pointed in the direction they had been heading before the
collison. "Theriver isacouple of kilometers straight ahead. We should be ableto follow it al theway to
Facility 17."

"Perfect. Wefloat down theriver and haul oursalves out short of the refugee camp. Then we make our
way to the spaceport.”

"Where Sdliche will have an army of guards posted and every scanner set to shriek the moment one of
us presents an identity card.”

"Don't worry about that. Weve got friends who will get usright to the Falcon.”

Droma stopped squeezing water from his mustachios. "Without passing through Ruan control ?*

Han smirked. "By passing under it." Hisfoot made a sucking sound as helifted it from the mud. "L et's get
amoveon."

They hadn't gone three hundred meters when a deep bass sound rumbled overhead.

Han stopped. "What the heck was that?"

Dromawaved in dismissd. "That's just the weather control station. Salliche resetsit acouple of timesa
day.”

Han watched gray clouds stream overhead. He pivoted through acircle, gauging the height of thewalls.
Even with Dromaatop his shoulders, Dromawouldn't be able to reach the top.

"We haveto go back to the duice gate," he said suddenly.

Dromalooked a Han asif he were mad. "What?'

"The gate's our only chance at climbing out."

"| thought you said we're better off down here.”

Fat drops of rain started to fdl. " Sdlicheis cooking up astorm. They're planning on drowning us.”
Droma gul ped. "But those speeders that were chasing us-they're probably aready headed for the gate!”
Han tightened hislips and nodded. "Y ou're right. But there hasto be at least one more gate between here
andtheriver."

They began to run, helping each other dong when one of them dipped or became bogged down. The
rain became a downpour, and the muddy water rose quickly from ankle- to knee-deep. Behind them
they heard the steady whine of gpproaching landspeeders. Then the sound was replaced by aroaring
turbulence.

Han cameto an abrupt hdt. "Listen," he shouted to Droma above the steady pounding of therain.
Droma stopped afew metersfarther on. "I don't think I'm going to like this."



Both of them turned to see athree-meter-high wall of water raging toward them. They barely had timeto
swing back toward the river when the torrent caught up, sweeping them away.

TWENTY-THREE

Larger than the Death Star, Centerpoint Station hung gray-white and ominous between Talusand Tralus,
drawing its power from the gravitic output of the so-called Double Worlds. Rotating dowly around an
axis defined by two thick polar cylinders, the station had been designed to act as a gravity lens capable of
directing amplified bursts of repulsor energy through hyperspace, sufficient for the capturing of distant
worlds or the destruction of far-flung stars. Its surface was a mishmash of boxy superstructuresastal as
skyscrapers and force-bubble pressuri zation access ports the size of impact craters. A bewildering tangle
of piping, cables, and conduits coursed in al directions, winding through multi-storied forests of parabolic
antennae, conical arrays, and setose projections. A prominent festure was the remains of a crashed
spacecraft that had been macrofused to the hull and converted into living quarters.

"I wasthefirgt person to greet your uncle Luke, Lando Cdrissian, Belindi Kalenda, and Gaeriel Captison
when they came aboard,” Jenica Sonsen told Anakin, Jacen, and Ebrihim while aturbovator smelling of
fresh paint conveyed them along a dark-pink tunnel toward the station's core.

"I think we met you on Corélliaafterwards,” Jacen said.

"You did. I'm ddighted that you remember.”

"The smulated gravity isincreasing,” Q9 interrupted in Basic, speaking through avocoder the droid had
adapted to form words like amouth. "The increase is obvioudy aconsequence of our traveling away
fromthe axis of rotation.”

"Thank you, Queue-nine," Ebrihim said, in deference to the droid's oft-stated opinion that machines
should be ussful at al timesand in dl places.

Sonsen smiled at the exchange. "It has long been our hope to provide Centerpoint with artificia gravity,
but for the time being, were relying on centrifugd gravity. Perhapsif we're successful in assgting inthe
war effort, the New Republic will findly alocate the funds necessary to despin the station. But even
without artificid gravity, the Mrlss have done wonders to make Hollow-town and many other areas
perfectly livable"

She was an upbeet, handsome woman, with black curly hair, along, thin face, and expressve eyebrows.
Eight years earlier, following Centerpoint's unexpected flare-ups-which had not only destroyed two
distant stars with precise hyperspace shots but had aso incinerated thousands of colonists who had been
living in Hollowtown-Sonsen had been | eft in charge of the station, while survivorsfled for the safety of
Tadusand Traus. Since then she had headed up the cartography team that was dowly mapping the
complex interior of the immense orb, atask Sonsen hersalf doubted would be completed in her lifetime.
"Did your team get along with the archaeol ogists who were deported?’ Jacen asked.

Sonsen frowned. "They weren't deported, so much asremoved for their own safety. But, yes, of course
we got aong. All of usareinterested in learning whatever we can about the species who built
Centerpoint and assembled the Cordllian system. I'm afraid, however, that the archaeol ogists may have
erred by making apolitical issue of their removal. If, asthe Centerpoint Party advocates, each of Cordl's
five worlds should be treated as a separate entity, then it Sands to reason that this station-which is
certainly not indigenous to the system-should aso be considered independent. Asaresult, | believe that
Centerpoint may remain in New Republic hands for sometimeto come.”

Ebrihim opened his mouth to say something, but thought better of it and fell silent for the remainder of the
ride through the station's two thousand levels of decks.

Originaly a power-containment battery, Hollowtown was an open sphere, measuring Sixty kilometersin
diameter. The curving walls had once seen homes, parks, lakes, orchards, and farmland, basking in the
overhead radiance of Glowpoint-akind of pilot light for the entire station. But except for afew that
housed scientists and the archaeol ogical team before them, the houses had been dismantled. The only
concession to what had once existed were the adjustable shadow-shields, ingtalled to simulate night.
Positioned along the spin axis on both sides of Hollow-town were large cones ringed by six smaller



cones, given the names North and South Conical Mountains. The arrangement of the coneswasthe
geometry needed for a particular type of old-style repulsor.

Sonsen pointed out the sights as she ushered everyone to asmall, well-shielded control room that had
remained concealed during the station's occupation, and had been discovered only by accident when a
group of Mrlss had been searching for aplaceto ingtall alife-support monitor.

Conggtent with the plumed avians from which they were descended, the limpid-eyed, diminutive Mrlss
had atalent for rendering extremely large spaces habitable, asthey had proved to Dr. Ohran Keldor,
who had employed some one hundred of them at the Imperia Maw Ingtalation near Kessdl. In
Hollowtown, the fine-boned Mrlss were more in evidence than any other species, though there were
none in the control room itsalf when Sonsen and her charges entered.

Theinstrument-filled chamber did hold severd humans, a Selonian, two Verpine, and aDuros, but in
spite of the diversity, the curious mix of robed Jedi, Drall, and bullet-headed droid brought activity to an
abrupt hat and caused dl headsto turn. Since arriving ongtation, Anakin had grown accustomed to being
the focus of intense scrutiny, but the gray-haired man who muscled hisway through the control room
crowd set him back on hishedls. With the beard that Han had been growing the last time Anakin saw
him, the man looked more like Han than Han himsdlf-if afew centimeterstaller and more thickly built.

"Y ou're Jacen, and you're Anakin," he said, pointing to each in turn. Mostly to Anakin, he added, "Y ou
don't remember me, do you? I'm hurt. I'll bet that even your droid remembers.”

"Y ou were responsible for confining Master Ebrihim and Masters Anakin and Jacen within afo rcefield
on Drdl," Q9 supplied. "Whereas | was responsible for releasing them.”

The man planted his hands on his hips and laughed heartily. "1'd forgotten dl about that.”

"You're Thrackan Sal-Solo," Anakin said at last, "Dad'sfirst cousin.”

Thrackan made hisfacelong. "And your cousin, aswell, boys."

"Y ou not only took us hostage,” Jacen said, "you forced our father to fight a Selonian female-just for your
Thrackan spread hishandsin a placating gesture. "Han and | have along history. He probably never told
you about the time he beet the stuffing out of me when we werekids. Y ou might say that | wasjust
paying him back. But, you'reright, it waswrong of meto do what | did. Sometimes when you've been
remembering an injustice for years and years, revenge beginsto get the best of you."

Thrackan's eyes narrowed. "1t took me the better part of eight yearsin Dorthus Tal prison on Sacorriato
redizethat, but | haveredized it, and I'm achanged man as aresult.” He gestured broadly. "That's the
only reason I'm here on Centerpoint. As part of my rehabilitation, the powers that be felt that | could
demongtrate my newly attained sdf-awareness by pitching in-by offering my technical expertisein service
to the cause. By standing shoulder to shoulder with the New Republic againgt the Y uuzhan VVong."

He snorted a self-deprecating laugh. " Of course, you two wouldn't know how the past can plague a
person. You're Jedi. Y ou're not subject to the banal emotionsthat trouble ordinary folks. Anger, hatred,
guilt, the dedirefor retribution . . . such things mean nothing to you. Why, even the Y uuzhan Vong have
smply failed to see the error of their ways and can probably be brought over to the side of the Force.
Am | right? Otherwise you'd be shoulder to shoulder with usin the trenches, ready to fight-ready to spill
whatever amount of Corellian blood that runsin your veins.

"Were hereto help,” Anakin said firmly.

"Areyou now?" Thrackan shook his head in amusement. "It'samarvelousirony that it took agdactic
war to reunite the old gang'"-he motioned to one of the humans and the Selonian-"and to bring you boys
back to the gtation you origindly helped to shut down." Again his glance favored Anakin. "I have you to
thank personally for banishing our illusions of afree and independent Cordllia. But, tell me, do you till
think we were wrong to make agrab for freedom?’

"Y our methods were wrong," Jacen said before Anakin could respond.

Thrackan waved his hand. "Methods. Y ou redlize, of course, that the New Republic has essentialy
abandoned Cordliasincethe crisis. And knowing Ebrihim’'- he regarded the Drdl with obvious
distaste-"1'm sure you've been gpprised of Coruscant's plan to use Corellia as a battleground.”

"We've heard the rumors," Jacen said.



Thrackan sneered. "That's your mother talking. What about you, Anakin? Are you here on atour, or are
you redly willing to do what's necessary to safeguard Corelliafrom attack?!

Anakin consdered it. " That depends on what you have planned for Centerpoint.”

Thrackan adopted alook of puzzlement. "What we have planned is an interdiction field. What €lse could
we hopefor?'

"How about the ability to vaporize every unwanted ship-Y uuzhan Vong or otherwise-that showsitself
here?" Jacen chimed in. "The Watch keeper was destroyed by one shot from the repulsor on Selonia,
and Center-point has athousand times the firepower of al five planetary repulsors combined. It can
Create a compression wave strong enough to induce a star to explode.”

Thrackan looked to apale, thin-faced technician. "Thisis Antone," he said. "Hewas aso here during the
criss. Infact, he had family a Bovo Y agen, the star that would have been destroyed if Anakin hadn't
intervened intime.”

"Centerpoint can indeed induce starsto go nova," An-tone said. "The Triad caused the explosions of
EM-1271 and Thanta Zilbra, but those results cannot be duplicated.”

"Y ou're saying that Centerpoint can't be used as a weapon?' Jacen asked.

Antone shrugged. "Frankly, were not sure. In order to loose aburst of repulsor power from the South
Pole, the station hasto reorient its spin axis, then go through a series of power surges, pulses, transent
events, and radiation releasesin advance of actudly firing. When Center-point destroyed EM-1271,
Glowpoaint's energy spikeskilled thousands of colonists.”

"No one wantsto risk arepeat of that catastrophe,” Thrackan said.

Jacen looked at him. "If it'strue that you're only interested in fashioning an interdiction field, then you
should be able to do that yourself. During the crisis, you were the one placed in control of Centerpoint's
jamming and interdiction field capabilities.

"Yes," Thrackan said dowly, "but the crisiswas resolved before | got to try my hand at operating
Center-point. What's more, things have changed since your uncle Luke and the others shut Centerpoint
down. Now neither of those systemsis responding the way they oncedid.”

Antone cleared histhroat meaningfully. "One problem isthat the station's barycenter point isno longer
stable, Centerpoint has aways moved about to stay properly positioned and oriented, but the
repositioning maneuvers have become erratic.”

"In other words," Thrackan clarified, "we haven't been ableto initiate an interdiction field on demand.”
"Only Anakin candoit," Antone said nervoudy. "Asaresult of hisactivation of the Drall repulsor, the
entire syslem imprinted on him." Helooked at Anakin. "On your fingerprints, your DNA, perhaps even
your brain waves. |'ve been proposing thisfor eight years now, but no one wasinterested in having you
return here until now."

"Therésonly oneway to find out if Antone'stheory meritsfurther investigation,” Thrackan said. He
gestured toward what was obvioudy a specia console. "Take the controls, Anakin. Let's see where it
goesfrom there."

Jacen and Ebrihim threw Anakin troubled looks, to which Anakin responded with anod, meant to be
mollifying. But even as he moved toward the console-with every tech watching-Anakin could fed the
system beginning to respond to him.

Vague memories of his experiencesingde the Drall repulsor surfaced as he sat down and ran his hands
over the console. After amoment, as had happened long ago on Dral, he seemed to glimpse avirtua
array of switches and controls and linkages, al of which had little to do with the knobs and leversand
diasthat covered the control pandl.

Hestantly, he placed his hands on the console.

A tone sounded and aflat spot on the panel began to twist and shimmer, then swell upward, forming itsalf
into a handle like a spacecraft'sjoystick.

When Anakin reached for it, the handle reshaped itsdlf to fit hisleft hand, and everyone in the room-even
Jacen-gasped.

Inhismind, asif on adisplay screen, Anakin could suddenly read specs on power ratings, capacitance
storage, vernier control, targeting subsystems, safety overrides, shieding congraints, thrust balancing,



geo-gravitic energy transfer levels.. .

Unexpectedly, agraphic display appeared in the air over the handle-a hollow wire-frame cube made up
of smaller, trangparent cubesfive high, five across, and five degp. As Anakin manipulated the joystick,
the grid of smaller cubes began to take on color-greens and purple-to the accompaniment of activation
tones.

Everyone but Thrackan was speechless. "Y ou've doneit, boy, you've doneit," he enthused.

Anakin moved the control stick forward, and a cube of blazing orange appeared. He experimented with
minute adjustments that made the cube flicker or brighten. Then he pulled the stick down ashard ashe
could.

Indicators registered an incredible burst of power, and the control room began to shudder. In
Hollowtown, Glowpoint came dive and adisplay of blinding lightning blazed from it to the South Conical
Mountains

"The gation isreorienting!" atechnician reported.

"Itsarmed!" Antone exclaimed in awe. "It's capable of firing!"

A dozen separate conversations broke out in the control room, silenced only by the arrival of the New
Republic officer in command of the project.

"An urgent message from Commenor,” the colond announced to Sa-Solo and Antone. ™Y uuzhan Vong
advance e ements are departing Hurt space. Fleet Intelligence estimates thirty-six standard hours until
they're at our doorstep.”

In groups of three and four, at times escorted by gunboats and squadrons of Miy'til fighters or vintage
X-wings, the warships of the Hapan fleet reverted to real space over the planet Commenor, on the
Rimward edge of the Core. Arrayed in asweeping arc, the deek Nova-c\ass battle cruisers and
Olanjii/Charubah double-saucered Battle Dragons were avibrantly colored counterpoint to the New
Republic'sfleet of Star Destroyers, lumpish Mon Calamari vessdl's, and unembellished Bothan warships.
Gazing at the assembled armada from the shuttle that was conveying her and Isolder from the prince's
deep-camelian Song of War to Commodore Brand'sflagship, Lelafdt asif she and everyone she held
dear were trgpped in the current of atumultuous river that was sweeping them into unknown regions,
scattering some, leaving many abandoned on ravaged shores, and carrying others over thefalsto
oblivion.. . . The feding had accompanied her from Hapes, troubling her through al the long hours of talk
with Isolder, who was seemingly as enthralled by the prospect of going to war with the Y uuzhan Vong as
he had been by the chance to trade punches and kicks with Beed Thane.

"Trueto our pirate roots, the Hapans prefer swift, ruthless strikes," he had told Leia more than once
during the voyage. "Hurt an enemy at the start of an engagement and heisyours, for asthe fight
progresses, hisfear of you will intensify and will becomeyour dly."

Eachtimehesaidit, Lelahad recalled Ithor and Gyn-dine, and the ruthless tactics the Y uuzhan Vong had
employed. But the real source of her apprehension was the vision she had had following the
Consortium's vote. Whenever she shut her eyes, vague images of destruction played at the edges of her
awareness, asif massing for afull-scale assault. Anyone else might have been able to explain the dark
images as owing to concernsfor the lives of close friends and loved ones, but Lelawas too atuned to the
Force to dismiss them so expediently. She was convinced that the Force had shown her apossible
future, while declining to provide her with a clear sense of just which paths were to be avoided. It helped
dightly to be home, but in fact, proximity to Coruscant had not aleviated her anxiety. And she had yet to
hear from Han, not even by amessage ddlivered through the kids or Luke.

"What power we have marshaled,” 1solder said from the shuttle's passenger cabin window, where he
stood with hisfingers pressed to the transparisted pand. "'l doubt that even the Y uuzhan VVong would fall
to be impressed.”

"Oh, they'd beimpressed,” Lelasaid, joining him. "But instead of fazing them, adisplay like thiswould
only goad them on."

Still, as she scanned the hundreds of capita ships anchored inloca space-more than ahundred of which
had trailed the Song of War from Hapes-she couldn't help but be overwhelmed.

Painted to symbolize the Consortium worlds they represented, the Battle Dragons consisted of large



dorsa saucerslinked to smaler ventral ones by dozens of dender rotation struts. 1on and hyperdrive
engines were wedged astern, and the bridge sat aft on the dorsal face of the upper saucer, the perimeter
of which was studded with ion cannons. Asameans of compensating for the ship'srelaively dow
weapons-recharge rate, the equally distributed cannons were mounted on adrive disk that alowed them
to be rotated for fire as need be. Sandwiched between and affixed to both saucers of the Battle Dragon
were sixteen massive pulse-mass mines, each of which was capable of smulating the effects of mass
shadows, thus hindering ships from making jumpsinto hyperspace.

By contrast, the Nova-class battle cruiser resembled amountain climber's two-pronged ice claw, with
the ship's viper-headed bridge occupying the distal end of what would be the tool's long handle.
Exceptionally fast, well shielded, and equipped for long-range reconnai ssance, the cruiser boasted
twenty-five turbolasers, ten laser cannons, and ten ion cannons, and could carry twelve Miy'til fighters
and six Hetrinar assault bombers.

While the shuttle was docking inside the heavy cruiser Yad, Leiatried to arrange things so that Isolder
would emerge on his own, followed by his contingent of mostly fema e honor guards and command staff,
but the prince wouldn't have it. Heinssted instead that Leiawalk by his side, a pairing she knew would
not only become an endlesdy repeated visual bite on the HoloNet, but also prove a source of amusement
for those now-aged New Republic officers who had been in favor of her marrying Isolder so long ago.
Even so, she managed to put on her best face as she and | solder descended the shuttle ramp arm inarm,
to the strains of a Hapes march endowed with equal measures of pomp and circumstance by a
well-rehearsed hundred-member military band. Leia had disengaged hersdlf by the time they reached the
deck, but she could tell by the expression on Commodore Brand's craggy face that even hewas a bit
nonplussed by the regd formdity of ther arrival.

At Brand's back stood rank after rank of soldiersat attention, saluting sharply when the music concluded.
"Welcome aboard, Prince Isolder,” Brand said, stepping forward and extending his hand.

Isolder threw his short cape over one shoulder and took hold of Brand's hand-nearly crushing it in his
grip, Leiawas sure.

"Good to be here, Commodore.”

Brand smiled uncertainly as heturned to Leia. " Ambassador Organa Solo, welcome home. And on
behdf of the New Republic, thank you for dl you've done."

Leiainclined her head in acourtly bow. "Thank Prince Isolder, Commodore. He was very persuasivein
winning over the... Consortium.”

Brand nodded stiffly. ™Y our support might very well sem thetide, Prince Isolder. But our victory will not
be earned lightly."

"We are prepared to earn it, Commodore,” |solder assured him. "Just tell me whereto direct my forces.”
The command staffs of both groups moved to the tactical information center, deeper in the ship. During a
private moment, Brand asked L eia about the voyage from Hapes. She repressed an urge to confidein
him that it had been unsettling, and instead dismissed it as uneventful.

Dozens of officers and technicians were dready gathered in the high-ceilinged TIC, seated at duty
gations or clustered around light tables and plotting panels. Once Isolder, Leia, and the rest of the new
arrivals were seated, Brand came right to the point.

"These are our most recent hyperspace probe reconnai ssance images from Hutt space,” he began,
gesturing toward the hol ograms resolving above one of the chamber's many projector wells. He turned to
address himsdf specifically to |solder and his commanders. "What may look like an asteroid fidld is
actualy afleet of warships. This storm of smaller asteroids spiraling toward the fleet are coral skippers,
grown on the surface of the planet below.”

"Grown?"' one of |solder's female officers asked.

Brand nodded. "With the permission of the Hurts, the Y uuzhan V ong transformed the planet to serve asa
sort of weapons garden, similar to the ones at Belkadan and Sernpidal, from which these fighters have
been harvested and equipped with the organic devices that both propel and shield them.”

A new image took shape in thewdl's cone of projected light a close-up view of the coralskippers
attaching themsalves like barnacles to the spindly arms of an enormous Y uuzhan Vong carrier ana og.



Elsawhere warships were maneuvering into battle groups, encircled by swarms of coralskippers.

"The enemy ismassing for astrike," Brand remarked unequivocdly, "and judging by the numbers of ships
involved, they have their sights set on atarget of greater Sgnificance than Ithor, Obroa-skai, or Gyndine.
We have determined that target to be Cordllia, which we have deliberately |eft inadequately protected in
the hope of inviting an attack."

Leiaseyeswidened in dlarm as a holographic image of amoonlet-sze sphere resolved above the
projector.

"Centerpoint Station isthe heart of Cordllials defense," Brand went on. "' A repulsor and gravity lens, the
dation is capable of creating an interdiction field that will stretch from Corell clear to the frontier of the
Outlier systems. At thismoment, the Sation is on standby dert and prepared to initiate the field on our
"Commodore," Leainterrupted.

Brand turned to her and nodded. "Y es, Ambassador, your sons are already aboard Centerpoint. |
gpologizeif some of thiscomes asasurprise, but al information regarding Centerpoint has been issued
on aneed-to-know basis.”

Leialooked away from Brand to hide her distress. She a so refused to acknowledge I solder'sinquisitive
dare.

"When the Y uuzhan VVong fleet emerges from hyperspacein the Cordliasystem, the interdiction field will
rob them of the ability to go to lightspeed, and will essentidly hold them fast. When that much has been
achieved, many of the warships anchored here, and at Kuat and Bothawui-al of which have been
retrofitted with hyper-wave inertid momentum sustainers produced by the Fondor shipyards-will launch,
penetrating theinterdiction field at itsfarthest extreme, and advance through a series of micro jumpsto
engagethe enemy.”

Brand swung to an ancillary holoprojector, above which was displayed a schematic of the HIMS. "For
those of you unfamiliar with the hyperwave sustainer, the device relies on agravitic sensor to dert aship
to animpending interdiction fidld, aswdll asto initiate arapid shutdown of the hyperdrive. Smultaneoudy
the sustainer allowsfor the creation of agtatic hyperspace bubble, which, while incapable of furnishing
thrugt, holds the ship in hyperspace whileit is carried forward by momentum.”

Brand turned to hisaudience. " Our shipswill have one heck of atimetrying to maintain formation, but
they will be ableto get the drop on the enemy fleet.”

Helooked over at the Hapans. "Prince | solder, since your ships are not HIM S-equipped, your command
will be responsiblefor preventing Y uuzhan V ong vessels from attempting an escape through the Outlier
systems. The reasons for assigning you thistask are twofold. Y our Battle Dragons carry pulse-mass
mines, which can effectively extend the limits of Centerpoint'sinterdiction field. To assst youin this, we
are placing at your disposal four Immobilizer 418A Interdictor cruisers. But more important, your ships
weapons-linked battle computers provide for pinpoint accuracy againgt single targets, which is precisely
what isrequired to dumbfound the dovin basasthat protect Y uuzhan Vong vessals.”

"Ordinarily we prefer swift, ruthless strikes," Isolder said. "But if surgical strikes are called for, then you
shdl havethem, Commodore.”

Leiamanaged not to wince. She knew, though, that she could take no more of Brand's briefing. His
every gesture and assumption filled her with dread, no less so than Isolder's brash eagerness and
posturing self-assurance.

Retreating from the surrounding din, she reached out with the Force for Anakin and Jacen, then for Jaina,
Luke, Mara, and some of the other Jedi. Each returned a subtle resonance, which, if nothing else, dlayed
her concernstemporarily. But when Lelatried to reach out for Han-whom she could sometimesfed,
even through hisdenid of the Force-all she got back were images of araging torrent and aplungeinto
measurel ess blackness.

TWENTY-FOUR

Han fought to keep from drowning. Lungs screaming for oxygen, he broke the raging surface of the mud



dy torrent, spewing water like a Coruscant downspout gargoyle and flailing hisarmsto keep from being
sucked under by the current. The water level in the drainage ditch wasrising fast. It waslikely that the
flood would soon bob him to within ameter of the top of the retaining walls, but probably not before the
water dumped him unceremonioudy into the river that alegedly ran past Facility 17.

Rain continued to teem from the sky's granite underbelly, stinging Han's face and hampering visibility.
Paddling madly with one hand, he cupped the other to his mouth and shouted for Droma, but got no
response. A loud dapping noise brought him around to find the crashed landspeeder gaining on him,
upright and surfing the current.

The narrowness of the ditch worked for and against him. With no way to be sure that the landspeeder
wouldn't follow and crush him under its crumpled nose, Han angled franticaly for the smooth eastern
wall. Once there he managed to arrest his forward motion momentarily, which alowed the landspeeder
to catch up and come dongside of him. On adownward dap of the crumpled nose, Han launched himsdlf
for the driver's door, threw oneleg over the top, and rolled himsdlf into the cab, which, with the mix of
threshed grain and rain, might aswell have been filled with gruel. Hisbody sticky with the stuff, he
dragged himsdlf into the driver's seat and repeatedly flicked the repul sor engine switch on the off chance
it would fire up, but the collison had disabled the ignition system. L eaning forward with his hands
clamped to the brackets that had supported the retractable windshield, he scanned the roiling water
ahead to both sdes, findly catching sght of Dromastail, sticking Straight out of the water like aflagpole.
Before Han could call out to him, the speeder was carried over the top of aduice gate and down through
adtretch of cataracts where the landscape was terraced. Droma disappeared under the rapids, then
surfaced, only to disappear once more. Ultimately he heard Han's call over the noise of therain and
echoing thunder and lifted one arm free of the current in a panicked wave.

Precarioudy balanced in the pitching vehicle, Han stretched out both hands and grabbed hold of Droma
asthe landspeeder shot past him. The weight of the waterlogged Ryn amost dragged Han out of the cab,
but Droma helped by hooking histail around arear seat headrest and hauling himself aboard.

"You can just drop me a the next intersection,” he said, collgpsed onto the seat and panting.

"How far do you figuretheriver is?" Han shouted.

"Closg," Dromasaid, tugging himsdlf into agitting position. “I'm just glad to be out...”

A persstent rumbling noise erased the rest of it. Han glanced at the sky, then put the edge of hishand to
his brow and peered over the bouncing nose of the speeder. Therain and the tal stalks of grain to either
sde madeit difficult to see anything, but dead ahead the fields seemed to end abruptly.

"What's that noise?' Droma asked suddenly.

Han whirled on him. "Y ou said that the map showed this ditch running directly into the river?”
Dromanodded uncertainly.

"Think hard Wasit atopographica map?’

Dromatugged on his mustache in thought. "Cometo think of it, it was."

"And were there awhole bunch of pardld lineswhere the ditch met theriver?'

Droma's eyes opened wide.

"Hold on!" Han ydled, even as the landspeeder was tipping forward.

The waterfdl was no more than fifteen meters high, but the strength of the current was such that the
speeder was propelled right out of the water asit went over the brink. For the briefest moment it seemed
asif they would nose-dive into the swollen river below, but then the stern of the landspeeder begantotip
forward inexorably, and a heartbest |ater the vehicle was upside down, spilling its contents of passengers
and porridge into yet another muddy deluge.

Han made hisbody rigid as hefdl, breaking the water with hisfeet and letting momentum carry him
aong. Above him he heard the concussive report of the landspeeder damming into the river facedown.
Ascending, he feared that he might surface directly under theinverted cab, but asit happened he and
Dromaemerged with the landspeeder between and dightly ahead of them.

Han raised his hand and pointed to the southern bank, which was not only closer but aso alot less steep.
"Can you makeit?'

"I'm not avery sirong swimmer!" Dromareplied with anote of desperation.



Han maneuvered dongside him and hooked hisleft arm around Dromaswaist. "Just kick like mad.
Leave the deering tome."

Droma nodded. "Just be sure to missthose rocks." Han twisted around to see them closing fast on
white-water rapids, made al the more perilous by protruding boulders. He let go of Dromaand rolled
over onto his back, paddling hard to keep his head above water. Caught in the current, there was nothing
to do but surrender to it and hope for the best.

Thefirst drop took them across the face of awater-smoothed boulder and down into a pocket, from
which they were quickly flushed down another drop. Skirting the edge of afroth-covered whirlpool, they
rode asinuous course between tall rocks, then plunged several metersinto aswirling pool. Off to Han's
|eft the landspeeder rammed into a doping rock, went airborne in an end-over-end flip, and wound up
impaled on a sharp-topped rock. Dromafollowed, barely missng the same rock and faling like astone
into the pooal.

As suddenly asthey had appeared, the cataracts were behind them, but the current was till strong
enough to keep the swimmers from reaching the bank. Allowing the current to buoy him, Han craned his
neck to get alook at what lay ahead. M ore white water came into view, but this time without rapids.
Instead, aline of turbulence stretched clear acrosstheriver, asif the flow was being impeded by
something just below the surface. Blinking water out of his eyes, Han saw through the rain that they were
headed straight into afine-mesh net strung bank to bank.

Thereslient net gave asthey struck it, but the current pinned them in place. Han was trying to claw his
way aong the net to the closer shore when anew sound from upstream compelled him to look over his
shoulder. Soaring toward them on repul sorlift power ameter above the river was what might have been a
flying garbage bin, except for the fact that it was equipped with apair of reverse-articul ated manipul ator
arms, which ended in padded jaws. Lights on the garbage bin's front panel blinked and tones sounded, as
if in excitement at locating what it obvioudy had been sent to retrieve,

The same pand bore the corporate logo of Salliche Ag.

The three-meter-tall box dowed and hovered directly over the net. Han and Droma squirmed to avoid
the thing's extending arms, but with scant effort the padded jaws succeeded in clamping around their
waists and plucking them from the mesh. Lifting them out of theriver, the arms siwung inward. Hatch
doors on the machine's dorsa surface hissed open, reveding adark interior chamber waiting to receive
them.

They aighted on a cushioned floor. The hatch doors closed before either of them could scramble o,
and the garbage bin began to move away from the river in asoutherly direction. In the amber glow of
telltales, Han ran hishands over thewalls, bringing them to ahdt at an arrangement of sprayer nozzles.
Then he cursed in sudden recognition of just what had captured them.

"ThisisaScout Collector!”

"A what collector?' Dromaasked, distressed even in ignorance.

"A biological specimen collector. We're going to be flash-frozen!”

They got to their feet and began to legp up and down, pounding their hands ineffectualy on the underside
of the compartment doors. Giving up on the effort, Droma dropped down on his haunches, breathing
hard, and eventualy Han joined him.

"The hand of fate" Dromasaid nadtily. "But you till owe meonelife.”

Han turned to him. "What are you taking about?'

"| saved you aboard the Queen of Empire when Reck made you jump into the drop shaft, then | freed
you from the Fal con's escape pod when Elan was trying to kill you."

"Y eah, S0 who just yanked you out of the drainage ditch?”

"That'sthe one I'm counting,” Dromasaid.

"What about my getting you out of digtrict headquartersin one piece?'

"That was arescue, not alife-save. We don't know that my life was endangered, so the best we could
say isthat you rescued me from imprisonment.”

Han shook hishead and laughed. "All right, | fill owe you one."

"Then pay up now-get usout of here."



Han clapped Droma on the back, then grew serious. "Listen, in case we don't get out of this, it's been
good flying with you."

"I know," Dromasaid flatly, then added, ™Y ou mean that-about flying together?"

"l did meanit. Now I'm not so sure.”

Han heard the Scout Collector's repulsorlifts cut in, and he stood up. "We're landing. If they open the
hatches before our frost bath, we go for them, agreed?’

Droma extended his hand and Han shook it.

The Collector settled down to the ground. Noises could be heard from outside, then the hatches began to
open. Han and Droma prepared themselves.

"Thank goodnessyou're dive," adroid voice said.

Han stared, waiting for his eyesto adjust to bright, overhead lights. "Baffle?’

A ladder was lowered into the interior, and Han and Droma clambered out. The Collector had put down
in agpaciousindoor facility. Overhead rumblestold Han that they were underground. Dozens of droids
were about, articulating gregtingsin their own fashion.

"These must be the friends you mentioned,” Droma surmised, shaking water off himsdlf like ahowlrunner.
"How the heck did you find us?' Han asked.

"We have been monitoring al developments,” Baffle said. " Security scanners, security team exchanges,
satdllite-supplied red-time opticass, even theirrigation and duicegate control systems. Whenwea
scertained that you were being carried to theriver, we quickly arranged for the net and Scout Collector-a
vehiclethat has been in storage for sometime.”

"Where arewe?' Droma asked, once beyond his astonishment.

"Benesth the spaceport.” Baffleindicated anearby tunnd. "Thisleads directly to the bay where your
freighter is docked."

Han looked a Dromaand grinned smugly.

"Thank you for dl you have accomplished,” Baffle said, speaking for dl the droids.

Han nodded in dismissdl, then narrowed hiseyes. "Ligten, if you were monitoring us, then so was
Sdliche. They probably have satcam recordings of exactly what happened at theriver. All of you had
better clear out of here-fast.”

"Our capture won't matter. Our goa has been accomplished. Already we arein the process of removing
the remote restrainers from many of the droids you freed, and our protest demonstration ismoving from
the planning stageto actudity."

"Protest demonstration?' Droma asked.

"I'll explain later." Han turned to Baffle. " After what you've done, | dmost hate to ask, but were you able
to gather any data on the Trevee?"

"Yes. Our original supposition that the ship was headed for adestination Rimward of Abregado-rae was
correct. That destination, however, is neither Thy-ferranor Y ag'Dhul, but the very place of my activation
Fondor."

The name practicaly screamed to Han. Anindudtria planet in the system of the same name, Fondor was
famousfor itshuge, orbital congtruction facilities. During the Rebellion, Fondor's shipyards had turned out
several Super-class Star Destroyers.

Han turned to Droma. "Fondor iswhere wélll find yourclanmates.”

Dromalooked puzzled. "Then they're obvioudy not at Facility 17."

Han shook his head. "We got heretoo late. They cut aded with the Tholatin crew. The Treveeistheir
ship.”

Dromadtared a him in anguished disbelief.

"If I might make asuggestion, Sirs," Baffle said. Y ou could save yoursdlves three hyperspace jumps by
using the seldom-used Gandeal -Fondor hyperlane. It was originaly blazed by the Empire to move ships
efficiently between Fondor and Coruscant, and I'm certain we could provide you with the necessary
jump coordinates.”

Han smiled broadly. "Y ou're some droid, Baffle. | hope your message gets out.”

"Oh, it will, gir. With the HoloNet attention our protest receives, droids throughout the galaxy will stand



up for their rights.”

"They'll have you to thank for it."

"I an merely apart of agrester whole," Baffle said, without affect. "It ismy duty to do dl | can for my
comrades.”

Han and Dromatraded brief glances. "And ours," Han said.

Fixed in place by adollop of organic adhesive, Wurth Skidder tracked Chine-kal as the commander
completed his second circle around him. Concentric to Chine-kd's circuit stood a dozen guards armed
with amphistaffs and other weapons.

"I'm surprised that your powers don't alow you to bresk free of our blorash jely,” Chine-kal mused as
he glanced at Skidder'simmobilized feet. "' Perhaps you're not as powerful aswe think you are."

In aflash of anger Skidder drew on the Force to creste avacuum around the Y uuzhan Vong's head.
Chine-kal gasped, and hishandsflew to histhroat. "Very good,”" he rasped when the Force bubble
dissipated. "Very good." He breathed deeply. " Show me something dse.”

The venomous look in Skidder's eyes was proof that he was at least considering it, but the look was
shortlived and soon replaced by adisdainful amile.

"Y ou don't want to hurl me off my feet?" Chine-ka asked. "Put words in my mouth? Fasten meto the
deck as| haveyou?'

Skidder said nothing.

"Can you levitate yoursdlf as easily as you do objects?' When Skidder couldn't be goaded into
responding, Chine-ka heaved a purposeful sigh. ™Y our reluctanceto fight is as disgppointing asit is
incomprehensible. Y ou-the Jedi-are athresat to us, and we are eager to exterminate you. And yet while
we're aclear threet to you, you do little more than dink about, offering support or intelligence, but never
redlly participating aswarriors. Isthat why you term yoursaves guardians rather than soldiers?”
Chine-ka waved ahand to signd that he was being rhetorical. "Since you and our yammosk already
have ardationship, I'll haveto think of adifferent method of breaking you. But you will be broken in the
end." Hefédl slent for amoment, then said, "L et me show you something.”

The commander moved to the membranous bulkhead that was actudly the outer wall of the starship and
voiced acommand that rendered a portion of it transparent. A gibbous planet of blue seas and green and
brown landmasses hung in the blackness. Closer was amoon of fair size, what could be seen of its
bright-side hemisphere dominated by a domed city.

"Do you recognizeit?' Chine-kd asked. "The planet is Kalarba, and the moon isHosk. The domed city
iscalled Hosk Station, and is apparently something of atechnologica wonder, filled with droidsand
other machine aberrations.” He turned to Skidder. "To us, the Jedi are no better than the machinesthe
sundry species of thisgalaxy befriend asif they wereliving beings. The Jedi are as much a profanation of
nature as Hosk Station is a desecration of the moon it has overwhelmed. | am therefore going to order
the moon destroyed. Y ou may consider the destruction indicative of the horrorsthat await your mind
during the bresking."

Chine-kal turned to one of hisjunior officers. But before he could utter another word, the hull suddenly
returned to its opague state and the ship was jolted strongly enough to send everyone but the
jelly-secured Jedi to the deck. A subaltern staggered into the hold while Chine-kal and the guards were
struggling to regain their footing.

"Commander, we are under attack!"

Chine-ka blanched. "Attack? There was no sign of New Republic warships when we entered this
sysem.”

"The aggressors are sarfighters, Commander. They werelying in wait behind the second of Kdarba's
moons.”

"Then why aren't our escort shipsrepelling them?”

"With eight coralskippers dready destroyed, some of the starfighters are succeeding in reaching the ship.”
"Whereisthe vessd Supreme Commander Choka dispatched?”

"It has not yet arrived.”

Another powerful explosion rocked the ship. Hurrying to Chine-kd's side, the subatern barely managed



to keep him from stumbling to the deck.

"The pilots are targeting our dovin basal drivers, Commander.”

"Our drivers?'

"Their intent isto cripple us.”

Chine-ka swung to Skidder, who was deegp in contemplation. "They've come for you. But how could
they know we were here ? Unless, of course, they are Jedi." He stared at Skidder, then shook his head.
"No, not even you have the ability to call across space to your confederates.” He glanced at his subaltern.
"But this snesk attack isno accident.”

"Commander," the junior officer said cautioudy, " Supreme Commander Chokas villip communication
originated on Na Hutta."

Chine-ka took amoment to congder it, then scowled in revelation. "The Hutts divulged our location.” He
sguared his shoulders and adjusted thefall of his cloak. "Ready the ship for lightspeed. Well rendezvous
with thefleet in the target system.”

The subdtern's hands flew to his shoulders, but he remained where he was. "Commander, isit advisable
to show ourselvesin advance of the fleet?"

Chine-ka glowered at him. "Would you risk alowing the yammoaosk to sustain damage here, at the hands
of agroup of would-be rescuers?'

The subdtern offered a second, chastened salute. "No, Commander."

"Then do as| say. And one morething Seeto it that Randa and his bodyguards are confined to their
chambers. Well ded with him once we have the protection of

theflest."

Closeto Hosk, Kyp Durron urged his X-wing on, even though he knew that he would not be ableto
overtake the accderating Y uuzhan Vong clustership.

"It'sgoing to jJump,” Ganner told him over the net.

"My droid'stelling me the samething," Kyp responded. He opened the net to the rest of the Dozen.
"Listen up, everyone. Set your navicomputers to record vanishing bearings and calculate possible course
projections. Deak, seeif you can't tag that ship with a hyper-space beacon before it gets away."
"I'monit, Kyp."

Not amoment later the enemy vessdl vanished. Kyp fixed his eyes on the cockpit display screen while
the craft's astromech unit went to work on plotting the vessdl's possible destinations. Shortly, alist of star
systemns resolved on-screen, the most probable one highlighted in blue and flashing.

"I've got a high-confidence objective,” Ganner reported.

"Likewise," Deak and a couple of the others added.

"Let'shear it,” Kyptold them.

"Fondor," five voices said in unison.

In Hutt space, Nas Choka, Malik Carr, and Nom Anor stood on the bridge of the supreme
commander's helix battleship watching avillip-choir feed of the fleet mobilization.

A subdtern interrupted their captivation.

"Supreme Commander,” he began, sauting, "amessage from the commander of the craft sent to collect
the captured Jedi. Coralskipper pilots encountered at Kaarbareport that the Creche fell under attack by
abattle group of New Republic sarfighters. Endangered, Commander Chine-kal'svessd fled the fray.”
Nas Choka stared at him uncomprehendingly. "Fed to where?!

"To thetarget, Supreme Commander. To Fondor."

Nas Chokawhirled in darm to Malik Carr. "How soon before our advance e ements reach Fondor?"
"Soon," the commander said, letting it go at that.

"The yammaosk won't be adequately protected until we arrive," Nas Choka remarked, mostly to himsdif.
"What isthe atus of the New Republic flegt?"

"Massed at the worlds Commenor, Kuat, and Bothawui."

"And the hyperspace routes linking Bothawui to Fondor?"

"Sown with obgtacles.”

Nas Chokaturned dightly to favor Nom Anor with afaint smile. "It appearsthat you have been



successful in persuading them that we plan to attack Cordllia”

Nom Anor inclined hishead in anod.

"Then it shouldn't matter if we advance the attack.” Nas Choka swung to his subdtern. "Apprise al
commanders that we launch for Fondor as soon asthefinal coralskippers are docked.”

In the passenger hold of the Trevee, Gaph danced while he sang

Lifeisajourney without end,

for the Ryn more than any.

From a home unknown we wander,

Star to star in a constant quest.

We abhor the stars for what they have wrought
Ingtigators of our ill-fortune,

Grave sentinds of our fate.

But we load our packs with joy;

And song and dance follow &t our hedls.
Now Abregado-rae awaits,

Homefor atime,

Until we are forced to wander anew.

Meélismaand the other Ryn capered with him or accompanied hisimprovised song on musicad
instruments. Some hummed and tooted through their perforated beaks, while the rest played drums,
finger cymbals, and flutes fashioned from scavenged parts of machinery, pilfered gear, or whatever was
handy.

Thefact that the festive melody of Gaph's song belied an underlying melancholy waslost on those
non-Ryn refugees who clapped in time to the music and gpplauded the dancers graceful legps and fleet
pirouettes.

Gaph was only a stanzainto a second verse when the Trevee shuddered abruptly.

"We're reverting from hyperspace,” one of the refugees said when the musicians had stopped playing.
Melisma, Gaph, and some of the other Ryn hurried excitedly to an observation blister, eager for afirgt
glimpse of Abregado-rae. But in place of the light-green sphere they had expected to see was a brownish
world, partialy eclipsed by clouds sullied with industrial pollutants and surrounded by hundreds of
enormous orbita construction platforms.

"Thisisn't Abregado-rae," someone behind Mdismasaid.

"Then where are we?" she asked.

"ThisisFondor," ahuman mae supplied in understated astonishment.

Surprised murmurs began to spread through the crowd. Then al a once hatches throughout the
passenger hold hissed open, admitting ascore of heavily armed crew members. Agitated by misgiving as
well as concern, the refugees backed away from the bulkheads, forming aragged circle in the center of
the hold.

"Sight change of plans, folks,”" the crew's obvious spokesperson announced when the murmuring had
ceased-the same human Melismaand the other Ryn had cometo call Tall. "Turns out we're going to have
to drop you here."

"But you promised to deliver usto Abregado-rae," someone thought to point out.

Tal grinned. "Let's just say we overshot our stop.”

Impassioned conversations broke out. In some ways Fondor was preferable to Abregado-rae, but the
blaster rifles and the tone of Tail's announcement contributed an undercurrent of foreboding to the
unforeseen devel opmen.

"Has Fondor agreed to accept us?' someone demanded.

"That's not our concern.”

"Then where on Fondor will we be off-loaded?’



Tal stared at the Bimm who had asked the question. "Who said anything about Fondor?' He moved to
the observation blister and pointed to a crescent-shaped shipbuilding platform. "That's where you're
getting off. Thefacility istemporarily unoccupied, but at least you'll have bresthable air and artificia
gravity."

"What about provisons?' ahuman asked above the increasing turmail.

"Do you plan to inform the authorities?' someone el se asked.

Tdl waved everyone silent. "Were not barbarians. Well provide you with enough flash-dried nutrientsto
last you acouple of loca days.”

"A couple of days?' avoice squeaked. "It could be months before anyone finds us”

"Oh, | sncerdly doubt that,” Tal said. "The Tapani sector is about to become very crowded. Someone's
bound to notice you."

"Couldn't you at least bring usto Fondor?' a human female pleaded.

Tdl gave hishead afirm shake. "We can't afford to be here when the fireworks begin."

TWENTY-FIVE

With the exception of thosein the Corporate Sector, few planetary systems had been exploited to the
degree that Fondor had-especidly for asystem so close to the Core. That part of the Tapani sector had
originally been designated a manufacturing and shipbuilding center precisaly because of the surfeit of
resource-rich asteroids and moons, and worldsripe for abuse. But where the colossal corporations that
dominated Bilbringi, Kuat, SuisVan, and other shipbuilding centers made a pretense of picking up after
themsalves, no such efforts had ever been made at Fondor. With the space lanes perilous with
free-floating congtruction debris, Fondor's severd small moonslooking asif something had taken huge
bites out of them, and the planet itself overcrowded, polluted, and corrupted by profiteers providing
diversonsfor the millions of workers who had nowhere else to spend their hard-earned crediits, the
sysem was ablight on the Rimma Trade Route.

Many were quick to assert that Fondor's nimbus of orbital docking stations and oblate zero-g
congtruction facilities had never operated more smoothly than when the Empire had appropriated them,
and in fact, conditions had clearly deteriorated over the past twenty standard years-more so sincethe
arriva of the Y uuzhan Vong. Emerging from the Gandeal hyperlane out past Fondor's outermost moon,
the Falcon was immediately detected and scanned by First Fleet command and control, which had been
assigned the task of safeguarding the shipyards after the fall of Obroa-skal.

"Give them our actud transponder signd,” Han ingtructed Droma while he threaded the Falcon toward a
pack of freighters and warships awaiting clearance to enter Fondor space. "It's our best chance of getting
through."

"How could the Trevee have entered?' Droma asked while he flicked switches on the console.

Han snorted. "A ten-year-old sheer piloting athirty-year-old Headhunter could penetrate military
security. The Trevee could have legitimate business here, or who-ever'sin charge of the Tholatin
operation could have provided the crew with clearance codes." Helooked at Dromaand grinned. "L ook
who I'm telling. The Ryn are probably prosat just this sort of thing."

"Only by necessity,” Dromasaid ingenuoudy.

A crigp voice crackled from the cockpit annunciators. "Millennium Falcon, thisis First Feet control.
Please state your point of origin and the nature of your business.”

"Ganded," Han said into his headset mike. "And it's more pleasure than business. We're supposed to
rendezvous with friendswho may have arrived ahead of us. Their ship isthe Trevee. Nar Shaddaa
regidry.”

The communications officer a the other end of the link took along moment to respond. "Pardon me for
asking, Millennium Falcon, but am | spesking with Generd Han Solo?"

"That's former generd to you, Control,” Han said jocularly.

"A genuine pleasure to be talking with you, Sir. Asto your request, the Trevee recelved clearance a short
while ago. Unfortunately, Sir, they made their cargo drop in an area off-limitsto unregistered



ships-especidly shipswith the rectenna array and firepower rating yours boasts.”

"Just like | thought," Han muttered to Droma. "They scammed their way in." He reopened the comlink.
"Control, can you at least tell uswhere the Trevee made her drop?”

"Negative, Sr. | suggest you direct your request to Defense Force command downside. The best | can
do from hereisturn you over to Fondor command.”

"Understood, Control. And thanksfor the help.”

"Stand by to receive routing and navigationa beacon data.”

"Standing by."

Han st his elbows on the console and regarded the misshapen moons and hundreds of active
congtruction platformsthat crowded loca space. The bright, sweeping crescent of Fondor dominated the
backdrop. "Wl this oughta be a sngp. Only a couple of billion cubic kilometersto search-not to
mention Fondor itsdlf.”

Dromaglanced a him. "We could initiate a drive-sgnature scan for the Trevee."

Han thought about it. "Control said they'd dready delivered their cargo. Hyperspace jumps aren't
permitted inside the orbit of Fondor's sixth moon, so they'll be running on repul sor power or sublight. But
they could be anywhere." He ran his hand down hisface, stretching the bags under hiseyes. "Y ou've just
marooned a couple of hundred refugees. What's your next move?”'

Droma sat back, fingering his pale mustache. " Perhaps you want to hang around and spend some of the
creditsyou just earned. Or you jump to Abregado-rae for the same purpose.”

"Maybe. But remember, you know that Fondor islikely to be attacked sometime soon, which meansthe
Rimmaisgoing to get red busy, red fast, from Abregado-rae clear to Sullugt.”

Dromafrowned. "In that case, you'd want to be asfar from Fondor as possible. Y ou might even want to
lielow for awhile before going on a spending spree.”

Han and Dromalooked at each other. "Tholatin,” they said at the sametime.

Han straightened in his chair, taking hold of the control yoke while Dromainterrogated the navicompuiter.
"The best jump point for Tholatinisjust Coreward of Fondor aphelion.”

Han cut hiseyesto the star chart Droma put onscreen. With Fondor less than two months from aphelion,
the jump point was relatively close to where the falcon had reverted to real space from the Gandeal
hyperlane. Engaging the thrusters, he veered the ship through an abrupt climbing bank, away from theline
of navigationa buoysthat would have directed them to Fondor.

Ingtantly the cockpit annunciator cameto life. "M/7-lennium Falcon, why are you dtering course?!

"Uh, dight drive mafunction,” Han said, spicing hisvoice with fase darm. "But we should have things
under control momentarily.”

"Maintain your present position, Falcon. Y ou are entering restricted space. | repeat Stay whereyou are.
An escort ship will be dispatched to provide assistance.”

"Don't bother sending an escort,” Han said, even asthe Falcon was accderating. "WEII return to the
holding point and make repairsthere.”

"Negative, Falcon. Y ou have entered restricted space. Return to origina course headingsimmediately.”
Han increased the ship's speed while the navicomputer aimed them for the remotest point of Fondor's
dliptica orbit. A host of capitd ships, barges, tenders, and freighters came into view, al maneuvering
toward various jump points. Abruptly, an indicator on the friend-or-foe au-thenticator flashed.

"IR emission and ion exhaust recognition,” Dromasaid excitedly. "Confirmation of the Trevee" Hecalled
up amagnified view of the supplied coordinates, then pointed to the run-down, pod-shaped ship at the
center of the display screen. "There!™

Han smiled in recollection of the opticas Baffle and the other droids had provided. "That's her, al right.”
"Millennium Falcon,” the voice of fleet command and control barked. "Thisisyour fina warning."

"Turn that thing off," Han snapped.

Dromalowered the gain, then swiveled back to the console. "Deflector shields raised,” he reported
without being asked. "Fire-control computer on-line.”

Han reached to his|eft for the servo that controlled the dorsal quad laser. When they could see the
Trevee through the viewport, he tugged the throttle lever toward him, streaking the Fal con benegth the



freighter, then barrel-rolled to port across the Trevee's blunt bow.

"Now they know we're here," he said, decelerating to hang on the Trevees twin-thrustered tail.
"They're scanning us," Dromasaid. "Weapons powering up.”

"Give me aschematic of the ship." Han glanced at the data Dromaretrieved and tapped hisforefinger
againg the display screen. "Their hyperdriveisjust forward of the &ft fin. Take over.”

Dromatightened his hands around the copilot's yoke, gluing the Falcon to the Trevee's stern. Han
centered the quad laser'stargeting reticle over the freighter's deek stabilizer.

"Wesaponsfird"

The words had scarcely |eft Droma's mouth when blue hyphens of energy raced toward the Falcon,
splashing againgt her forward deflector shield and jarring the ship without doing damage.

"lon cannon,” Dromasaid. "They're maintaining target lock. Hyperdriveis enabling.”

Energy streaked from the freighter's aft cannon turret. Dromatipped the Falcon to one side, then the
other, then rolled out to starboard and kept the ship inverted while Han lined up his shot.

Violent light pulsed from the quad laser's reciprocating barrels, blowing the Trevees fin away and scoring
aragged linedong her aft hull. Gouts of molten dloy streamed from the freighter as she banked in
desperation, firing continuoudy &t her pursuer. Droma powered the Falcon through aloop, giving Han a
clear shot at the freighter's overheated cannon, which Han quickly put out of its misery. Then, for good
measure, Han took out the worthless shield generator.

"Open afrequency to the ship,” he said.

"No response.” Droma glanced at the sensor suite screen. " They're heading straight out of the system, all
Han compressed hislips. "What do they think they're doing? They can't jump and they can't outrun us.”
Heturned to Droma, who was till staring at the scanner display. "What? What?'

"Six New Republic fighters-X-wings. Coming up fast on our stern.”

Han cursed to himsdlf. " A chase group from fleet command.” He dipped into the headset and adjusted
the controls.

A new voice issued from the speakers. "-heave to, Falcon. Don't make us go to guns.”

Han quirked agrin. "Let'sseeyou try," he said, mostly to himsdlf. He opened the comm. "Thisis Captain
Han Solo of the Millennium Facon. We're not looking for afight, squadron leader. Patch me through to
the flight ops commander.” He covered the mouthpiece with hishand. "Timeto pull rank.”

"I'm dready ligening in, Captain Solo," abassvoice said inirritation. "Y ou'rein violation of security
regulations. Any further infractions and you'll be seeing the brig before this day is out-regardless of your
history or who you're married to. Are we clear?”’

The remark served only to incite Han further. ™Y ou've got more important thingsto do than arrest me,
Commander.”

"Don't pressyour luck, Captain Solo. Follow your escortsto fleet HQ and I'll consider entertaining your
notion of what my priorities should be."

"Listen to me, Commander. The Y uuzhan V ong have targeted Fondor for attack. | don't know exactly
when, but it's going to be soon. | suggest that the fleet be put on full dert.”

"That's absurd, Solo. We've received no such information.”

"l don't havetimeto gointo dl the details"

"The chase group is bresking off," Dromainterrupted, eyesfixed on the scanner screen.

Han glanced at the display and snorted alaugh. "I don't often enjoy name-dropping, but ..." Helet his
wordstrail off. Dromas mouth was hanging open, and he had one quivering hand raised to the viewport.
Simultaneoudy with a chime from the hyperwave warning indicator, Han swung forward to see that they
were soaring straight into what anyone else might have believed was an uncharted meteor storm, but
what he knew to be enemy vessdls, decanting to rea space by the hundreds.

Ingtinctively, he stood the Falcon on her side, weaving her through aswarm of carrier, destroyer, and
cruiser analogs, none of which gppeared to take the dightest interest in the Falcon or even the much
larger Trevee.

"Evasve action!” Dromasaid, finding hisvoice & lagt. "Countermeasures!”



Han wrestled with the controls. "What do you think I'm doing!"

Warships continued to materidize to dl sdes, more than Han would have believed possible-and certainly
more than enough to engage and ultimately overwhelm Fondor's defenses. Already the vanguard vessels
were firing, launching molten projectiles and blinding streams of plasmaaat picket craft and warships dike.
Han swerved the Falcon away from the main battle group, then accelerated as the Trevee had done, il
shooating for the aphelion coordinates, now if only to distance itself from the ondaught.

"That'swhy they were running,” Han remarked. "They knew the Y uuzhan VVong were on their way." His
face contorted by anger, he triggered a short burst from the quad lasers, though more to terrorize the
crew of the Trevee than to further disable the ship. Then, just when it gppeared that both ships had made
it safely through the throng, afind enemy vessd emerged. Looking more like awedded cluster of
tough-skinned bubbles than a chunk of scabrous cora, the new arrival narrowly missed colliding with the
Trevee, but sent it into an out-of-control tumble nevertheless.

Intrigued, Han leaned toward the viewport to have a closer look at the ship, then immediately changed
course, vectoring directly for the newcomer.

"Oneonone" he snarled. "We can live with those odds.”

With the Falcon up on its Side once more, Han and Droma assailed the clustership with sustained bursts
from the dorsal and ventra quad lasers. Mogt of the bolts were engulfed by gravitic anomaieslong
before they reached the ship, but a surprising few got through. The reason became clear when Han
redlized that the vessdl wastaking rear fire from amotley group of New Republic fighters. Overtaxed and
digtracted, the dovin basdsthat shielded the Y uuzhan VVong vessel were obvioudy failing.

Caution forgotten, Han at once sharpened the angle of their attack and shed velocity so that the
clustership would come across the Falcon's vector. When it did, he and Droma opened up with both
guns, hammering the enemy with massive outpourings of energy. Gas and flame bel ched from the ship,
then one of the spherical componentsimploded, deflating asif pricked by apin. Sowing, the ship began
to list to port, then rolled completely over, like a defeated creature showing its belly to an aggressor.
"Thanksfor theassg, Y T-1300," someone said over the hailing channd.

"Thepilot of thelead X-wing," Dromaclarified.

"That's no military squadron,” Han said.

"When did thefighting sart, YT?'

Han opened a channel to the fighters. "The enemy checked in just ahead of you. The shipyardsare
aready under bombardment. Who are you guys?

"Kyp's Dozen," the pilot said.

"Kyp Durron! What in blazes are you doing out here?"

Put off hisguard, Kyp fell slent for amoment. "Han, isthat you?' he asked tentatively.

"None other."

"Isthat anew paint job, or did you accidentaly bring the Falcon too closeto astar?!

"Long ory."

"So isours. Weve been chasing that bubble ship since Kalarba. The Y uuzhan Vong have captives
aboard, Wurth Skidder among them. What about you?"

"The freighter at your starboard marooned agroup of refugees somewherein this system. | figure we can
convince them to show us where they made the drop.”

"If you're headed back into that fray, you could do with some support. I'll assign two of my peopleto fly
withyou."

"I'll take them. But what are you planning to do about the captives?'

"Go aboard and rescue them.”

Han uttered alaugh. "Leaveit to a Jedi to take on theimpossible.”

"It's our mandate," Kyp said.

"WE!l be back to help out as soon aswe can,” Han promised.

"May the Force bewith you, Han."

"Y egh, you too."

At Orbital Shipyard 1321, the Star Destroyer Amerce was nearing completion-one of thirty such massve



warships being readied at Fondor, in addition to hundreds of smaler vessals. Owing to having had to
retrofit aflotillaof shipswith hyperwave inertid momentum sustainers, severd of the mgor yards had
falen behind schedule, but confidence was high at 1321 that work on the Amerce would conclude within
aloca month. The launch would finaly mean leave for the tens of thousands of shipfitterswho had spent
the better part of astandard year working on the great ship, shoulder to shoulder with droids and other
machines, frequently for back-to-back shifts, and sometimesin zero-g for days on end.

Creed Mitsun, human foreman of a mixed-species crew of eectricians, was more eager than most for
leave.

The substantial credits hed amassed were programming an escape route from his bank account, and his
companion of the past two years-an exotic dancer who worked in Fondor City-was threatening to return
to Sullugt if Mitsun didn't get himsalf down the well before too long.

Lately not arelative day passed when Mitsun didn't wake from dreamsthat were every bit asfatiguing as
work itsdf without fearing that the Amerce would never be completed and |eave would never be granted.
To make mattersworse, space raid drills had become quotidian events, jarring everyone from deep long
before they were required to report to work.

Today was no exception.

Adding his elaborate groan to a chorus of smilar protestsissuing from al corners of the bunkroom,
Mitsun buried his head under a pillow and declined to move, despite the unreenting howling of srensand
the ingstent appeal s from the Bothan female who had the bunk opposite his,

"Come on, Chief," she pleaded, trying to shake him into motion. ™Y ou know what happensif we don't
report to our gtations.”

"l don't care," Mitsun said, hisvoice muffled by the pillow. "How do they expect usto finish the Amerce
if we're adegp on our feet for most of our shifts?"

"Please, Chief. If you get suspended, thingsll be worse for everyone.”

Mitsun started to wave her away, but suddenly found himself rudely tossed from histhird-tier bunk to the
hard deck.

"What'stheidea?' he sammered, hauling himsdlf to hisfeet, only to see that the Bothan femae and
amogt everyone esein sight had been smilarly displaced.

Without warning, the facility sustained afollow-up blow, powerful enough to topple severa banks of
bunks and hurl everyone hafway acrossthe hold.

"Thisisno drill'" someoneydled.

Mitsun heard the words but refused to give them credence. Stepping over sprawled bodies, he hurried to
the outer hull bulkhead and dammed the hed of his hand against the release stud that raised the hold's
night curtain and blast door.

By the time the curtain had pocketed itself, severa other workers had joined Mitsun at the underlying
transparisted panel, beyond which the Amerce lay half in ruins, holed and venting its gutsinto space.
From the direction of Fondor's closest moon came a storm of asteroidlike ships, so fixed on demolishing
Shipyard 1321 that they weren't even bothering to discharge weapons, but were instead accelerating
toward the battleship and the facility.

"Leave cancelled,” Mitsun said to himself as he caught sight of two cora skippers hurtling directly for the
bunkroom.

Leiafollowed briskly on the hedls of the colonel who had fetched her from her cabin aboard the Yad,
saying only that it was urgent that she join Commodore Brand in the tactical information center quickest.
She and Brand's adj utant were stepping from the turbolift on the secure deck that housed the TIC when
she nearly collided with Isolder, who had obvioudy just arrived from the Song of War.

"Do you have any ideawhat thisis about?' he asked her.

The question was pointed, though without his being aware of it. What had begun at Gyndine as vague
misgiving and had swelled to gpprehension asaresult of the vision on Hapes had now become
unmitigated dread-as tangible as any fear or phobia she had ever experienced-even while its source and
Substance remained veiled.

Hours of meditation had allowed Leiato determine that part of her gpprehension was centered on



Anakin and Jacen and the forecasted attack on Corellia. But just how her concernsfor them were
connected to the foreboding that swirled like excited dectrons around | solder-and more specificaly
around Commander Brand's battle plans-she could not say or even guess at. She knew only that her
composure was unraveling, and that forces were converging in away that no one had anticipated.
"Lea?' Isolder said.

Thejedi'swegpon is her mind. When gjedi is distracted, when she loses her focus, she becomes
vulnereble...

"I'm sorry, Isolder,” shesaid at last, "but | don't know what thisis about.”

He studied her in silence while they hastened for the war room and entered side by side. Brand, looking
dricken, gazed up at them from histdl stool alongside a sprawling horizonta plotting pand. Infact,
beneath dl the frantic activity, everyone in the enormous room seemed to be moving in adaze.
"On-screen,” Brand ordered one of the technicians, as Leiaand Isolder approached.

Lelaglanced a anearby array of holographic displays, ingtantly aware that she was seeing her vison
redized-or at least some part of it. Whether the redltime images were being transmitted from satellites or
an orbital facility wasimpaossible to discern, and unimportant in any event. One holo showed dozens of

Y uuzhan VVong and New Republic warshipsfiring mercilesdy a each other, while wings of shubfighters
and cora-skippers da omed through the wreckage of orbital docks.

Another holo reveded ships close to completion blackened, ruptured, and kedled over in their berthing
gpaces, command towers and gun turretsin ruins, clouds of debrismaking it impossbleto get aclear fix
on anything. Elsewhere, Y uuzhan Vong carrier andogs were hurling tempests of coral skippers toward
weapons platforms and the surface of aworld aready afflicted by industrial devastation.

"That'sthe Amerce" Brand said grimly, indicating one of the destroyed ships. He pointed to another holo
display. "That'sthe Anlage.”

Leialooked at himin confusion. "Those aren't Cordl-lian vessals”

Brand showed her one of the saddest |ooks she had ever seen. "The Y uuzhan VVong have struck at
Fondor. They deceived usinto believing they were going to attack Cordllia, and they hit Fondor." The
words tumbled from his mouth without emotion. "Our grestest hopes go with those ships. The First Fleet
isdoing dl it can, but the enemy isliterdly flinging their coralskippers at any target that presentsitsef.”
"The Hapan fleet is prepared to launch,” Isolder said.

"No!" Leiafound hersdlf saying. Brand and Isolder stared at her. "No," she repeated quietly.

Brand looked at Isolder. "Thank you, Prince Isolder, but I've aready ordered €lements of the Fifth Fleet
to launch from Bothawui. Werre waiting to hear from them.”

Lelaswung to the communication console, her heart racing.

"Commenor command, thisis Task Force Aleph," adistressed voice said. "The enemy has seeded dll
routes linking Bothawui and Fondor with dovin basal remotes. Half the task force has been yanked from
hyperspace, and six ships have been diverted into collisons with mass shadows. Werein harm'sway,
sr. We have no choice but to retreet to the Outer Rim and jump to Fondor from Eriadu or Sullust.”
"They'll arrivetoo late," Brand muttered, then turned to Isolder. ™Y ou say your forces are prepared?”
Isolder straightened to hisfull and considerable height. " Eager, Commodore.”

Leds breath caught in her throat, and the T1C began to spin before her eyes. She had to hook her arm
through Brand'sto keep from falling.

TWENTY-SX

As near as anyone had been able to determine, cora-skippers didn't dock ingde their carriers. Instead
they were launched from and recovered by the carriers eongated and branchlike projections. These
facts passed briefly through Kyp Durron's mind as his X-wing |oosed two proton torpedoes Straight at
the sphere the Millennium Falcon's quad lasers had perforated and collapsed. The torpedoes did little
more than blow aholein what remained of the deflated globe, but one large and gaping enough to
accommodate any of the disparate fighters that made up the Dozen.

"Eleven and Twelve, you have rear guard,” Kyp said over the tactica net. "The rest of you form up on



me. Weregoing insde.”

Kyp urged his craft on, ignoring the strident protests of its astromech droid, which was clearly baffled by
whatever readings the enemy ship was giving off. The Y uuzhan Vong were oxygen bresthers, he
reminded himsdlf, which meant that their ships somehow manufactured atmosphere. Hewasless certain
about gravity, though he surmised that the same dovin basas responsible for propulsion and protection
provided gravity. Asfor placesto land, he was willing to make do with any parcel of level deck, evenif
he had to pilot the X-wing to the heart of the ship to find that. 3D7

Ganner'smodified Y -wing and seven other starfighters followed him through the breach opened by the
torpedoes. The pair left behind would have to dedl with anything that flew to the cluster ship'said, at least
until the Falcon and the remaining two fighters returned.

Kyp's determination took a quantum lesp as soon as the X-wing entered the ruined sphere. Vacuum had
bled the module of atmosphere, but gravity was close to human standard and there was ample room for
al ninefightersto settle down on adeck that wasn't much different from the pitted hulls of the enemy
warships. The Falcon's powerful guns had made amess of things, but even without the damage it would
have been difficult to discern just what they werelooking at. Kyp suspected thet the hivelike structure at
the rear of the space was a neuroengine of some sort, and that if he popped it open, he might find a
couple of stunned dovin basals curled up inside.

"Breathers and blasters," he said over the net as the X-wing's canopy was opening.

Recdling hisfirst contact with the Y uuzhan VVong in the Outer Rim, and the grotesgue cresture whose
secretions had burned through the transparisted of his XJ, Kyp had expected to find smilar monstrosities
waiting, but in fact, the hold was deserted. Ganner had obvioudy been thinking the same thing. Jumping
agilely from the cockpit of the Y-wing, he said over the rebreather comm, "They've probably withdrawn
to protect the yammosk."

"Then they've dready smplified our misson,” Kyp told him.

They unhooked their lightsabers from the belts of their flightsuits and thumbed them on, the sihilant hiss of
the energy blades loud in the deserted chamber. Everyone ese carried either asidearm or ablagter rifle.
"Watch your step," Kyp advised. "The Y uuzhan Vong have been known to make use of an immobilizing
livingjdly."

Warily they advanced on the wall of the adjacent sphere, ignorant as to whether they were moving
forward or aft. Like thewalls of the collgpsed module, the curving bulkhead had an organic, membranous
gppearance. They searched futilely for anything analogous to a hatch release.

"There hasto be away of opening a portal from one sphereto the next,” Deak said. "Maybe they're
separated by hydrogtatic fields." But while resilient, the bulkhead did not admit him when he pressed
himsdf toit.

"Maybeit recognizes only Y uuzhan Vong," Ganner suggested.

"Now isn't thetimeto debateit,” Kyp said. "Were not on ascientific survey.”

Hethrust hislightsaber straight into the curve. When the tip had sizzled through, Kyp rolled hiswrigts,
gradudly opening acircular hole large enough for them to step through. The hold on thefar side of the
bulkhead was no different from the one they had | ft.

"No oxygen," Ganner reported after glancing at an indicator strapped to hiswridt.

They moved in snglefileinto apassageway that might have been the gullet of an outsize cresture.
Colonies of microorganisms attached to the walls and ceiling provided afaint green bioluminescence.
Eventudly they came to another curving bulkhead, but this was equipped with an iris portd that admitted
them into a sealed antechamber. The fact that the chamber served as an airlock didn't become evident
until they stepped from it into a spacious hold that held breathable air.

There dso were the Y uuzhan VVong warriors Kyp and Ganner had expected to encounter earlier on.
They werethirty strong, some sporting chitinous armor, some without, but al of them armed with
double-edged blades or the living staffs Kyp knew were capable of being employed as whips, clubs,
swords, or spears. For amoment the two groups stood till, studying each other, then one warrior
stepped forward and bellowed a phrase in his own language.

He made it sound like a statement, but the charge that immediately followed confirmed it asawar cry.



Deak and the other non-Jedi opened fire with their blasters, dropping ten or more of the unarmored
warriors before they had made it halfway acrossthe hold. Kyp and Ganner glided into the press of
survivors, their feet barely leaving the deck, telekinetically disarming some of their opponents evenin the
midst of parrying blows from stiffened amphistaffs or crosscuts by coufee blades and deflecting spears.
One by onethe Y uuzhan Vong succumbed to vertica dashesto the head or horizonta thrusts that found
the only vulnerable placesin the living armor, just below the armpits.

The two Jedi worked as ateam whenever possible, back to back, or dongside each other, refusing to
surrender any gained ground and minimizing the movements of their blades. Their relaively easy victories
told them that the warriors were a different breed than the seasoned fighters they had battled on the
Ithorian herd ship Tafanda Bay. Even so, some of the non-Jedi weren't faring aswell. Two of Kyp's
Dozen died-one beheaded by a coufee, the other pierced by athrown amphistaff.

When Kyp and Ganner had thinned the throng, they separated to engage the last of the warriors one on
one, Kyp entering into a savage battle with an opponent a head taller than him and as deft with his staff as
Kyp waswith hislightsaber; Ganner using a Force-summoned telekinetic burst to hurl his adversary into
atrio of Y uuzhan Vong who had ganged up on Deak. Two of the three dropped to the deck, giving
Desk the time he needed to raise his blaster rifle and kill the third, aong with the one Ganner had thrown.
Kyp perceived the events peripherally. With hisfeet planted right foot forward, he held the lightsaber at
waist levd, its blade elevated acutely, gyrating hiswriststo answer and divert the sweeping dashes and
overhead blows of the Y uuzhan VVong's stiffened amphistaff. That Kyp remained rooted in place
provoked the warrior to greater ferocity. Lunging, he thrust the vital weapon at Kyp's midsection, at once
ordering it to lengthen and strike with its fangs. The amphistaff's abrupt transformation from sword to
serpent caught Kyp by surprise, but only for amoment. Twisting the lightsaber around the pliable staff, he
suddenly snapped the energy blade upward, flinging the staff from the warrior's grip and severing the

Y uuzhan Vong's hand, just at the gap where hisforearm guards met his gauntlets.

The dismembered fist fell to the deck, dark blood oozing from the warrior's truncated limb. The Y uuzhan
Vong looked at Kyp in startled disbelief, then lowered his head and rushed forward, intent on ramming
Kyp off hisfeet. A side step sabotaged the effort. As the weakened warrior ssumbled past him, Kyp
brought the lightsaber to shoulder height, then droveit into hisfoesarmpit, killing him ingtantly.

He stood over the falen Y uuzhan Vong for amoment, then glanced around the hold at the carnage he
and the others had wrought. Ganner and Deak were knedling by their dead comrades.

"WEell remember them later,” Kyp said, motioning everyone onward with the ignited lightsaber.

They moved deeper into the ship, crossing the threshold into yet another sphere without encountering any
opposition. Since entering the vessel, Kyp had been struck by the fact that the Force was mute not
dtifled, but sllent. His Jedi skills hadn't been affected or compromised in any way, but it was asif he had
entered ablank space on amap. All a once, though, he felt something through the Force, and abit
farther dong they cameto aseded portd, smilar to many they had passed, save for the fedingsit
roused.

Kyp turned to Ganner, who nodded in affirmation, then he thrust the blade of hislightsaber into the center
of the porta. When he retracted the blade, air rushed noisily through the hole into the space beyond, and
the portal irised open. Insde, scattered across a pliant floor fouled by sweat and more, sprawled a
mixed-species mob of captives. Dressed in ragged robes and tunics, they were agaunt lot, but dive.
Gradudly they began to tir asthe hold filled with oxygen.

Kyp approached one of them-a gray-haired human who had probably started with agood deal more
weight than some of the others. Near him lay two Ryn malesand afemale.

The man's rheumy eyes blinked open and played across Kyp's face, focusing finaly on the deactivated
lightsaber in hisright hand.

"They're holding him on the deck below thisone," the human said weekly. "Next module aft. But be
careful, Jedi. He may not be the Wurth Skidder you remember.”

Severd of the more technicaly minded of the hoodwinked and now marooned Ruan refugees had
succeeded in getting some of the orbita facility's systems on-line, so anyone who wished was ableto
watch thefal of Fondor infull color.



Most of the Y uuzhan VVong fleet was till dispersed in abroad arc out past Fondor's outermost moons,
but adozen or so carriers, heavily reinforced by escort craft, had moved Coreward. Like siege wegpons
of old, the carriers had flung their coral skippers against any targets that presented themselves, destroying
New Republic warships and congtruction barges dike. But having thrown the First Fleet into disarray,
they were now being more systematic about attacking the shipyards and pounding distant Fondor with
flaming projectiles and streams of plasma

Gazing at the chaos through an observation blister, Melisma decided that the Y uuzhan Vong weren't
likely to spare even an empty shipyard, which-at the present rate of destruction-meant that the Ruan
group had less than an hour to get their affairsin order. Mot of the refugees had aready cometo grips
with thisand were off by themselves, crying quietly or praying to whatever gods they worshipped. But
otherswere shrieking in fear and anger, ingsting that efforts be made to dert Fondor command to their
plight or, failing that, surrendering to the Y uuzhan V ong, even though that would mean sacrifice or
captivity.

Trueto the fatalism they embraced as a creed, the Ryn were singing. The fact that they were capable of
going to their deaths with grace and dignity had actualy managed to impart asense of cdm to some of
the distraught.

Melismaturned from the viewport to listen to the mel odious lament Rvannawas leading. "If these folks
realized that our forgeries are what got them into this Stuation, we'd be dead dready,” she told Gaph.
Her uncle only shrugged. " Even without the documents we provided, the pirates would have found some
way. Remember, child, these people paid to leave Ruan.”

"Isthat your way of absolving us of guilt?

"We're guilty of getting ourselvesinto thismess. But thet, too, isthe Ryn way. If it's not others abusing us,
we're abusing oursaves.”

Melismasighed. "Do we deserve this then-for not accepting Ruan's offer to work in the fields?”

"No one deservesto die thisway, no matter what they have done. But listen, child, we're not dead yet,
and until we are, we should enjoy the moment.”

Melismaglanced out the viewport. "I don't know that | have any song left in me, Uncle.”

Helaughed. "Of course you do. Therés song evenin afina breath.”

Sheforced asmile. "You begin."

Gaph smoothed his mustachios in thought. His right foot began to tap, and he had his mouth open to sing
when a Sullustan stationed at one of the data consoles shouted for everyone's attention.

"The Treveeisreturning!"

The singing and crying ceased, and groups of folks began to crowd around the console and into the
observation blister. Someone off to Mdismas left pointed to adeek shape, weaving its way toward the
abandoned facility between missiles and plasmadischarges.

"It's definitdly the TreveeV the Sullustan confirmed.

Hopeful exclamations gushed from dl sides.

"Maybe they had achange of heart.”

"Impossible. They got caught up in the battle and are looking for a place to hide."

"Someone learned what they did to us."

"That isthe probable explanation,” Gaph said in an authoritative voice. He gestured in the direction of the
approaching transport. "I can't imagine where that Y T-1300 freighter joined the Trevee, but I'm certain
that the other two ships are New Republic sarfighters.”

Anakin's enabling the Centerpoint Station's interdiction field and starbuster capabilities was momentarily
forgotten in the wake of the devastating news the New Republic coloned brought to the control room.
The Y uuzhan Vong had launched a sneak attack on Fondor.

Real-time images of the battle received over military channels and HoloNet feeds had fomented panic
among the Mrlss, whose home system bordered Fondor in the Tapani sector. For everyone dsein the
control room the images prompted a curious mix of relief and desperation. Here was Centerpoint, all
dressed up and nowhereto go.



Thrackan Sal-Solo broke the mood.

"Thereis something we can do." He whirled on Anakin, awild look in hiseye. "We have the time-gpace
coordinates of the Y uuzhan Vong fleet." He hurried to aconsole and called up astar chart. "Their
warships are clustered Rimward of Fondor'sfifth and sixth moons. We can target them by focusing
Centerpoint's repul sor beam.”

"We have no authority to take such actions," atechnician said, loud enough to be heard over adozen
separate conversations that broke out. "We could miss and hit Fondor or even its primary. We can't
assumetherisk."

"Wemust assumetherisk,” aMrlss argued. "Fondor islost if we do nothing.”

The New Republic colond glanced at Sal-Solo, who shook hishead. "I can't promise that well hit our
target.”

Everyoneturned to Anakin.

And Anakin looked at Jacen and Ebrihim, who had his hand clamped over Q9's vocoder grille.

Jacen wanted to say something, but al words fled him. He had a sudden memory of Anakin from months
ealier, practicing lightsaber technique in the hold of thefacon.

"Y ou keep thinking of it asatool, aweapon in your war against everything you see as bad," Jacen had
told him & thetime.

"It'san ingrument of law," Anakin had maintained.

"The Forceisn't about waging war," Jacen had said. "It's about finding peace, and your placein the
galaxy.”

He set himself boldly between Sal-Solo and the console at which Anakin sat. "We can't be apart of this,"
he announced.

Thrackan peered around him at Anakin. "The Firgt Fleet isbeing decimated, Anakin. The task force
launched from Bothawui can't possibly arriveintimeto help.”

"The Tapani isour home sector,” aMrlss said. "Y ou must take therisk for our sake-as a Jedi mugt.”
"It'sour only chanceto score adecisve victory," the colonel urged. He cut his eyesto the joystick
Anakin had conjured. "It bears your imprint, Anakin. It answersto you and no onedse.”

"Anakin, you can't,” Jacen said, wide-eyed. "Step away fromit. Step away from it now."

Anakin glanced from his brother to the controls before him. Not through the Force but through
Centerpoint itself, he could sense his distant targets. He felt as wedded to the repulsor as he often felt to
his lightsaber, and he knew with the same conviction precisely when and how to strike.

TWENTY-SEVEN

Lightsabers clenched in two-handed grips, Kyp and Ganner gpproached the chamber in which Wurth
Skidder was apparently being held. The absence of guards in the dark and humid corridor had Kyp
thinking otherwise, but no sooner had hislightsaber coaxed the chamber's portal to open than he caught
sght of Skidder. And immediately he grasped what the captive-Roa-had meant by saying that Skidder
wasn't likely to be hisold sdif.

Stripped naked, he was lying faceup on the floor with hislegs bent backward at the kneesand hisarms
extended beyond his head. Surrounding him-and plainly responsible for the cartilaginous growths that
wedded him to the deck at knees, insteps, shoulders, elbows, and wrists-were a dozen or so crablike
creatures, afew of whom managed to skitter to safety before Kyp's and Ganner's lightsabers could be
brought to bear on them. The screeching others were cleaved and dismembered, their legs and pincers
flung to al quarters of the hold.

Knedling, Kyp wedged his hand under Wurth's neck and gently lifted his head. Skidder groaned in
agony, but his eyesfluttered open.

"You'rethelast person | expected to see here," he rasped.

Kyp made himself amile. "Y ou think wed let you execute this misson on your own?”

Skidder licked hislipsto wet them. "How did you find me?’

"The Hutts got amessage to us through one of their smugglers.”



Skidder's eyebrows beetled in puzzlement. "I thought they'd joined the opposition.”

"l guessthey've seenthelight.”

"That's good to hear," Skidder said in genuinerdief. He glanced at Ganner, then added, "1 sensed you
when you attacked the ship beforeit jumped.”

"That was a Kaarba," Ganner said.

"Where arewe now?"

"Fondor."

Skidder showed them a startled look. "Why-"

"Fondor was dwaysthetarget,” Kyp said. "Thefleet has been caught by surprise.”

Skidder shut his eyes and nodded. "I tried to learn our destination-the yammosk's destination.”

Kyp compressed hislips before replying. "We managed to cripple the ship before it made planetfall, but
the Y uuzhan VVong are prevailing even without the war coordinator.”

"There are captives aboard,” Skidder said, asif suddenly remembering. "The plan wasto familiarize the
yammosk with our thought petterns-"

"Weve got them," Ganner cut him off. "Deak and some of the others are with them. Now we just haveto
See about freeing you."

Wurth laughed, shortly and bitterly. "Chine-ka promised to break me, and he has."

"Chine-kd?'

"The ship'scommander.” Skidder's face contorted and he moaned in pain.

Concedling his hopelessness, Kyp took acloser look at the surge-cord protrusions that anchored Wurth
to the pliant deck. "Our lightsabers should make short work of these," he started to say, when Wurth
shook his head violently.

"Thereisnt time. Y ou haveto leave."

Kyp looked hard into his comrade's eyes. "1 won't leave you, Wurth. Well find away to help you. The
Force-"

"Look at me," Skidder interrupted firmly. "Look at me through the Force. I'm dying, Kyp. Y ou can't help
me"

Kyp opened his mouth to reply, but instead loosed aresigned sigh.

Skidder smiled with hiseyes. "I'm prepared, Kyp. I'm ready to die. But there are two things | need you
to do before you leave this ship.”

Kyp nodded grimly and leaned his ear closer to hisfriend's mouth.

"Randaand Chine-kd," Wurth managed to say. "Find them."

Alonein the Falcon's cockpit, Han had one hand gripped on the yoke and the other on the servo that
operated the dorsal quad laser. Triggering staccato bursts from the weapon, he blew away two
approaching cora-skippers. From somewhere behind the Falcon athird skip vectored in on a strafing
run againgt the shipyard, but before Han could even swive the gun turret, the enemy craft was pulverized
by fire from one of the battered X-wingsthat flew with Kyp's Dozen.

"Good shooting,” Han said into the mouthpiece of his headset.

"Thanks, Falcon," the voice of the ship'sfemade pilot came back. ™Y ou soften them up, I'll put them
away."

"Will do," Han told her.

He brought the Falcon about to recon the Rimward side of the empty yard in which the Ruan refugees
had been marooned. Below, Droma, the second fighter pilot, and some of the pirates were organizing the
recovery, with the Trevee berthed where a construction barge or tender might have anchored if the
fecility had been operationd. With the Y uuzhan V ong fleet continuing to encroach on Fondor, the
Tholatin crew-reluctant rescuers early on-were suddenly desperate to wrap the mission and launch for
clear space.

Noise crackled from the cockpit annunciators, and agrainy video image of Dromaappeared on the
comm display screen.

"Han, the Treveeisloading, but fifty or so folks are ftill unaccounted for. Apparently they figured they
could escape detection by hiding out.”



Behind Droma, grinning broadly, were clustered some ten other Ryn, including the two he had introduced
earlier as Ggph and Mdisma. Mdismawas now cradling aRyn infant in her ams.

"Y ou can't hide from plasma,”" Han barked toward the audio pickup.

Droma nodded. "WEell search them out.”

"Yeah, well, don't waste any time. Looks like a'Y uuzhan VVong carrier escort has taken asudden interest
inthe place.”

Droma nodded and signed off.

Asthe Falcon camefull circle around the shipyard, the Trevee once more loomed large in the forward
viewport. The transport's hyperdrive was ruined, but the sublight drives were more than capable of
moving the ship out past the enemy flegt-providing it got away intime.

Even asHan wasthinking it, the Y uuzhan Vong carrier escort hove into view off to port, keen on
targeting the shipyard with the projectile launchers concealed in its pitted starboard bow.

Han throttled the Falcon toward the intruder, firing steadily, but the escort was too resolved on
destroying the shipyard to be bothered by alone assailant. Just then, though, the X-wing appeared on the
scene, succeeding in getting the escort's attention with two well-placed proton torpedoes that impacted
agang itsblunt nose.

Han banked harder to port, racing the Falcon through a storm of flaming projectilesto cometo the
fighter's support, but he failed to arrive in time. Plasma gushed from the escort and caught the X-wing just
asit was bresking off from its reckless run. Wingtip lasers and stabilizers melted like candle wax, and the
pilot lost control. Trailing gobs of solidifying dloy, the fighter went into a crazed roll, splitting gpart before
perishing in afiery exploson.

Han's eyes narrowed in hatred. "Nobody takes out my wingmate.”

Whipping the Falc on around, he went for the escort with the quad lasers blazing. Chunks of yorik cora
exploded outward from the ship, and athick blade of flame streaked into space. The ship rolled to one
sdelike awounded beast. At the same time, the comm screen cameto life.

"Wereaway," Dromasad. "Aiming for clear skies."

Han powered the Fal con through an ascending loop, then veered off to starboard, glimpsing the Trevee
and itsfighter companion just asthey were accel erating from the threstened facility. The dying escort
spotted them, aswell. Missles sought the fleeing vessals, but the escort reserved the bulk of its barrage
for the shipyard itsdlf. Punctured throughout by projectiles, the facility began to disintegrate, then it blew
gpart, unfurling flamesthat scorched the tail of the accelerating transport. Then the escort, too,
disgppeared in aflash of blinding light.

"Y ou have my word that | will devote the remainder of my daysto repaying the debt | have this day
incurred,” Randabellowed in Basic ashetralled Kyp and Ganner through the clustership, the dapping
sounds of hismuscular tail loud in the passageway .

"Thank Skidder, Randa,” Kyp said over his shoulder. "If it'd been up to me, | would have left you with
your dead toadies.”

"Then | will repay the debt in honor of Skidder,” Randa said, unfazed. "Y ou will see.”

Asit happened, thetwo Jedi didn't have long to wait. Rounding a corner in the passageway, they found
themsealves faced with aphalanx of Y uuzhan VVong warriors, into whose midst Randa charged, knocking
half adozen aside before any of thoseleft standing could land blows againgt the Hutt's mostly impervious
hide. Kyp and Ganner followed up the brash offensive, felling their opponents with precise strikesto
susceptible spotsin the warriors armor.

The three of them fought their way toward an enormous maw in the bulkhead, from beyond which
emanated a stench even more pungent than that given off by Randa. Inside the vast chamber, encircled
by attendants who clearly had meager familiarity with the coufees they brandished, stood a'Y uuzhan
Vong commander, along cloak hanging from his transmogrified shoulders and avillip communicator in his
hands. Behind them, raised up on tensed tentaclesin acircular tank of foul-smdlling liquid, was amaturing
yammosK, alargetooth glistening initsrictus of amouth and its massive black eyesriveted on the
intruders.

Again Randarushed forward, flattening severd of the attendants and whipping histail around to whack



the villip out of the commander's hands. The attendants began what would have been afruitless defense,
but the commander ordered them to lower their weapons.

"| congratulate you on getting thisfar,” he said after two of the attendants had hel ped him back to hisfest.
Kyp angled hislightsaber to one side, the blade extended in front of him. "Move out of the way and welll
go therest of the distance."

Chine-ka turned dightly to glance at the yammoaosk. "Of course. Thelife of ayammosk for that of a Jedi.
It strikes me as equitable.”

From off to Kyp'sleft, Ganner hurled hisignited light-saber square into the creature'seft eye. Asthe
sulfurous-yellow energy blade struck, the yammosk shrieked and itstentaclesflailed, generating waves
that cascaded down over the yorik-cord retaining wall of the pool and washed across the deck. The
yammosk reared up and began to sway from side to sde. Gradudly the tentacles stopped moving, and
the creature sank down into the tank, dead by the time Ganner called the lightsaber back to him.
Chine-ka's sadness endured for only amoment. "Well executed, Jedi. But you have doomed usal."

A shudder passed through the ship even as the words were leaving his mouth.

"The yammosk controls the ship,” Randaexplained. "The pilot dovin basals are now in the throes of
desth."

Chine-kd grinned faintly. "No one gets out of here dive."

Kyp returned the grin. "Thiswon't be the first time you've migudged a Stuation, Commander." He
scanned the attendants, then set his gaze on Chine-kd. "Any or dl of you are free to come with us.”
When it was obvious that none of them were going to budge, Kyp shrugged. " Suit yourselves.”

He backed into the passageway, Ganner to one side, Randa to the other. Another death-throe spasm
sent the three of them pitching against the bulkheads. Regaining his balance, Kyp started off the way they
had come, but Randa stopped him.

"l know amore direct route."

They had just entered an adjacent module when Kyp's comlink toned.

"What's your dtuation, Kyp?'

Kyp recognized Han Solo's voice. "We're outward bound. The ship's destroying itsalf.”

"A splinter group of Y uuzhan Vong warships are on their way. Not much chance of our holding them
off."

"Thendon't risk it."

"Somehow | knew you'd say that. Where are the captives?’

"They're being moved to the module we punched through.”

"How many?'

"Onehundred, give or take afew."

Solo muttered something. "The Treveeis defensaess. Well have to cram everyone aboard the Falcon.”
"Can you bring the Fa con close enough to extend a cofferdam?”

Han snorted. "That's the least of our problems.”

"Theres an airlock in the central module, but from the outside you probably won't be able to identify it.
Look for our signd flare. Otherwise, I'll have Deak or someone lead you toiit.”

"Dont worry, I'll find it."

"Somehow | knew you'd say that,” Kyp said. "By the way, can you accommodate a Hutt?"

Solo launched asurprised laugh. " A Hutt? Sure, the more the merrier.”

"Then you'l be glad to hear that one of the captives asked me to send hisregards.”

"Who?'

"Roa"

"Takethe shot!" Sal-Solo hissed through his clenched teeth. "Takeit!"

"For the Mrlss," amore plaintive voice added.

"For the sake of the New Republic," the captain said.

"No, my boy, no," Ebrihim and Q9 said.

Asmany voicesvied for prominencein Anakin's mind asin the control room. He heard the heartfelt
words of his mother and father, the harsh voice of Jacen and the understanding voice of Jaina, the



counsdl of UncleLuke. . .

Anakinignored dl of them and looked at Jacen. "Tell me," he sad.

Jacen responded quietly and camly, amost asif he had subvocalized the response. Y ou are my brother,
and you are aJedi, Anakin. Y ou can't do this."

Anakin took a deep breath and moved his hand away from the handgrip trigger. The tenson in the room
broke with a collective exhaation of disgppointment. The technicians grumbled and the Mrlss hung their
headsin defeat. The next thing Anakin knew, someone had shoved him forcibly from the control sest.
"I'll take the shot," Thrackan Sal-Solo shouted angrily as his hand closed on the trigger.

Led by the Yad, the task force from Commenor decanted outside the orbit of Fondor's outermost
moon. Following them into rea space came the Battle Dragons and battle cruisers that made up the
Hapan fleet, positioned to engage the Y uuzhan VVong armada at close range.

Commodore Brand had allowed Leiato join him on the bridge, where she stood just behind his
command chair, gazing through the wraparound viewport at the reverting Hapan warships. Closer to
Fondor, explosionsflared in the night as vessals and shipyards succumbed to the enemy ondaught.

"FHeet command and control reports casualties in excess of 50 percent,” an enlisted-rating updated from
his duty station. " Some of the shipyards are managing to defend against coral skipper suicide strikes, but
the fleet has been unable to attenuate bombardment from the enemy warships.”

Brand swiveed his chair to study various threat-assessor displays and vertical plotting pands. "The
Ha-panswill put the fear into those warships,” he assured in avoice loud enough to be heard throughout
the bridge.

Lelahid her trembling right hand benegth her cloak and cut her eyesfrom the viewport to the plotting
panels. She reached out with the Force for Anakin and Jacen. Where earlier the effort had only increased
the gravity of her distress, she now experienced relief. A transcendent cam enveloped her, and the
apprehension she had known since Hapes was suddenly gone.

But the serenity wasfleeting. Almost ingtantly something raw and uncontrollable flooded into her
awareness. Again she reached for Anakin and Jacen, and at once redized that her concerns for them had
dammed a deeper though less persondized fear, which suddenly rushed in.

She swung to the viewport to see the Hapan fleet forming up into battle groups and already beginning to
closewithindividud enemy warships.

"Y ou may firewhen ready," she heard Brand telling Prince Isolder, but asif at some grest distance.

All at once, aflash of radiant energy illuminated local space. From Rimward of Fondor's outermost
moon, or perhaps gushed from hyperspaceitself, came atorrent of starfire athousand kilometerswide.
Codescing into a savage beam of focused annihilation, it tore into the midst of the dispersing Hapan flest,
consuming every ship in its path, atomizing somein the blink of an eye and holing others with spears of
seething light. Weapons, superstructure, and antennae vaporized by the skewering beam, the ships
exploded outward, vanishing in globes of brilliant mass-energy conversions. Even those ships outside the
limits of the beam were hurled violently off course, dagged dong their inward-facing sides, or thrown into
collisonswith one another. The mated saucers of the Battle Dragons broke apart and disintegrated, and
the battle cruisers were snapped like twigs. Fighter groups vanished without atrace.

Leiawas dumbfounded. Nothing in the Y uuzhan Vong arsena had prepared her for devastation on so
immense ascale. For amoment she was certain she wasin the grips of another terrible vison, but it
quickly became clear that the violence wasred.

Her stupefaction deepened when the beam didn't diminish asit punched through the Hapan fleet. Lancing
deeper into Fondor space, the shaft of r aging power went on to graze Fondor's penultimate moon,
effacing aportion of the cratered planetoid asa surgical laser might atumor. Then it ripped unabated into
the heart of the enemy armada, obliterating masses of coraskippers and pulverizing severa of the largest
warships. Finished with itswork or not, the beam then shot past Fondor, singeing the northern
hemispherein its passing, perhaps to destroy some even more distant target.

All systems had failed on the bridge, and for along moment, even as consoles and display screens
flickered back to life under emergency power, everyone was Smply too stunned to spesk or cry out,
much less make sense of what they had just witnessed.



"Some sort of repulsor beam,” atech findly said in astark disbdief. "Ddivered through hyperspace.”
"Centerpoint,” Lelasaid, asif in shock.

Brand and severd othersturned to her.

She looked at the commodore. " Someone fired Center-point Station.”

Han embraced Roa as he came through the airlock in the Falcon's port-side docking arm.

"Fasgo's dead,” Roa said when Han let him go.

Han shook his head in dismay. "He could have been afriend.”

"As| was saying on the Jubilee Whed, fortune smiles, then betrays . . . then smiles once more.”

Han ran hiseyes over hisfriend and managed agrin. ™Y ou know, you don't look half bad.”

"The half that does I'll have repaired. Did my ship survive?'

"Waiting for you & Bilbring."

Roaloosed asigh and turned to help aRyn female out of the airlock. "Han, 1'd like you to meet-"

"Any chance you have aclanmate named Droma?' Han interrupted.

Thefemalelooked surprised. "I have a brother named Droma.”

Han's grin broadened. "Y ou'll be seeing him soon enough.”

Roa scratched his head. "Seems|'ve alot to catch up on.”

"That doesn't beginto say it.”

The clustership was dready beginning to come apart. Han's fear that he might have to separate
prematurely from the trembling ship only made him work harder at getting al the rescued captives
aboard. By the timethe last of them boarded, the forward hold, bunk rooms, galley, and utility spaces
were packed. Han could only hope that the Falcon's air scrubbers would hold out long enough to sustain
everyone through ajump to Mrlsst or elsawhere in the Tapani sector. Even assuming that life support
continued to function, they were going to be ahungry, dehydrated lot when and wherever they ultimately
touched down.

With the airlock resealed, Han, Roa, and two of the Ryn threaded their way to the cockpit. Han
sueezed into the pilot's seat and began to maneuver the Falcon away from the Y uuzhan Vong vessd.
Through the forward viewport he could see what remained of Kyp's Dozen launching through the hole
they had blown in the ruined module.

Roa hel ped bring the quad lasers on-line as Han nosed the Fal con over the top of the spherica module,
expecting to have to engage the enemy warships that had broken from the armada to render aid to the
crippled yammosk vessel. Instead he was greeted by a sight that tugged aglesful cry from him.

"Hapan Battle Dragond” he said, glancing at Roa. "Now were getting somewhere.”

He was about to add that Leia had more than likely been responsible for enlisting the Hapans support
when an intense, white radiance blinded him. The Falcon died, then was tossed through an end-over-end
ride that deposited her two thousand kilometers from where she had been.

The Y uuzhan Vong had coaxed Fondor's sun to go nova, Han told himsdlf. They had wiped out the
entire system.

When hisvision returned and the moans and groans of histumbled cargo had died down, Han saw that
three-fourths of the Hapan fleet and haf the Y uuzhan V ong armada were gone.

On his helix flagship, Nas Choka recaptured enough of his self-control to keegp some of the dismay out of
the incredulous look he showed Malik Carr and Nom Anor. Againgt the backdrop of arazed moon, the
villip-choir field showed the blackened skeletons and husks of untold numbers of Y uuzhan Vong and
enemy ships

"They killed most of their reinforcementsto eliminate half of our force," the supreme commander said. "'Is
such savagery commonplace?’

Nom Anor shook his head, as much in response asto clear it. "A mistake. It hasto be amistake. Their
reverence for life has dways been their weskness."

"Then perhaps we've managed to bring out the primitive in them,” Malik Carr said in astunned voice.

A herdd appeared. Thevillip in histrembling hands bore the strained features of Chine-kd.

"The yammosk has been killed," Chine-ka gasped through his communicator, "and the ship isdying. The
Huitts betrayed our location to the Jedi. The Jedi captured on Gyndine will die with us, but two of his



confederates and Randa Besadii Diori-the murderers of the yammosk-escaped. We-"

Thevillip fdl slent suddenly, then everted to its featureless form. Chine-ka was dead.

Nas Chokaturned away in disgust. "Recdll dl operationa coraskippers,” heingructed his subdtern.
"Order the rest to commit what destruction they can. All warship commanderswill prepare their shipsfor
departure. We have accomplished what we set out to do. Now we have a score to settle with the Hutts."

TWENTY-EIGHT

Vigi Shesh sat regdly in the straight-backed chair at the center of the deposition balcony, adjusting the
fal of her long skirt while Gota Senator Tallaam Ranth, head of the Senate Justice Council, studied the
display of the personal data device hewore on hisleft wrist. Shesh'strio of lawyers occupied the table
behind her, but they weren't included in the twice-norma-size hologram of Shesh that commanded the
attention of the amphitheater's capacity crowd. Asaconsderation to Ranth, the recording droids
normally present at closed-session senatoria inquests had been sequestered in a separate room, to
assure that their energy output didn't overwhelm the Gotal's acute senses.

"Senator Shesh," the furred and flat-nosed Ranth resumed at last, "it has already been established that the
Advisory Council was briefed by Commodore Brand regarding the eventua deployment of the Yad
flotilla, and that Commodore Brand, speaking for the Defense Force command staff, Sated at the time
that Corelliawas assumed to have been targeted for attack."

"That'strue," Shesh said in acomposed voice.

"Then how isit, Senator, that the flotillawound up being deployed at Bothawui ?*

Shesh st her interlocked handsin her 1ap and lifted her chin dightly. "Commodore Brand failed to make
aconvincing case for deploying the flatillaat Corellia, so the matter was put to avote.”

"In hiswritten statement, Chief of State Fey'lyaasserts as much,”" Ranth said in the monotone that was
characterigtic of his species. "But we now know that it was never the intention of the command staff to
arguetoo strongly in favor of Cordlia"

Shesh nodded. "As | understand it, Admiral Sow's plan called for the enemy to be lured into the
Cordlian sector by leaving Corelliaundefended. Deploying theflotillathere would have compromised the
admird's strategy.”

Ranth's pair of conelike sensory horns twitched. "In other words, what passed for a briefing was morein
theway of amanipulation.”

The most well-tailored of Shesh's human lawyers objected. " Senator Shesh has been asked to provide an
account of the briefing, not to pass judgment on the tactics or methods of the New Republic Defense
Force."

The five members of the chamber's mixed-speciestribuna conferred and sustained the objection. Ranth
was clearly disappointed but forged ahead.

"Senator Shesh, was yoursin fact the vote that swayed the council ?'

"My vote broke the deadlock, if that's what you mean.”

"What convinced you that Bothawui would be targeted?

"It would be more accurate to say that | didn't believe Cordliawould be attacked.”

"Why wasthat?'

"I didn't accept that the Y uuzhan V ong were prepared to launch an attack on the Core.”

"Was Fondor mentioned as apossible target?”

"It was not."

"Had Fondor been mentioned, how might you have voted?'

The same lawyer objected, but Ranth quickly waved hisfurred hand in dismissd. "1 withdraw the
guestion." He gpproached the deposition bal cony. "Did you have occasion to meet with the command
daff prior to the briefing on Cordlia?'

Shesh nodded again. "I did. Severa days prior to the briefing I met with Commodore Brand, who asked
me to speak with Consul Genera Golga before he departed for NalHutta."

"Did you mest with Golga?'



"Soon after.”

"What was the nature of your discussion with the Hutt consul genera ?*

"We discussed the separate peace the Hutts had forged with the Y uuzhan VVong, and the possibility of
ther furnishing inteligence to the New Republic.”

"Did Consul Generd Golgaindicate at the time that the Hutts might be inclined to provide such
intelligence?"

"Heimplied asmuch, yes."

"And you were willing to accept him at hisword, even though the Hutts were considered to have dlied
themsdveswith the enemy?"

"Objection,” another of Shesh's lawyers barked. "It has been demongtrated that the Hutts attempted to
supply intelligence by renewing spice shipmentsto Bothawui when it was il being considered a potentia
target.”

Ranth swung to the tribund. "And by so doing, the Hutts only reinforced the belief that Corelliawould be
targeted instead.”

Thetribuna's Mon Calamari chief looked a Vigi Shesh. " Senator, do you wish to answer Senator
Ranth's question?”

Shesh smiled faintly. "I can only conclude that the Hutts were trying to keep their options open. | so
believe that the Y uuzhan Vong were well aware of the possbility that the Hutts might attempt to leak
intelligenceto us, and that they exploited the possibility as ameans of orchestrating the eventsthat
ensued. Thefact that Nal Huttais now bracing for an invasion suggests that Borga was more dupe than
congpirator.”

The Mon Calamari nodded and fixed one eye on Ranth. "The Hutts are not the subject of thisinquest,
Senator. Can you show good cause for pursuing thisline of questioning?'

Ranth inclined hishead, gazing & the tribuna from benegth hisjutting brow. "1 am merely trying to
establish the sequence of events that led to the sneak attack on Fondor."”

"Proceed,” the Mon Cdamari told him.

Ranth turned to Shesh. " Senator, early on, the command staff's suppositions about Cordlliawere
bolstered by information regarding the scarcity of spicein certain planetary systems. Chief of State
Fey'lyaassartsthat the Advisory Council was aware that the information had been supplied by Taon
Karrde and the Jedi Knights."

"Wewere soinformed.”

"Can you think of any reason why former Imperia Remnant liaison Tdlon Karrde or the Jedi Knights
might have wished to midead the Defense Force?!

The lawyer nearest Shesh shot to hisfeet. "Objection. Cdlsfor speculation.”

"No, I'll answer it," Shesh countered. "I don't for amoment accept that either Talon Karrde or the Jedi
weretrying to midead us.”

The Gotd studied her. "Are you suggesting thet they were dso manipulated by the enemy?”

Shesh straightened in the chair. "I'm suggesting, Senator, that the Jedi are not infdlible, and that we
shouldn't look to them as saviors. For dl anyone knows, the Y uuzhan Vong have brought to our gdaxy a
power superior to even that of the Force."

On ahover platform close to where the Justice Council was convened, 1solder's former bodyguard,
As-tarta, opened the hatch to the prince's personal quarters aboard the shuttle that was to return the
Hapansto the Battle Dragon Song of War, just then in stationary orbit above Coruscant. Astarta showed
Leiaher most barbed glare before leaving the two of them aone.

I solder was standing at the cabin's broad viewport, his back turned to the hatch. In the aftermath of the
Battle of Fondor, events had conspired to prevent them from seeing each other for almost two weeks,
and the Song of War was scheduled to launch for Hapes later that day.

Lelawaited for him to turn from the view of Corus-cant'simpossibly tall towers before moving toward
him, but the pained expression on his face brought her to ahdt after only two steps.

"Isolder, I'm s0 sorry,” she blurted, eyes brimming with tears.

He compressed hislips, biting back whatever he had in mind to say, then sighed deeply. "L e a, we spoke



of this before the fleet left Hapes. | told you then that | would never hold you accountable for any
untoward outcome. We knew what we were risking by going to war."

Having expected him to say just that, Leianodded silently.

Frowning, |solder stepped away from the viewport to regard her. "But you knew what was going to
happen. You sensed it.”

Leialet out her bregth. "1 sensed some tragedy in the making, but | didn't know when or where, or even
if it would trangpire. | knew that some of what | was feding owed to concernsfor my children. But |
couldn't separate those from sudden doubts about having brought you into this, or about Commodore
Brand's strategy for Cordlia

Unableto continue, she shook her head mournfully. Isolder glanced away from her for amoment. "I've
been asking mysdlf if it would be easier to have been defeated by the Y uuzhan Vong rather than by
misdirected fire from aweapon we didn't even know existed." "A weapon enabled by Anakin,” Lelasaid
quietly. "Who also refused to fireit,” 1solder was quick to point out. "Lea, you must understand, we
accept what has happened to us, without hostility or regret.” She held his sad gaze. "What will happen
now?" Heran hishand over his mouth. "Well, | don't anticipate a triumphant homecoming. The
Consortium has split dong lines dictated by the vote that landed us here. The naysayers have declared a
victory, despite the fact that we have al suffered adreadful loss. They're caling for apolicy of
isolation-asif the Transitory Mistsalone will be able to protect us from the long reach of the Y uuzhan
Vong."

Leianodded. "A similar rift has occurred in the New Republic Senate. The sneak attack on Fondor has
gdvanized the Core Worldsinto preparing for the worst, but at the expense of dienating many of the
Inner Rim worlds. Support for Fey'lya has been shaken, and the senate will probably demote or demand
resignations from Commodore Brand and Admiral Sow, even though they are desperately needed.”
Isolder considered it. "That is the difference between the Consortium and the New Republic, perhaps
between the old and new ways. Representatives of the New Republic are free to expresstheir outrage
without fear of breaching decorum or provoking an honor dud." I1solder snorted a self-deprecating laugh.
"I don't know which isthe best method of governing, but I know that the Ha-panswill put on abrave
front. Already the people of my world are saying that our fleet, though destroyed, saved the day for
Fondor and the New Republic.”

"And you would have.

Isolder shook hishead. "That is unknown. But we will a our next engagement with the Y uuzhan Vong.
I'm sure of that now, because we are compelled to make the deaths suffered at Fondor count for
something.”

"You'll a least have the quick-recharge wegpons technology Archon Thanewanted,” Lelasaid.

Isolder worked hisjaw. "Scarcely aconsolation, but it will haveto suffice” Helooked & Leia "War
benefits those who devise ever more expedient methods of destruction. Let us hope we can outmaster
the Y uuzhan Vong at their own game.”

Perched on the edge of hisfather'sfavorite chair in their gpartment on Coruscant, Jacen watched in
dismay asa3-D image of Thrackan Sal-Solo took shape above the HoloNet well. The voice of the
Sullustan news anchor continued.

"Former head of the so-caled Human League, Thrackan Sal-Solo isbeing credited with turning the tide
at the Battle of Fondor. While scores of New Republic warships were destroyed in the Y uuzhan Vong's
sneak attack on Fondor's orbital construction facilities, Sal-Solo's bold use of a hyperspace repul sor
beam not only drove the invadersinto retreat but destroyed a significant portion of their fleet.”

Thewell projected an image of Centerpoint Station. "The repul sor beam was fired from Centerpoint
Station, in the Coreliian system, which, ironicaly, was used eight years ago during Cordllia's unsuccesstul
bid for independence from the New Republic. One of the many arrested for fomenting that crisis,
Sal-Solo was released from prison to assist in rearming the station, and there are unconfirmed reports
that he was the only one willing to assume the risk of triggering the wegpon againgt the enemy fledt.
"Astowhat's next for Sal-Solo or Centerpoint, that depends on whom you ask. With avote of no
confidence looming for Governor-Generd Marcha, Duchess of Mastigophorous, some fedl that Sal-Solo



will be recruited to head the newly formed Centerpoint Party, which advocates independence for the five
worldsthat comprise the Cordiian system. Centerpoint Station itself remainsin the hands of the New
Republic, but whether it will-or indeed can-be employed again as along-range weapon depends largely
on how successful Coruscant is at justifying the secondary destruction suffered at Fondor by the Hapan
flegt."

The images of Sal-Solo and Centerpoint began to derezz, and the head and upper torso of the Sullustan
news anchor reappeared.

"In other news, a protest demonstration on Ruan, mounted by agroup of recacitrant droids-"

"Y ou ever going to get tired of listening to reports about Corellia?' Anakin interrupted from the doorway
to the family room. "We turned Cousin Thrackan into ahero. What €lse needsto be sad?’

Jacen silenced the HoloNet. "Cheer up. At least this report didn't mention us by name."

Anakin scowled. "Good. Now al we haveto do is hope that Dad doesn't hear about it."

"Since when does Dad care about the news? Besides, you're the one the HoloNet should be calling a
hero."

"For what-enabling Centerpoint?"

"No, for not triggering it. That'swhat'll make Dad and Uncle L uke and anyone € se who knows the full
story proud of you."

Anakin snorted alaugh and shook hishead. "Y ou still don't get it." He stared at his brother. "I could have
fired Centerpoint without hitting the Hapans. | saw it dl, Jacen-in my head. | would have known where to
direct the repulsor beam, and precisely when tofire. | even knew that Glowpoint wasn't going to
annihilate everyonein Hollowtown."

"Then why didn't you fire? What stopped you?"'

"Y ou mean aside from your telling me not to?'

Jacen's brows knitted in concern. ™Y ou were that sure of yourself?'

"Yeah, | was. And my actions would have been defensive. If someoneisaming ablaster at your dly, do
you raise your lightsaber to prevent it, or do you do nothing because a Jedi isn't supposed to take
aggressive action? | mean, where'stheline, Jacen? Werrein awar for surviva, and defense sometimes
means having to diminate the oppostion.”

Jacen shook hishead. "'l don't know wherethelineis, and | promised mysef on Ithor that I'd stop trying
to look for it. I just think there has to be some other way of responding-without having to raise asword
to deflect oneraised againgt you."

Anakin smirked. "Wdl, when you figureit out, | hopeyoull let meinonit."

Jacen looked up at him. "Oh, | will, brother. Y ou can count on that."

Asthey had done on Karrde's previous vist to Yavin 4, Luke and Taon followed the winding path to the
Great Temple.

"All I managed to do was place the Jedi in aworse position with the New Republic Senate and military,”
Karrdewas saying. "That'swhy | felt | had to apologize in person.”

"No oneisexpecting an apology,” Luketold him. "If actions were always judged by their consegquence,
we'd spend hdf our lives making amends. Y ou came to us with aplan, and we went dong with it. Were
partnersin the outcome.”

Karrde looked skeptical. "Unfortunately, that kind of reasoning doesn't go far with Borsk Fey'lyaand his
allies. As happened after Ithor, they need someone to blame for what happened at Fondor, and I've set
the Jedi up asthe perfect fdl guys.”

Luke took amoment to respond. When he had first learned of the events at Fondor, he had felt
betrayed- not by Karrde so much as by the Force. Almost as betrayed as he'd felt when Obi-Wan
Kenobi and Y oda had conspired to keep secret the real identity of hisfather. But the sense of betraya
had passed through him in an instant. The Force hadn't concedled anything from him; he had smply
misunderstood that it was the Y uuzhan Vong rather than the Jedi who were employing deception, stedlth,
and misdirection. What continued to bother him, though, was the possibility that the mere presence of the
Y uuzhan V ong was enough to mute the clarity of the Force.

"Success and failure are sometimes intertwined,” Luke said findly. "Inadvertently or not, the Hutts mided



us. But it was their information that alowed Kyp and Ganner to rescue those held captive aboard the
yam-mosk vessd."

Karrde dlowed anod. "Everyoneistoo busy assigning blame to note the rescue of the captives or the
destruction of the yammosk vessdl. I'm only sorry that Kyp didn't arrivein time to save Skidder.”
"Wurth made his choice on Gyndine."

Lukeleft it at that, choosing not to add that Skidder's sacrifice had widened the gulf between Kyp's
faction and some of the other Jedi. Where Skidder had sought to avenge the deaths of Miko Regliaand
Daesharacor, Kyp and those who stood by him now had Skidder's death to avenge.

"If the Hutts deliberately mided us, they wererepaid in kind," Karrde said bitterly. "Fondor was one of
the most profitable markets for the Besadii, and they lost some of their finest ships and most enterprising
smugglers during the battle. Now Borga hasto prepare for war with only half the clans supporting her
and the rest holding her responsible for the Y uuzhan Vong's betrayal. Severd clan leaders have
decamped Nd Huttafor Ganath, Ylesia, even Tatooine, and with the Y uuzhan Vong fleet blockading
Hutt space, the New Republic couldn't help even if it wanted to. Borgawill be lucky if she doesn't birth
her child prematurdly.”

Karrde came to asudden hat in the middle of the path and swung to Luke. "Do you think the Y uuzhan
Vong redize what they've accomplished? They've sundered

the Hutts, created a schism in the senate, taken the Ha-pans out of the war, sabotaged the import of the
Jedi." Before Luke could respond, he added, "Did you have any inkling it could end thisway?'

Luke heard the voice of hisformer Jedi Master Alwaysin motion isthe future. Hard to see.. .
"Thefutureisn't fixed," he said. "It'smade up of possbilities. | saw without seeing.”

Karrde blew out his breath. "What can we do now?"'

Decide you must how to serve them best. Help them you could. But you would destroy al for which they
have fought and suffered.

Luketook Karrde by the shoulders. "We can learn from our mistakes.”

Leiahad raced home from the shuttle departure platform only to find that Anakin and Jacen had dready
left. Now, with Isolder's cheerless departure still on her mind and C-3PO and Olmahk helping her pack
for an afternoon flight to Duro, the house comm system chirped, chirping insstently even after she had
activated the answer-message function.

Throwing her hands up in agesture of surrender, she accepted the call. Han'swasthe last face she
expected to see appear on the display screen.

"It'sjust me" hesaid, smiling lopsidedly while she gaped at hisimage, feding asif months had passed
since they had spoken. The display showed that he was calling from an Abregado-rae space terminal.

"| see you shaved off your beard,” she sad findly.

He rubbed his chin. "Y egh, too itchy."

"Well, at least you look like your old self again.”

He scowled, started to say something, then began again. " Grim business about what happened to the
Ha-pans at Fondor. How's Isolder doing?"

"| figured you'd hear the news sooner or later-even in aplayground like Abregado-rae.”

"Hear about it?' Han said. "'l saw it!"

"Youwhat?'

"| wasthere-at Fondor."

"Y ou were at Fondor," she echoed in disbdlief.

"Dromaand | were chasing after his clanmates. Some of them had managed to get themselves marooned
in adeserted shipyard facility, and the rest were prisoners aboard ayammosk ship. Anyway, it'salong,
boring story. The point is, | saw the Hapan fleet get wiped out. But | thought Fondor's primary went
nova. | didn't know it was Centerpoint.”

Leiapushed her hair back from her forehead. "Y ou redlize that Anakin and Jacen were there.”

Han took hislower lip between histeeth. "Did they fireit?"

Leasnodrilsflared. "Do you think they'd do something like that?"

Han's brow furrowed. "Take it easy. Y ou know | don't listen to the news."



Leathought about telling him about Thrackan Sal-Solo's sudden rise to fame, but decided againgt it,
knowing that Han would find out soon enough.

"Where did you bring the refugees you rescued?!

"Here. But they can't stay for long. Abregado-raeis pulling in the welcome mat.”

Leiasghed. "SELCORE is searching for aworld suitable for relocating everyone. We thought we were
going to be able to count on Ruan, but Salliche Ag is suddenly refusing to accept any refugees.”

Han averted his eyes momentarily. "About Ruan,” he sarted to say.

"SEL CORE is getting some unexpected help from Senator Shesh,” Leiawent on. "I'll let you know as
soon as| hear anything.”

Han nodded. "Long asit's somewhere the Ryn won't be treated like riffraff.”

"Y ou have my word onit." Lelapaused, then added, "Will Dromabe remaining with his clanmates?’
"Yeah. Theway | figureit, heand | are about even.”

"So where does that leave you, Han?"

"I'm not sure. What about you-are you finaly home for good?"

"I'm leaving this afternoon for Duro.”

"Sameold PrincessLeia" he said with asneer. "Then | guessit doesn't matter where | end up.”

She narrowed her eyes for the cam. "Same old Han Solo.”

Hetried to lighten the moment with alaugh. "We are apair, aren't we?'

"l don't know, Han. You tell me."

His eyesflashed. "Well, ook, be sureto let me know what planet SEL CORE decides on.”

"Anything to help the refugees,”" Lela said with counterfeit good humor.

"That'swhét I've been saying al dong.”

Leiafolded her arms. "In that case, our paths are bound to cross one of these days."

"I don't know, sweetheart, it'sabig galaxy."

"Only asbig asyou makeit," she said, deactivating the comm.

In her new office, Vigi Shesh watched afull-color 3-D recording of hersdf being interviewed by
reporters as she had emerged from the closed-session inquest into the command staff's monumental
blunder regarding Cordlliaand Fondor. Although she had been compelled to answer

"No comment" to most of the reporters questions, she decided that she had carried hersalf well and had
surely succeeded in stedling the limelight from Senator Talaam Ranth and others.

The holorecording was about to recycle when the intercom built into her greel-wood desk sounded a
tone.

"Senator Shesh,” her human secretary said, "there's a Pedric Cuf here to see you. He admitsto not
having an appointment, but he claimsthat you have been trying to contact him for the past few months."
Shesh zeroed the holoprojector and leaned back in her swivel chair. "'I've been trying to contact him?"
"That'swhat he says."

When Shesh glanced at the holo display for the reception room, she saw avery tal and gaunt human
gmiling for thecam. "Send himin,” shetold her secretary.

Cuf entered the office amoment later, tendering abrief but dignified bow before settling into the armchair
to which shewaved him.

"I have long anticipated this meeting,”" he began in Core-accented Basic. "I had hoped to speak with you
sooner, but 1've been preoccupied with business mattersin the Outer Rim and in Hutt space.”

Shesh brought her interlaced hands to her lips and studied Cuf over the tops of her extended forefingers.
"| trust that matters concluded to your satisfaction.”

Cuf smiled without showing histeeth. "To be perfectly honest, my associates and | were recently taken
somewhat by surprise by ahogtile bid for power by a Cord-lian firm. But, otherwise, yes, everything has
been working out to our satisfaction.”

Shesh could fed the blood racing through her veins, but she managed to keep her composure. "Why
have you come to see me now?"

"My superiorsthought it agood idea that we become acquainted. To begin with, they wanted to thank
you for your efforts of some months past, in seeing to it that some missing property was returned to us.”



Cuf let the statement hang in the air. Shesh guessed that he was referring to Elan, the phony defector the
Y u-uzhan Vong had attempted to foist on the Jedi Knights, but she couldn't be certain that hewasn't a
New Republic Intelligence agent, hoping to trick her into revealing her part in that affair or the Fondor
cdamity.

"I don't recall helping return any property to you," she said after amoment. "And to befrank, | don't
reca| attempting to contact you. Perhaps you have me confused with someone else.”

Pedric Cuf stared at her. "'l see. Well, perhaps | have made amistake. It wouldn't be the first time a Huitt
hasled me astray.”

"A Hutt," Shesh said.

Cuf laughed shortly. "And here| was, dl set to launch into adiscussion regarding the eventua disposition
of"-he gestured broadly to the windows at Shesh's back-"dll this." He stood up. "A pity we can't do
business, Senator. | suspect we would have made agood team.”

She watched him head for the door, then said, "Did | mention that | like your suit?!

He stopped and turned to her, hissmile back in place. "Y es, it fitsme like aglove, don't you think?
Masksal my imperfections, truly dlowsmeto blend in. | had it specialy made by acompany that's
amply out of thisworld."

"Does the comp any produce aline of women'swear?"

"They offer an exquidteline. In fact, I'm certain they could supply you with outfits perfectly tailored to
your needs." Cuf paused briefly. "That is, of course, if you might, on occasion, be willing to put business
before palitics.”

Shesh waved Cuf back to the chair. "Politicsisapractica professon,” she said. "'If someone has what
you need, then you do business with him or you go without. And persondly, I've dways been more
interested in businessthan | havein politics.



