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They appeared without warning from beyond the edge of galactic space awarrior race called the

Y uuzhan Vong, armed with surprise, treachery, and a bizarre organic technology that proved a match -
too often more than amatch - for the New Republic and itsdlies. Even the Jedi, under the leadership of
Luke Skywalker, found themselves thrown on the defensive, deprived of their greatest strength. For
somehow, inexplicably, the Y uuzhan V ong seemed to be utterly devoid of the Force.

Thefirg strike caught the New Republic unawares, asit struggled to ded with rebellion sown by

Y uuzhan Vong spy Nom Anor and his agents. With the New Republic force thus occupied, the dien
advance fleet launched their firgt assault, which destroyed severa worlds and killed countless beings -
among them the Wookiee Chewbacca, loya friend and partner to Han Solo.

During a brave attempt to contact and make peace with the enemy, Senator Elegos A'Klawas murdered
by Y uuzhan VVong commander Shedao Shai, who dedlivered the body to Elegoss close friend, Jedi
Corran Horn. Horn then challenged Shai to aduel - the prize being the planet Ithor. Horn bested Shai,
but the Y uuzhan V ong destroyed Ithor nonethel ess.

The New Republic government unraveled alittle more with each setback. Soon the Jedi Knights
splintered under the strain. Chafing under what some perceived as Luke's excessive caution, arenegade
group of Jedi under the leadership of Kyp Durron advocated using every available resource to defeat the
Y uuzhan Vong - including unbridled aggression, which could lead only to the dark sde. The philosophical
dispute drove a wedge between the Solo brothers, Jacen and Anakin, while sister Jaina focused instead
on her new role asapilot with the elite Rogue Squadron.

Consumed with guilt for failing to save Chewbacca, Han Solo turned away from hisfamily, seeking
expiation in action - and foiled a'Y uuzhan Vong plot to diminate the Jedi. Han returned with what
seemed to be an antidote to the debilitating illness Mara Jade Skywalker endured. But not even that
victory could erase the loss of his dearest friend - or mend hismarriageto Lela

Leia, too, was beset with guilt. By disregarding avision of the future, Leiafeared she had condemned the
Hapan fleet to ruin at Fonder. A pitched battle at the shipyards was shattered by aweapon of
uncontrollable destructive power fired from Centerpoint Station - a wegpon armed by her younger son,
Anakin.

Now, asthe Y uuzhan Vong tighten their noose and pressinward toward Coruscant and victory, Luke
and Mara, Han and Leiaand their children, aswell asthe New Republic itself, must find the baance they
havelost - before thereis nothing left to lose.

Prologue Lieutenant Jaina Solo rolled her X-wing fighter up onits port S-foil and shoved her throttle
forward. A seed-shaped Y uuzhan Vong cora skipper had been harrying her wingmate. Asit went
evadve, aminuscule black hole gppeared just off itstall and gulped down every splinter of laser energy
Jainapoured into it.

She matched her X-wing's speed to the skip's and pursued. Thereé'd been dozens of battles since Colonel
Gavin Darklighter invited her to join Rogue Squadron. Her pride hadn't faded, but the thrill sure had. Too
many midnight scrambles. Too much degth, too little deep.

But I'm in Rogue Squadron, she reflected, feathering her throttle,not because of who my parentsare, and



not because the forceis strong in my family .

But based on her own piloting skills. Besides, Rogue Squadron ought to include at least one Jedi Knight.
The skip she was chasing swooped toward the Bothan Assault CruiserChampion .Champ wasflying
cover for another refugee convoy. Kaarba's industrialized moon, Hosk, already wobbled in its orbit. The
Stuation was hauntingly smilar to Sernpidd’s last hours, dmost ten months ago. Therewould be even
greater losses, here - to the Kalarbans. But to Jaing, like her dad, Sernpidal had been atragedy that
might never be matched.

Vaping these skips wouldn't bring back Chewbacca, but it helped deaden Jaina's bitter memories.
Keeping onefinger on her stutter trigger, she showered the coral skipper with crimson laser splinters.
Multiple bursts of low-power energy tired and distracted the skips energy-sucking dovin basds. Asthe
colond once puit it, "Tickleitsteeth, then ram afist down itsthroat.”

Her sensor showed the vortex draw back dightly, alittle closer to the enemy ship that projected it. On
her primary screen, a Chiss clawcraft swooped in from behind. "Covering you, Rogue Eleven.”
Now!Jainatightened her index finger on the main firing control, loosing asolid burst from al four of her
lasers. The skip'stiny, projected gravity well bent her laser blagt, but she'd shot high to compensate. The
anomaly sent two of her shotswild. It focused the other two exactly where she wanted them, painting the
crystd-panded cockpit with flaming sheets of light.

Weve got the tactics to beat them in an even fight, now. But it's never even. They keep killing usand
keep coming. Ther ships even heal themsalves The Y uuzhan Vong had converted whole worldsinto
coralskipper nurseries and blasted one of the New Republic's biggest military shipyards, at Fondor.
Surviving mgor yards - Kuat, Mon Caamari, Bilbringi - had goneto full dert, with carrier groups
deployed to defend them.

Crysta shards and hot gravel blasted off the cora skipper, propelling it into adow spird out of thefire
zone. The Y uuzhan Vong pilot didn't gect. They all died with their ships - by choice, it seemed.

Andstill they kept coming, while New Republic pilots were pulled home to defend their own systems.
"You'reclear, Ten," Janaexclamed.

"Thanks, Sticks."

"Anytime." Jainapulled to starboard and spotted a catastrophe in the making. "Rogues, more skips
coming in at 349 mark 18. They're headed forChamp 's drive nacelles.”

"Copy that." Mgor Alinn Varth, commander of Jainasflight, put an edge on her voice. "Timeto make
cord dust. Eleven, Twelve. Onme."

Jaina double-clicked her comm to acknowledge the order, then pushed her throttle forward. She inverted
her X-wing, following Rogue Nine overChampion 's ventral surface, so close and so low she could
amost count rectennae and rivets.

Brevet Admird Gli€oleg Kru, a Twi'lek, commandedChampion . Since Fondor, Jaina heard about a
newly made captain or admird at dmost every engagement. Other worlds recently lost - Gyndine,
Bimmiel, and Tynna. Here at Kdarba, Jainasintelligence briefer had speculated that the dienswere
trying to cut the Corellian Run, avita hyperspace route to the Rim. Druckenwell and Rodia had just gone
tofull dert.

Anather convoy of Kaarban ships, including dozens fleeing the ruin of Hosk Station, had just jumped.
Despite dl effortsto find and destroy a huge dovin basa the Y uuzhan V ong had obvioudy dropped on
Kdarba, Hosk waslosing dtitude with each orbit. Its Hyrotii Zebrafighterswerelong gone, dl ten of its
turbolasers disabled. Enemy vessalsthat showed on her screen as many-legged creatures pursued the
metal-sheathed moon, gobbling up shuttles that lagged behind the convoy. Hosk's polar cluster of towers
was dready skewed more than thirty degreesfrom its normal orientation. Soon Kalarbawould be
another dead world, usdless even to the Y uuzhan Vong.

JainaroundedChampion 's starboard fighter docking baysinto ablazing free-for-all. Three cordskippers
jumped her, flinging brilliant plasmabolts. Her pulse pounded as she went evasive, juking in dl directions
without thinking, keeping her right middle finger tight on the secondary trigger.

"Sparky," she ordered her astromech droid, "I need one hundred percent shields at thirteen meters.”

L ettersflashed on her heads-up display asthe R5 unit, her companion ever since joining Rogue



Squadron, complied just in time. Static buzzed in her headset. A dovin basa grabbed for her shields.
Another new skip vectored low and to port. Jaina feathered her etheric rudder and shoved the stick
over, chasing while stars spun.Just that much closer, Vong. Just that much closer ...

Her torp brackets went red with alock-on. Triumphant, she squeezed off aproton torpedo. Asit rode
blue flame toward the dien fighter, she held course, squeezing off more scarlet splinters, distracting the
dovin basd -

"Eleven,” avoicecried in her ear. "Bresk starboard!”

Hutt dimel Jainagoosed her throttle and broke, pitching againgt her flight harness. The X-wing
shuddered. "I'm hit," she cried. Adrenaline made her clench the controls. She eyed her primary board.
"Still got shields, though." She feethered stick and rudder, bringing the X-wing about. "And maneuvering.”
But now she was mad. Coralskippers, designated scarlet on her heads-up display, swarmedChampion
and its defenders. But one, swooping back towardChampion , had to be the skip that just put scorch
marks on her Sfoils.

Sherammed her throttle forward.

Now she saw the big enemy ship astern of Champion . Just smdler than a Star Destroyer, its
configuration reminded her of some weird marine creature. Itsthickest arm pointed forward, probably
command and control. Two thinner arms stuck out dorsally, two ventraly. From the ventral arms,
blinding plasmawas dready pouring out atChampion .

Two flights of New Republic E-wings swooped in to hit the new arrival. Staying hot on her skip'stall,
Jainasqueezed her stutter trigger.

"Rogues." The colond's cry caught her off guard. "Somebody just suckedChamp 's shields. Get clear!”
What had they done, brought in another big one just out of Jainasline of sight? She wrenched her stick
and punched for full speed.

She was passingChampion 's port nacelle when light broke through from deep insde. Sowly, with an
eerie, fata beauty, a seam opened onChamp ‘s glossy side.

"Sticks" avoice shouted in her ear. "Eleven, get clear!”

"Full power, Sparky!" Jainacdled. "Go -"

The blast flung her againgt her instrument pandl. Rudder pedal's seemed to crush up through her legs. Her
cockpit's sides buckled, then vanished. A sren shrieked in her ears, blaring in rhythm with asynthesized
voice.

"Ejection. Ejection.”

Sheflailed down into the Force, grasping desperately. Almost ...

A white explosion of pain washed awareness avay.

Chapter 1 Jacen Solo stood with hisfather outside the mud-block refugee hut they were sharing on
Duro. Jacen's brown coverals had accumulated alayer of grit and dust, and hiswavy, dark-brown hair
fell over hisears, not quite long enough to pull back in atail. Under atranducent gray dome, tension
wrapped around him like aZharan glass-snake - invisible, but so palpable through the Force that he
could amogt fed itscoils condtrict.

Something was about to happen. He could fed it coming when he listened through the Force. Something
vitd, but ...

What?

A Ryn female - velvet-furred with aspiked mane, her tail and forearm bristles graying with age - stood
talking to Jacen's dad, Han Solo.

"Those are our caravan ships," she bellowed, waving her hands. "Ours." She snorted, and the
breathwhonked through four holesin her chitinous besk.

Han siwung around, narrowly missing Jacen with hisleft arm. "And right at this moment, we can't afford to
take them offworld to run systems checks. Y ou've been in aredtricted area, Mezza."

Splashes of red-orange fur highlighted M ezza's soft taupe coat.

Her bluetail tip trembled, agesture Jacen had learned to interpret asimpatience.

"Of courseweve beenin the shiplot,” she snapped. "There's never been a security fence Ryn couldn't
get inside, and those are our caravan ships. Ours." She tapped her threadbare vest, which covered an



ample chest. "And don't tell metotrust you, Captain. We do. It's SEL CORE we don't trust. SEL CORE,
and the people up there." She waved her arm skyward.

Han's mouth twitched, and seventeen-year-old Jacen could amost fed him trying not to laugh. Jacen's
dad could sympathi ze with refugees making unofficial reconnaissances, especidly on board their own
ships. But Han wasin charge, now. Instead of showing his amusement, he was supposed to enforce
SELCORE regulations - publicly, at least, for the sake of afew juvenile offenders. He and Mezzawould
undoubtedly settlethe red issueslater, in private.

So Han plunged back into the argument.

Jacen watched the show, trying to pick up one more piece of the puzzle hefdt in every cell of hisbeing.
Trained asaJedi and unusualy perceptive, he could tell that the Force was about to move. To shift.
Thistime, he didn't dare missthe clues.

Hisright cheekbone twinged. He touched it self-conscioudy, then swept hishair back from hisface. It
needed cutting, but no one here cared what he looked like. Hislegs were till growing, his shoulders
broadening. Hefdt like an awkward hybrid of trained Jedi and barely grown boy.

Heleaned againgt his hut's outer wall and stared out over his new home. The dome had been engineered
by SEL CORE, the New Republic Senate Select Committee for Refugees, to hold athousand settlers.
Naturally, twelve hundred had been squeezed in. Besides these outcast Ryn, there were several hundred
desperate humans, delicate Vors, Vuvrians with their enormous round heads - and one young Huit.

And the relentless Y uuzhan V ong kept siweeping across the gal axy, destroying whole worlds, endaving
or sacrificing planetary populations. Lush Ithor, lawless Ord Mantell, and Obroa-skai with its fabulous
libraries - dl had fallen to the merciless invaders. Hutt space and the Mid Rim worlds dong the Cordlian
Run were under attack. If the Y uuzhan V ong could be stopped, the New Republic hadn't figured out
how.

Han Solo stood with hisleft hand on his hip, arguing with Mezza, who led thelarger of two Ryn clan
remnants, but keeping one eye on the transgressors, agroup of youths about Jacen's age, with fading
juvenile stripes on their cheeks. The Ryn clans occupied one of Settlement Thirty-two'sthree
wedge-shaped arrays of blue-roofed huts. The synthplas dome arched overhead, as gray as the polluted
miststhat swirled outside.

Jacen had been blessed - or cursed - with asensitivity that he once hid behind labored jokes, and he did
find it easy to see both sides of dmost any argument. Part of hisjob herewasto help his dad negotiate.
Han tended to cut to solutions, ingtead of listening to both parties points of view. Han had chased the
Ryn over half the New Republic, trying to gather his new friend Dromals invas on-scattered clanmates.
Asworld after world closed its doors to refugees, the Ryn had been beggared, duped, and betrayed.
They'd taken terrible losses. They needed a sponsor.

So arductant Han Solo registered with the burgeoning Select Committee for Refugees. " Just long enough
to settle them someplace.” That was how he explained it to Jacen, anyway.

Jacen had fled here from Coruscant. Two months ago, the New Republic had called him and his brother
Anakin to Centerpoint Station, the massive hyperspace repulsor and gravity lensin the Corellian system.
Thered been hope that Anakin, who had activated Centerpoint once before, could enable it again.
Military advisers had hoped to lure the Y uuzhan Vong into attacking Cordllia, and they meant to use
Centerpoint as an interdiction field, to trap the enemy ingde Corellian space - and then wipe them out.
Even Uncle Luke hoped the station might be used only in its shielding capacity, not as aweapon.

The New Republic might never recover from the catastrophe that followed.

Jacen could see stressin his dad's lined face and his labored stride, and in the gray growing into his hair.
Even &fter all these years of hobnobbing with bureaucrats and tolerating hiswife's protocol droid,
patience clearly wasn't his strong suit.

Standing on the beaten-dust lane outside the Solos' hut, Mezzals opposing clan leader twisted his own tail
between strong hands. The fur on Romany'sforearms, and thetip of histail, stood out like bleached
bristles.

"Soyour clan,”" Han said, pointing at Romany, "thinksyour clan” - pointing now a Mezza- "islikely to
hijack our trangport ships and strand everybody e se here on Duro? Isthat it?!



Someone at the back of Romany's group shouted, "1 wouldn't put it past them, Solo.”

Another Ryn stepped forward. "We were better off in the Corporate Sector, dancing for creditsand
telling fortunes. At least there we had our own ships. We could hide our children from poisoned air. And
€ven more poisonous ... words."

Han stuck his handsinto his dusty coveral pockets and caught Jacen's glance. Jacen could amost look
him in the eye, nowadays.

"Any suggestions?' Han muttered.

"They'rejust venting their frustrations now," Jacen observed.

He glanced up. The gray synthplas dome over their heads had been imported in accordion folds and
unfurled over three arched metal struts. The refugees were reinforcing it with webs of native rock fiber,
roughly half the colony working double shifts to sirengthen the dome and their prefab huts. The other half
labored outside, at apit-mine "reservoir” and water purification Site assigned by SEL CORE.

Abruptly Han flung up an arm and shouted, "Hey!"

Jacen spun around in time to see one young male Ryn somersault out of Romany's group and crouch for
figticuffs. Two from Mezza's group body-blocked him with surprising grace. Within seconds, Han was
wading into an out-and-out melee that looked too graceful to actually endanger anyone. Ryn were natural
gymnasts. They swung their opponents by their bristled tails, hooting through their beskslike aflock of
astromech droids. They dmost seemed to be dancing, playing, releasing their tensdons. Jacen opened his
mouth to say,Don't stop them. They need to cut loose.

At that moment, he collapsed, his chest flashing with fire asif held been torn open. Hislegs burned so
fiercely he could dmost fed hot shrgpnel. The pain blasted down hislegs, theninto hisears.

Jana?

Joined through the Force even before they were born, he and Jaina had always been able to tell when the
other was hurt or afraid. But for him to sense her over the distances that lay between them now, she
must've been terribly -

The pain winked off.

"Jaina" he whispered, appdled. "No!"

He stretched out toward her, trying to find her again. Barely aware of fuzzy shapes clustering around him
and aRyn voice hooting for amedica droid, hefdt asif he were shrinking - falling backwardsinto
vacuum. He tried focusing deep inside and outside himself, to grab on to the Force and punch out - or
dipinto aheding trance. Could he take Jainawith him, if he did? Uncle Luke had taught him a dozen
focusing techniques, back at the academy, and since then.

Jacen.

A voice seemed to echo in hismind, but it wasn't Jainas. It was deep, mae - vagudy like hisuncles.
Making an effort, Jacen imagined his unclesface, trying to focus on that echo. An enormous white vortex
seemed to spin around him. It pulled at him, drawing him toward its dazzling center.

What was going on?

Then he saw hisuncle, robed in pure white, half turned away. Luke Skywalker held his shimmering
lightsaber in adiagona stance, hands at hip leve, point high.

Jainal Jacen shouted the words in hismind.Uncle Luke, Jaina's been hurt!

Then he saw what held his uncl€e's attention. In the dim distance, but clearly in focus, a second form
sraightened and darkened. Tall, humanoid, powerfully built, it had aface and chest covered with sinuous
scars and tattoos. Its hips and legs were encased in rust-brown armor. Claws protruded from its heels
and knuckles, and an ebony cloak flowed from its shoulders. The dien held a coa-black, snake-headed
amphigtaff acrossits body, mirroring the angle of Luke'slightsaber, pitting poisonous darkness against
verdant light.

Utterly confused, Jacen stretched out through the Force. First he sensed the figurein white asa
respected uncle - then abruptly as a powerful depth, blazing in the Force like astar gone nova. But
acrossthisdowly spinning disk, where Jacen'sinner vision presented a Y uuzhan Vong warrior, his Force
sense picked up nothing at dl. Through the Force, dl Y uuzhan VVong did seem utterly lifeless, likethe
technology they vilified.



The dien swung its amphistaff. The Jedi Master's lightsaber blazed, swept down, and blocked the swing,
brightening until it washed out dmost everything dsein thisvison. The Y uuzhan V ong's amphistaff
seemed darker than any absence of light, a darkness that seemed alive but promised degth.

The broad, spinning disk on which they both stood finaly dowed. It focused into billions of stars. Jacen
picked out the familiar map of known space.

Luke dropped into afighting stance, poised near the galaxy's center, the Deep Core. Heraised his
lightsaber and held it high, near hisright shoulder, pointing inward. From three points of darkness,
beyond the Rim, tattooed assailants advanced.

More of them? Jacen redlized thiswas avision, not abattle unfolding in front of him, with little to do with
histwin Sgter.

Or maybe everything to do with her! Did these new invaders symbolize other invasion forces, more
worldships - besides the ones that were already beating back everything the New Republic could throw
at them? Reaching out to Jaina, maybe he had tapped the Force itsalf - or maybe it broke through to him.
The galaxy seemed to teeter, poised between light and darkness. Luke stood close to the center,
counterweighing the dark inveders.

But astheir numbersincreased, the balance tipped.

Uncle Luke, Jacen shouted.What should | do?

Luke turned away from the advancing Y uuzhan Vong. Looking to Jacen with somber intensity, he tossed
his lightsaber. It flew in alow, humming arc, trailing pale green sparks onto the galactic plane.

Eyeing the advancing horde, Jacen felt another enemy try to seize him anger, from deep in his heart. Fear
and fury focused his strength. If he could, he would utterly destroy the Y uuzhan VVong and dl they stood
for! He opened ahand, stretched out hisarm ...

And missed.

The Jedi weapon sailed past him. As anger released him, fear took atighter hold. Jacen flailed, leapt,
tried stretching out with the Force. Luke'slightsaber sailed on, shrinking and dimming with distance.
Now the galaxy tipped more quickly. A dark, deadly tempest gathered around the alien warriors.
Disarmed, L uke stretched out both hands. First he, then his enemies, swelled to impossible sizes.

Instead of human and aien figures, now Jacen saw light and darkness as entirely separate forces. Even
thelight terrified him in its grandeur and mgesty. The gaaxy seemed poised to plunge toward evil, but
Jacen couldn't help taring at the fearful light, spellbound, burning hisretinas.

A Jedi knows no fear... Hed heard that athousand times, but this sensation was no cowardly urgeto
run. Thiswas awe, it was reverence - a passionate longing to draw nearer. To servethe light and transmit
itsgrandeur.

But compared to the forces battling around him, he was only atiny point. Helpless and unarmed, besides
- because of one moment's dark anger. Had that misstep doomed him? Not just him, but the galaxy?

A voice like Luke's, but deeper, shook the heavens.Jacen , it boomed.Stand firm.

The horizon tilted farther. Jacen lunged forward, determined to lend his small weight to Luke'sside, to the
light.

He misstepped. He nailed for Luke's hand, but missed again. And again, hisweight fell dightly - by
centimeters - toward the dark enemies.

Luke seized hishand and held tightly.Hang on, Jacen! The dope steepened under their feet. Stars
extinguished. The Y uuzhan VVong warriors scrambled forward. Whole star clusters winked out, adark
cascade under clawed enemy feet.

Painly, the strength of ahundred-odd Jedi couldn't keep the galaxy from falling to this menace. One
misstep - at one critica moment, by one pivotal person - could doom everyone they'd sworn to protect.
No military force could stop thisinvasion, because it was aspiritua battle. And if one pivota person fell
to the dark side - or even used the ravishing, terrifying power of light in awrong way - then thistime,
everything they knew might dideinto tifling darkness.

Isthat it?he cried toward the infinite distance.

Again, Jacen perceived the wordsin avoice that was utterly familiar but too deep to be Luke's.Stand
firm, Jacen.



One of the Y uuzhan Vong legpt toward him. Jacen gasped and flung out both arms -

And grabbed aflimsy bedsheet. Helay on his back, on a cot under a corrugated blue synthplasroof. The
room was bigger than arefugee shelter. It had to be the medical end of the dome's hardened control
shed.

"Junior," another familiar voice drawled. "Hey, there. Glad you could join us™"

Jacen looked up into hisfather'swry haf smile. Worry lines crowded Han's eyes. Behind him, the Ryn
named Droma clutched and twisted his soft red and blue cap, and hislong mustachios drooped. In recent
months, Dromahad become hisdad's ... what? His friend, his assistant? Certainly not a partner or
copilot, but area presence.

The settlement's most valuable droid, a2-1B medica unit that Han pirated no-one-knew-where, lingered
on Jacen's other Sde, retracting aflexible bresth mask.

"What happened?' Han looked befuddled. "Hit your head on the way down? Skinny, here-"

Droma pointed at the droid and finished Han's sentence. "- wants to dump you into the bactatank." Ryn
were shrewd observers, perceptive enough to lock into other people's thought patterns and finish their
sentences.

Han swung toward hisfriend. "Listen, bristle-face. When | want to say something, I'll say it -"

"Jaing," Jacen managed. The back of his skull throbbed in rhythm with his pulse. Evidently hehad hit it as
hefell. He dmost opened his mouth to describe what he'd seen, but he hesitated. Han was aready
confused by Jacen'semotiona paralysis, and the way he'd begged out of the other Jedi's rescue and
fact-finding missons. As hard as Jacen had tried to pull back from Jedi concerns, the Force wouldn't
leave him done. It was his heritage, hisdestiny.

And if thefate of billions rested on a balance point so narrow that one misstep could doom everyone, did
he dare even mention hisvison until his own path seemed clear? Hed dmost gotten himsdlf endaved
once, following avison into danger. The Y uuzhan Vong had gone so far asto plant one of their deadly
coral seeds againgt his cheekbone. Maybe thistime, he'd been given a private warning to steer clear of
some dangerous course. Would he know it when it opened up in front of him?

Thisvison hadn't eased hisconfusion at all.

"What?" hisfather demanded. "What about Jaina?'

Jacen squeezed his eyes shut, refusing to trividize the Force by using it to ease aheadache What isit , he
begged the unseen Force that you want meto do?

Or would he cause the next gdactic catastrophe by trying to prevent it?

"We've got to contact Rogue Squadron,” Jacen blurted. "I think she's been hurt.”

Chapter 2 At the control shed's other end, ashapely young Ryn femae sat near the middle of awall of
mostly dark displays, cradling achild in her Iap. The colony's resdent Hutt - Randa Besadii Diori - lay
snoozing along the near wall. Hislong tan-colored tail twitched.

"Piani." Han Solo stepped into the main room right behind Jacen. "We need aline out.”

The smile faded below Piani's chitinous beak. Ryn were such sensitive body-language readers that she
was probably closing in on what had them worried. "Outsystem?"' she asked.

"Yes" Jacen said. "Can you raise the relay repeater? We need to get a message to my sister, with Rogue
Squadron.”

Piani eased her deegping child away from her shoulder, then laid him in a padded cargo crate on the floor.
"I'll try," she promised. "But you know Admira Dizzlewit. St down, have abedjie”

She motioned toward a Sideboard, where severa small, dark fungi steamed beside a hefty pot of caf.
Bedjies were easy to raise - seed a shdlow tank with spores, wait aweek, and come back with anet.
They were becoming standard refugee fare.

Jacen wasn't even dightly hungry, but Han grasped one between thumb and forefinger and nibbled.
Steamed, unspiced bedjies were unspeakably bland, but the Ryn matriarchs had taken to hoarding their
herbs.

"Solo!" Randa awoke from his ngp. Herolled over and ponderously pulled his upper body into the air.
"Why areyou here?'

Jacen had tried to get dong with Randa. Raised as a spice merchant, sent by the Hutts to run davesfor



the Y uuzhan VVong, Randa had defected at Fondor - supposedly.

"Getting amessage out,”" Jacen said numbly.A Jedi knows no fear , held been taught.Fear is of the dark
gde

Fear for himsdlf, he could thrust aside. But for Jaina? He couldn't help being afraid for hissister. They
were linked a an uncanny depth.

Still young, relatively light, and lithe enough to move under his own power, Randa dithered closer.
"What areyou doing here?' Han demanded.

Randa puffed out hisdoping chest. "'l told you. With my parent Borgadefending Na Huttawith only half
the clans support - and pregnant with my sibling, at that - where am |”? Stranded, as shipless as one of
theseidiot Vors. | am willing to stand communication watch day and night. That way, | will hear any
news from home and free up your workersfor -"

"Well talk about it," Han interrupted. "Piani, what -"

Scowling, the Ryn whirled her chair away from her set. "'l can't even get through to Dizzlewit. Heleft
orders. 'No civilian use of relay without authorization," she mocked. "So | gpplied for authorization.” She
shook her long, deek mane of hair. "I can notify you assoon as| get it."

Han glared. He and the Duros Admira Darez Wuht had ended up crosswise twice before hisfirst week
on Duro ran out. Admiral Wuht hadn't even tried to pretend he felt hospitable toward refugees.

It'd been hoped that the Y uuzhan V ong wouldn't be interested in a planet that was nearly dead.

SEL CORE, searching the Core region for aplace to locate millions of war refugees, had struck adedl
with the Duros High House, one of the few remaining loca governmentsthat till seemed willing to accept
refugees a al. Displaced people could help reclaim its surface, bring abandoned manufacturing plants
back on-line, and take over the food-synthesis plantsthat <till fed Durosin their orbita cities. Duroswho
had worked groundside could go home. Refugees with military experience, it had been argued, might
even help defend Duro's vita trading hubs, including one of the New Republic's top ten remaining
shipyards.

Except that the refugees weren't volunteering for military servicein anything like the numbers Wuht
anticipated.

Commanding the orbital cities overlapping planetary shidds, four squadrons of fighters, and the Mon Ca
cruiserPoesy , Admira Wuht provided the refugees some cover, even asthe orbita cities retooled for
military production. With the Fondor shipyardslost and al the other main military shipyards such obvious
targets, the New Republic was hadtily decentralizing military production.

Unfortunately, most of the New Republic's other warshipsin this area had been redeployed to Bothawui,
or out the Corelian Run. Jacen had heard that the Adumari had attempted aflanking attack on Y uuzhan
Vong positions up near Bilbringi. He hoped it wastrue.

Jacen eyed Piani's comm board. "How's the cable to Gateway? Could we get them to send out asignal
fager?'

Thanksto SELCORE's officia presence at that nearby settlement, Gateway reportedly had a
dependable uplink, even an out-link. Insulated fiber cables connected the two domes, but Duro's only
surviving fauna - mutant fefze beetles - found fiber cables perfectly tasty. Duro's corrosive atmosphere
wastoo murky for line-of-sght transmitting or satellite bouncing.

Predictably, Piani shook her head. "Gateway's scheduled to send out a cablerider in two days.”
Gateway was bigger, just older, and much better established than this settlement.Better organized , Jacen
guessed, not that he meant to criticize his dad. Han was giving Settlement Thirty-two hisdl. Thirty-two
maintained a pipeline that provided Gateway with water, which was reclaimed from an ancient numbered
pit mine. Gateway maintained the communication cable and supplemented Thirty-two's food production.
Han thrust his handsinto his pockets and eyed Jacen, raising one eyebrow. "Y ou're not chasing mynocks
with aflitterfly net?'

"l hope | am." Jacen fingered hair back behind hisears. "I didn't want to get you worried -"

"Were at war. Everybody'sworried.”

The moment passed without either of them mentioning Chewbacca, and Jacen drew a shalow breath of
relief. These days, nearly everyone had suffered at least oneloss. Piani's mate hadn't reached Gyndine's



capita city intimeto catch an evac ship. Hewaslikely dead, or worse. They al had to carry on.

"What can | doto help?' Randa dithered closer.

"Nothing," Han snapped. He turned to Jacen. "Tdl meif it'simportant. If you need this checked, I'll see
what we can raise on theFalcon ." He gestured toward the dome's main entry.

A caravan'sworth of ragtag ships had been hauled from the landing crater by mammoth cross-terrain
crawlers - equipment courtesy of SEL CORE, designated for reclamation work - and parked under
tarps, protected from corrosive falout. The security guards had just turned Mezzas young clanmates out
of that area.

Jacen'sworry for Jaina struggled with his administrative concerns as his dad's assistant - for about three
seconds. "Yes," hesaid, glancing guiltily at Piani, who belonged to Mezza's clan and wasn't much older
than the offenders. "It'simportant.”

"Right." Han pointed at Randa. "Y ou stay here. Let me know what you hear out of Nal Hutta."
"Depend on me, Captain." Randa plucked abedjie off Piani's hot plate and dropped it wholeinto his
mouth.

Twelve minutes later, Jacen perched on theMillennium Falcon's high-backed copilot's seat. Han
whacked abulkhead, not in the joking way Jacen had seen him do it so many times, but angrily.

"Hey," Han growled, "foss|. Gimme generator, and | don't mean tomorrow.”

And initsinimitable way, theFa con produced aglimmering array of lights.

Han dropped into his own seat and flicked three switches. "' Give her a minute to come up.”

"Right," Jacen assured him.l know was what he wanted to say, but he understood. Han had recovered
enough from Chewi€e's death to have theFalcon modified - including better air scrubbersfor ferrying
refugees, and anonreflective black exterior that Chewie would've howled over - but hed never ingtdled
astandard copilot's chair. Just being on board the beloved hunk of junk made Jacen dightly nervous.
Jacen eyed awire bundle that hung from a half-opened bulkhead. Han and Droma came out here now
and again.Tinkering , Han called it. Therapy , Dromawhispered.

They waited in silence. The weeks when Han's grief had overwhelmed them dl drifted up into Jacen's
memory. He'd happened into a cantinawhen Han had gone looking for oblivion. And on aworse night,
he'd heard Han scald Leia, using words that never should've been spoken and could hardly be forgiven.
Jacen had never mentioned that night to his mom. She probably hoped Jacen had forgotten.

Jacen doubted his dad remembered even saying them. He hoped his mother could somehow forget.
Pain wasn't dways a bad thing, though. Jacen dmost wished Jaina's pain would blast back into his
awareness. At least that would mean shewas alive.

They might find out in afew minutes.

A cascading rhythm of beeps rang in the cockpit as the repeeter frequency came dive. Han dapped atile
on the bulkhead. " Solo here, in theMillennium Falcon . Cdll isfor Coruscant, New Republic military. |
want Colond Darklighter's office."

Then they waited again.

"Jacen," Han said softly. "What's scared you off from using the Force? Two years ago, you were as gung
ho as Anakin. | haven't seen you levitate anything since you got here.”

Jacen gripped the arms of Chewbaccals chair. "It's complicated.” His dad wasn't criticizing. Hejust didn't
understand. He'd aready said he was glad for Jacen's help, but now that Jacen had bailed out of the
larger fight, he wasfdling farther and farther behind his Jedi sblings.

"Try me." Han's eyes bored into Jacen.

Jacen had told him what happened at Centerpoint. The powerful hyperspace repulsor and gravity lens
had responded to Anakin'stouch, al right. It reactivated just as before.

And at that moment, the Y uuzhan Vong fleet - the one that the New Republic had hoped to lureto
Cordllia- appeared out of hyperspace at Fonder instead.

Han's cousin Thrackan Sal-Solo insisted that the mighty shield should be used as an offensive wesgpon.
Hetried to bully Anakin into firing at the Y uuzhan Vong across the vast distance between systems.
Jacen begged Anakin not to take the shot. Firing that wegpon would have been the ultimate aggression.
Anakin yielded to Jacen. For one moment, the brothers shared atrue moral victory.



Then Thrackan seized the controls. He blasted the Y uuzhan V ong battle group and decimated the noble
flotilla that Hapes had sent to the New Republic's aid, thanks to Leia Organa Solo's diplomatic efforts.
The Y uuzhan Vong retrested, the surviving Hapans fled home, and now, Thrackan Sal-Solo was being
hailed asa hero.

"l could'vefired Centerpoint without hitting the Hapans," Anakin had indsted. Jacen had ressted
believing him for amost aweek. Then the self-doubts caught him. Maybe Anakin could've doneit all.
Destroyed the diens, spared the Hapans, saved Fondor.

Whendid aggressive defense become the aggression that was forbidden to Jedi?

Keeping only hislightsaber, Jacen found passage from Coruscant to Duro. If he couldn't fight dongside
Uncle Luke and the others, maybe he could at least help his father manage refugees.

Now, surdly, hewas on the right path. "1 only know that you can't fight darkness with darkness." That
didn't explain anything. Hetried again. "So maybe a Jedi shouldn't fight violence with violence, either.
Sometimes, | even think that the more youfight evil, the more you empower it."

Han Solo opened his mouth to protest.

"It'sdifferent for us," Jacen indsted. "'If we use the Force aggressively, that can lead to the dark side. But
where does stirong action become aggresson? The line keeps blurring -"

The console begped, rescuing him. "Rogue Squadron,” atenor voice rang in the cockpit, "Colond
Daklighter's office. Captain Solo, isthat you? We were just trying to raise you."

Jacen's heart plunged through his scomach.

"Yeah, it'sme" hisfather growled. "Were checking on Jaina."

"Good timing," the voice answered. "ThisisMgor Harthis, by theway. Jainas X-wing has been
destroyed in afirefight. Shehad to go EV. A fellow pilot brought her in.”

"Injured?

"Legs, chest. Bacta ought to take care of it."

Han grunted as Jacen exhaed in relief.

"Her pressure suit held, but she was close to an attack cruiser, one of ours, when the drive blew. She got
amassive mag-field exposure.”

Jacen'sblood turned icy. "Will she recover?”

Han echoed his question into the pickup.

The voice hesitated. "Tentatively, yes. Well update you as soon aswe know. Were aso trying to raise
her mother. IsLeiawith you?'

"lsn't she back on Coruscant?'

"No, Captain. SEL CORE adminigtration seemsto have lost her."

"Lost her?' Han echoed sarcasticdly. "Sorry. | can't hep with that."

Jacen flicked the consoles edge. "I could stay out here," he offered. "I'll try to find her.”

Han's eyesfocused on something in the distance. "Sure,” he said. The painin his voice reminded Jacen
that things were not well between his parents. "Y ou do that."

LeiaOrgana Solo glanced into adark corner, where her young bodyguard Basbakhan stood like a
darker shadow. She hadn't taken on a planetwide project since ... was it Basbakhan's homeworld,
Honoghr?

She sat at the head of along synthwood table. Surrounded by bickering scientists, she would've liked to
cradle her head in both hands, plug her ears, and demand that they stop acting like children.

Duro did that to people.

Conditions here were appalling. Still, with Borsk Fey'lyaclinging to power on Coruscant, thiswas one
way she could shore up the New Republic, protect the Jedi's reputation, and wear herself out so
thoroughly that every night she dropped onto her cot too exhausted to worry about her own scattered
family. Over the past year, sheld been bounced from system to system, caught up in on-again, off-again
adminigtrative and diplomatic work, wherever the New Republic's Advisory Council pretended not to
send her.



Evenif shewas arting to fed like anonperson, this Duro project might be the most significant job she
ever took on. To remake aworld in these terrible times would be an enormous victory.

Her recondiructive meteorologist clenched afist on the table-top. "Look," the scientist growled, glaring at
the huge, furry Taz Sitting opposite her. "There were excellent reasons for setting our domes on the dry
sde of theseranges. The worst toxinsfal with therains. Any settlement placed on awet side, like our
partner Thirty-two, will be utterly unsuitable for spiro-grass rangeland, but idedl for water reclamation. If
wetry to ater our wind patterns, well set up an environmenta catastrophe.”

"Would anyone even notice a catastrophe?' The Talz sat with hislarge, lower pair of eyes shut, hissmall
upper pair blinking dowly. "Rangeland needs more water than you seem to think. With al due respect ..."
He nodded up the table to Leia. "Not only here, but in other areas, we cannot depend on mined
groundwater. It's saturated with soluble toxins and costly to pump.”

"Whilewere here-" A Ho'Din plant-development specidist rested his off-green forearms on the
tabletop. Hislong legsamost didn't fit under the conference table. "1 would like to petition for Sector
Four of the reclaimed marshlands. | have severa promising vegetative species under development -"

"| apologize for interrupting my esteemed colleague,” the ceredl's specidist put in. "But Sector Four was
promised to the grains project -"

"And where's Cree Ar?' The meteorologist, Sidris Kolb, spoke Leias mind. So far, Dr. Dassid CreeAr
had missed every one of these weekly meetings.

Not that | blame him, Leiathought wryly, watching the Ho'Din pass her datapad back to her personal
aide, Abbela Oldsong. At each meeting, they downloaded their current research into Leids adminigtrative
files. CreeAr, aplant geneticist, sent his reports via his own datapad.

Leia had known many truly eccentric people, whose brilliance showed not only in their results, but in odd
persona habits - Zakarisz Ghent, the dicer-turned-intelligence expert, came to mind. Fired by her vision
of creating a haven for refugeeswho'd lost everything but their lives, and could yet lose even that, Leia
had agreed to work as aliaison between this bickering gang of researchers and SEL CORE back on
Coruscant. The researchers were happier donein their labs, or surrounded by afew subservient techs.
She didn't put her name on that weekly report. She was sick of dealing with Coruscant's new breed of
bureaucrats and their veiled condescension. They could find her if they tried hard enough.

Leiacouldn't fault CreeAr'stechsfor their devotion. His most recent breskthrough, cooperating with the
digtinguished microbiologist Dr. Williwalt, had been abacteriad dudge capable of top-fermenting tanks of
toxic, pollution-laden water pumped out of the swamps. It digested the leavings of Imperid war factories,
leaving rich organic sediment and agaseous factor they could collect and usefor fud.

Under Cre€Ar's supervision, refugees were pouring local-made duracrete into SEL CORE-imported
forms, dividing sectors of the toxic marsh that Gateway dome surmounted. They'd created Sx miniature
ecosystems, cleansed six haf-klick squares of marshland, added tons of cleansed soil-building materid,
and created Duro'sfirgt arable croplands since the Duros | eft the surface.

No wonder CreeAr didn't take time off for staff meetings. He probably was astired of bureaucracy as
Lelawas hersdf. She had wrung a hefty SEL CORE budget out of the New Republic's Advisory Council
as her payment for traveling to the Rapes Cluster and begging for the Hapans military aid - her own
contribution to the Centerpoint disaster.

Mustn't think about that. It wasn't her fault. Wasn't even Thrackan's, redlly. No one had intended to see
the Hapan fleet wiped out.

It al came down to communication. It bothered her that the paired settlements could barely keep the
cablesintact. How could she supervise a planetary reclamation project, asymbol of rebirth amidst dl this
death and loss, when no other settlement reported to her scientists on aregular basis?

Her ceredls man turned to the elderly microbiologist. "What we redlly need," he suggested, "isastrain of
microbesthat will digest particulates out of the air. Then we could take down the domes and move out
onto the surface.”

"That'strue," Leiasaid dryly. "Until we scatter, were sitting flinks for Y uuzhan V ong sharpshooters.”
The cereds man's bushy eyebrows shot up.

How like ascientist, she reflected, so involved in his own project that he'd forgotten the galaxy staring



over hisshoulder.

Abbela Oldsong findly finished taking Leas datapad around. Adjusting her pale-blue shoulder wrap, she
handed the datapad to Leia, who eyed the readout, then saved new information before returning it. As
usual, CregAr'sfilewaslongest. All thiswould go into her weekly burst for SELCORE. She nodded to
her aide, who hurried out with the datapad.

"Thank you for taking time out of your busy schedules. Remember," Leiaadded somberly, "anything we
do at cross-purposes not only dows our effort but wastes the resources SEL CORE iswilling to send.”
Gateway and Thirty-two were dready a odds, co-opting each others shipments whenever they could.
"I'll seewhat | can do," she promised her rangeland manager, "about getting you afreighter load of those
inorganics”

"Thank you." Aj Koenes, the Talz, opened one large eyeto glare at meteorologist Kolb.

Leiaemerged from the research building, which was an elegant prefab shipped in by SELCORE. Her
own office, due south in the cylindrical admin complex, would take agood stiff walk to reach. She
wanted to move and think. Basbakhan followed at a distance, happiest when sheignored him. That way,
he could keep his mind on his sworn obligation to protect her. She strode down Main Street, asthey'd
taken to cdling it, swinging both arms.

Gateway had been erected on the ruins of Tayana, an ancient Duros mining city. Under the new refugee
huts, two upturned rock layers came together, one relatively soft and one exceptiondly dense. Leia
hoped to convert the old hard-rock minesinto shelters, in case of breaches in the dome or other
emergencies. SEL CORE had sent two mammoth stone-chewing machines, and she'd been promised a
date-of-the-art mining laser.

If she paused and stood still, she could hear the big chewers underfoot.

Chewers.

Chewie.

Leias chest ached every time she thought of the beloved Wookiee. She strode on, frowning. She
couldn't flinch every time something reminded her of hisname. Naturdly, it'd taken afaling moon to kill
the big Wook. Duro had no moon, only twenty orbital cities.

On her |€ft, an open-sided barn housed her mgor construction machinery, used for outside projects and
new housing.

Housing! Shed been warned to expect an influx of Falleen and Rodians.

Not at Gateway, she hoped. That combination would be explosive. Refugee settlements were springing
up al around the planet's equator. They nestled like baby Vors under the protective orbital cities,
sheltered by their planetary shields.

A new neighborhood lay beyond the construction barn, afew duracrete-block buildings made from her
engineers experimenta concoctions - local cement, mixed with marsh grass that'd been steeped in an
antitoxin brew and then heat-dried. Beyond that, a hydroponics complex gave off the unsubtle odor of
organic fertilizer.

She entered the admin complex by its north door, then plodded up aflight of Sairsthat circled an interior
light-well. A U2C1 housekeeping droid hummed softly, its hosdlike arms sweeping back and forth,
rattling with the pebbles that constantly fell out of local duracrete. Two storiestall, plus abasement, this
building had been consgtructed on-site by SEL CORE before the big ships|ft.

Wasthat only nine weeks ago? Leia opened the door of the sparsaly furnished room that served her as
office and quarters. Near the north-facing window - which overlooked the research building, construction
shed, and a patchwork of refugee families straggly garden plots - she'd placed the massive SELCORE
desk. A stranger had offered a pair of heirloom wall sconces. "1 don't want to burn down our tent,” sheldd
explained, so Leiaagreed to keep them until that family took permanent housing in the new apartments
Leiahoped to build, the projected Bail Organa complex.

Along the left wall were her cot and a cooking unit. The refresher was down the hall.

Something smelled odd. C-3PO stood beside the focus cooker.

His head swiveled. "Good evening, Migtress Leia. | am sorry, thiswould have been more savory an hour

ago-"



"Not your problem, Threepio." She sank down at the table. "I'll eat now, before it gets any worse.™
Whatever it was - probably soypro cutlets, beside apile of loca greensthat had been overcooked to a
dimy gel - probably had been tasty once. She made appreciative noises for C-3PO's sake. His culinary
programming wasn't at fault. Her meeting had gone long.

Hetook up hisusud position at the routing board, assigning incoming supplies and checking duty ligts. He
would spend the night working there,

"May | wonder, MidressLeia..."

She chewed arubbery hite. "Go ahead, Threepio.”

"If you would permit me to make apersond inquiry ..." Hetralled off again. Leiathought she knew what
was coming.

"Isit possible" he said, "that Captain Solo will be permanently absent from our ... operation? | had rather
thought he might appear, or a least communicate, by thistime."

The soypro stuck in her throat. "Thelast time he caled in, he didn't know exactly where he was going.”
She eyed the protocol droid's gleaming finish. Was that atouch of corrosion on his|eft shoulder? Sheld
sent him outside the dome severd times, grateful for an assstant who didn't need to breathe. Duro-stink
wasn't toxic to most species, but the atmosphere had gotten significantly worse over the last few

decades, and now working outside without rebreathers was nearly impossible. Masking up had become
habit for most of them.

"Why do you ask? Han hasn't exactly been respectful to you, over theyears.”

C-3PO let hisarms hang at his sides. "Recently, | was given areason to take some pride in our ongoing
relationship. | was surprised to learn that on Ruan, he was greeted as something of ahero by my cyborg
counterparts.”

"Say that again, Thregpio?' She rocked forward. Han, adroid hero? "Where did you hear that?"

"After we returned to Coruscant." C-3PO reached out expansively with one arm. "There was a HoloNet
story you might have missed, since you were somewhat preoccupied. On Ruan, severd thousand droids
held a peaceful demongtration againg the Salliche Ag establishment, which had meant to deactivate them
"I remember that,” she brokein. "Vaguely." Something about droids being warehoused, so thet if the

Y uuzhan VVong arrived, they might be presented as a peace offering. Obvioudy, Ruan didn't intend to
ress theinvaders.

"In the subtext," he said, "I found additiona referencesto someone that the droidshad caled a
'long-awaited one," the 'only flesh and blood' who would be able to help them. Asit turned out, Captain
Solo did save them from imminent destruction. In our recent flurry of activity, | neglected to mention -"
"Good heavens" Lelasaid softly. "Whatever was he thinking?' Sheld loveto rub hisnoseinthet little tale.
Actudly, shed loveto rub hisnose againgt hers. It'd been so long.

Did hislong silence mean that an enemy had found him? But he had Droma’s help, now. Hed made it
plain that he didn't want hers.

If he was dead, and their last words had been scornful taunts, shewould regret it for the rest of her life.
She was dmost tempted to stretch out with the Force, looking for him.

No. He could be on the other side of the Mid Rim by now. If she reached out and felt nothing, shewould
fear theworst. Shefinished her medl in silence, then assembled her dishesfor C-3PO to recycle.
"Whatever happens, I'll take care of you," she promised. "I need you."

Then she frowned at the datapad beside her elbow. Before she could turn in tonight, she had to check on
the secondary rock-chewer crew. She needed to make sure Abbela sent off her weekly burst to the main
Durosorbita city, Bburru, and then renewed their request for better satellite data. Then there was
Gateway's till-nonfunctional bakery. Its staff had requested a shipment of sat and sucrose, anticipating a
cereal crop. Ruan had sent thisyear's surplus burrmillet seeds as agoodwill gesture - and then dammed
the door on accepting any more refugees.

Also, SEL CORE dill hadn't delivered that mining laser.

No wonder she hadn't had time to go looking for Han. She would've given everything to see him, the way
he'd been before tragedy tore them apart. Hed matured so much from the scoundrel sheld cometo love,



athough held never logt the glimmer in hiseyes, or the quirk to hislips- till helost Chewie. Suddenly, he
was Han with theitchy trigger finger again. Han with the low-life friends.Scoundrel she could tolerate,
even enjoy. All right, she admitted to hersalf Scoundrel she'd adored. Over the years, he'd learned to
drop the defenses that first turned him into a scoundrel. Hed learned to let her glimpse hisreal idedism.
He needed warmth in return.

Over theyears, dowly, shedd learned to giveit. Sheloved both sides of him, the knight-errant and the
scoundrd - but thistime, she must wait until he cameto her. She couldn't baby a full-grown man.

At least held been involved in the Ryn rescue episode. Unlike Han, shetried to stay current on HoloNet
news. His ongoing involvement with the Ryn seemed like asign of recovery.

Four hours later, she let down her long coil of hair and tumbled onto her cot.What am | doing here?
flitted through her mind. Living with only aprotocol droid for company - Basbakhan and Olmahk deptin
the stairwell - made her fed asif sheld forgotten something critically important, day after day. It redly
was fortunate she was too tired to worry ... much too tired ... to worry too much, anyway ... about him
... or thechildren ...

Her last thought was|| redlly should reach out through the Force for them. How many days has it been?

Chapter 3 Thewar vessel Sunulok , under way for decades, showed its age in athousand small ways.
Luminescent colonies of lichen and bacteriagrew at intervas near its passengers head level. Many of
those coloniesflickered, and some had dulled or dimmed. Communication nodes, wheretiny
nondedicated villips stood on protrusions of fiery red-orange phong cora, had turned as gray as ash.
Striding down one of its coral-lined arteries, Tsavong Lah ignored those marks of age and desth. A living
cape clung to his shoulders by its needle-clawed gripping fingers. Rust-colored scales hung like armor
plates from his breastbone and shoulder blades. Each larval armor scale had been seeded against bone
whileapriestly choir sang atond incantations on hisbehdf, renewing his pledges of devotion to

Y un-Yammka, god of war. Over half ayear, the plates had grown dowly, stretching histendons, tugging
hisjointsto new angles. Then the priests had declared Tsavong Lah's painful transformation to warmaster
complete.

Tsavong Lah embraced pain. Suffering honored his gods, who had created the universe by sacrificing
parts of themselves.

Two sentries stood ahead. Their claw joints were immature and deadly sharp, their tattooed insgniafar
from complete. Outside his communication center, they snapped their fists to opposite shoulders.
Tsavong raised one hand, recalving their homage and signaing his door. The organic door valve
thickened at its edges, then dilated.

A gtriking young attendant, black honor bars burned across her pale cheeks, sat at her station. Seef
sprang up and saluted. As she did, her seat extended pseudopodia and propelled itself sdeways.
"Warmaster," she said reverently. "I roused the master villip in your privacy chamber, and | commanded
the executor to present himsdlf."

She strode to the far bulkhead. This part of Sunulok had grown an array of geometrically staggered coral
blastulas where dozens of smaller villipslay quiescent.

Tsavong Lah strode past them, into the largest blastula of al. He waited until the cubicle's sphincter
closed, then frowned at the lesthery ball isolated on adisplay stand. Budded like yeast from master villips
and nurtured in onboard nurseries, or raised in berry-like gdlsthat parasitized certain swamp plants, the
mollusklike genus enabled instantaneous, |ong-distance communication.

The villip mirrored the disgraced executor's face, spardly fleshed, with the crooked nose of multiple
breaks showing great devotion - and maybe more vanity than was gppropriate. In place of hisleft eye,
held inserted avenom-spitting plaeryin bol.

Few of Nom Anor's contacts had ever suspected his true identity, not even his succession of duped
human servants. Hislong-term mission included finding and neutraizing their people's most dangerous
enemies. lronicaly, after hismgor assgnment at Rhommamool, afew residents of the New Republic
honored him asafalen hero - dain, they thought, in awar he had actudly incited.

Y un-Harla, the Trickster goddess, seemed to smile on Nom Anor.



"Warmaster." The villip gave agood imitation of Nom Anor'svoice. Its bass undertones suggested
deference and submission.

"How many have they added to your herd?' Tsavong asked.

"Six thousand four hundred since we spoke. Many came from Fondor. Another domeis under
condtruction.”

"Abominable, but temporary. Be careful not to tip your hand.” Tsavong'sfringed lips, dit many timesin
devotion to Yun-Yammka, curled in asmile. Fondor had resisted one of his supreme commanders, Nas
Choka, less than a klekket ago - two months by the infidels calendar. In the process of destroying its
ghastly mechanized shipyards, Choka had taken only afew hundred captives.

Then atorrent of starfire wiped out half of Choka's flotillaand three-fourths of the enemy's own ships.
Tsavong'stecticians ill were trying to decide whether that had been a ddliberate sacrifice on the enemy's
part. Theinfidels usua urgeto preserve life had been their greatest weakness, their most heinous spiritua
perfidy. Were they learning? Had they discovered that sacrifice was the key to victory?

According to spies, thetorrent originated in the system the infidels called Cordllia, a amonstrous
mechanica ingdlation they named Centerpoint. Until Tsavong Lah's strategists could explain the
wespon's hideous power, they advised him to find a Coreward staging point that lay behind multiple
gravity wellsfrom Centerpoint's direct line of fire.

By happy coincidence, the disgraced executor had been sent to just such aworld.

"Watch for worthy ones,” Tsavong reminded him. "With better sacrifices, we might be cleansing theinner
worlds now."

Nom Anor ducked hishead. "And Jedi," he promised, pronouncing the difficult word well. Hed lived
among these peoplefor years. "Difficult to catch, but some seem worthy."

Tsavong Lah nodded and touched the ridge crest of Nom Anor's villip. The face faded and smoothed
out. The villip retracted, sucking itself back through its mouth hole.

On hisdigtant world, Nom Anor would be putting his new masguer back on - not an ooglith, but a newly
bred type that imitated a nonhuman species. Anor's human contact, on the enemy's capitd world, had
agreed to ddliver shiploads of captivesto his current system.

As soon as Tsavong arrived there, he would have the glad task of sorting the worthy from the unworthy.
A reverent mass sacrifice might convince mighty Y un-Yammkarto let Tsavong reach the Galactic Core,
wherefertile gardens - tended by fecund dave races - were promised by the supreme overlord.

Six thousand more infidels would enhance the sacrifice, bringing him that much closer to the world he
truly wanted to offer hisgods.

Coruscant.

Chapter 4 Mara Jade Skywalker had been awide-eyed child when Emperor P patine brought her to
Coruscant. Sheld survived Palpatines training one hour and one day at atime. Now, everyone tended to
think of Coruscant as ground zero again - thistime, asthe Y uuzhan VVong's ultimate objective.
Meanwhile, her husband was training another apprentice - obviousy assuming there would be peace and
justice to defend in the future. She wondered, though, if it was hope or just habit that kept them all
gticking to business.

She stared over folded hands at her younger nephew. Seated next to Luke, wearing alight-brown tunic
under his Jedi robe, dark-haired Anakin Solo had a saturnine intensity, a Corellian surname, and his
father'swry lift to one eyebrow. Still, his blue eyes smmered with the eagernessto save the gaaxy -
aone, if necessary - and that was pure Skywalker.

Recently returned from Y avin 4, Luke had formed a habit of gathering severd Jedi every few daysin
some secluded but public place. All Jedi had fallen under public scrutiny in recent months. Ithor waslogt,
despite Corran Horn's sacrificid effort. Renegade battle squadrons led by young Jedi Knightsdived in
and out of three mgjor invasion fronts, blatantly disregarding military strategy. Almost as damaging, the
intelligence her former boss Talon Karrde recently helped the Jedi gather - concerning the Y uuzhan
Vong'simminent attack on Corellia- proved false.

If the Jedi couldn't work together, they would be vaped separately, or tumble one by oneto the dark
gde



Seven Jedi had circled their chairs degp in centra Coruscant's governmenta district thismorning, afew
meters from abacony overlooking abustling mezzanine. A fountain bubbled nearby, looking and
sounding like something out of the Empiresglory days...

The days when she'd been the Emperor's Hand. She carried around plenty of regret from those days,
things she wished sheld never seen or done. But shed made her peace. She'd given up the onething
dearest to her, her ship,Jade'sFire. Initsplace, shéld received ... well ...

Enough.

Again she eyed L uke and Anakin. Whenever she saw those two together, she glimpsed two outward
reflections of the same inner strength. They had the same compact build, though Anakin hadn't finished
fleshing out - and those matching poke-mark cleftsin their chins- but most telling of al, those termindly
earnest attitudes.

Colonel Kenth Hamner, agtrikingly tall human Jedi with along, aristocratic face, served the New
Republic's military as a strategist. He shook his head and said, "With Fondor's shipyards gone and the
hyperspace routes mined, were pulling in from the Inner Rim, even the Colonies. Rodiaisin serious
danger. Thank the Force, Anakin brought Centerpoint back up -"

Anakin leaned forward, gripping his hands as he interjected, "Aslong aswe don't lose Cordlia
Thrackan'slikely to expd al the Drall and Selonians, declare Corelliaahuman-only zone, and lock out
therest of us, if welet him."

Maraknew Anakin well, so she could imagine the thoughts he didn't speskBecause | didn't fire
Centerpoint when | could have. Now Thrackan's a hero, no matter how many bystanders he killed ...
With Governor-Generd Marchakicked out of office, Thrackan and the Centerpoint Party were making
astrong bid for power at Corellia.

Kenth Hamner shook hishead. "Don't blame yourself, Anakin. A Jedi must keep his power under
control. We have to hesitate and consider the consequences. Y ou couldn't hurry to fire Centerpoint, and
you did well. Maybe Centerpoint will be the Core'slast defense, if we can get it repaired. From there,
we could defend the shipyards at Kuat and protect Coruscant.”

"True," Luketold Hamner. A new wave of yorik cora warships had hit the Corellian Run, near Rodia
Anakin's Sster, Jaina- Mara's apprentice - had deployed with Rogue Squadron toward that front, and
with so many Y uuzhan Vong between them, it was difficult to sense her through the Force. Y uuzhan
Vong somehow damped it down.

Bothawui, though - between the embattled Hutts and threatened Rodia - clearly was endangered. The
last time Mara had heard of Kyp Durron, held parked Kyp's Dozen near Bothawui, spoiling for afight
and expecting it right there.

Marahad just about had it with Kyp Durron. She noted, though, the way Kenth Hamner deferred to
Anakin. Anakinhad saved her life on Dantooine, where Y uuzhan Vong warriors chased them for days
while her mysterious disease dowly sapped her strength. Sincethefal of Dubrillion, Sincethe retrest at
Dantooine - and especidly since Centerpoint - strangers saluted bardly-sixteen-year-old Anakinin
Coruscant's Grand Corridor. Vendors of exotic delicacies offered him samples, and supple Twi'lek
women twitched their long lekku when he passed.

Luke also wore a Jedi robe today, almost the shade of Tatooine sand. So did Cilghal, the Mon Calamari
hedler, who sat bowing her massive head over salmon-shaded, webbed hands. Sheld brought aong her
new apprentice, quiet little Tekli. Tekli, aChadra-Fan with margina Force talent, seemed perpetually
wide-eyed. Her large, fan-shaped ears swiveled whenever an atmospheric craft passed their balcony.
These dayswere growing long for the healers. Cilgha had confided that they were seeing stressillnesses
like never before. The fearful strain of watching an invasion displace and kill o many peopleswaslike
watching adisease eat away at ahelplessfriend -

Mara caught aglint of blue from Luke's direction. She intercepted his concerned glance and choked of f
the dismal thought. Her disease, like a protean cancer, had undergone constant random mutations,
making it uncontrollable. It should have been fatdl.

For three months, sheld been in remission. Thetears of an dien creature, Vergere - briefly in custody,
with aY uuzhan Vong agent - had restored her strength. She hesitated to call hersalf cured, though.Just as



Luke hesitatesto call this group acouncil - because it isn't. For the moment, | feel good. That's enough.
So she eyed him right back, admiring the signs of maturity. He'd lost that haf-ripe farmboy look years
ago. Around hisintense blue eyes, held gathered anetwork of smile lines - and furrows of concern over
the bridge of hisnose. Here and there, especialy near histemples, hed sprouted afew gray hairs.
Altogether digtinguished, she decided.

Ever sncethat hour in Nirauan's caves, when deadly danger forced them to fight so closely, reaching so
deep into the Force that each saw the world through the other's mind, she and Luke had moments when
they seemed to fight, think, even to breathe as one person. Utterly different on the surface, their strengths
balanced perfectly. Destiny had been kind to Mara Jade, the former Emperor's Hand - and she didn't
need the Force to see that their union made Luke Skywalker a happy man.

So naturdly, therisk of her suffering arelapse worried him desperately. They till had so many dreamsto
chase.

Luke flushed.

Then conduct your meeting, Skywaker, she thought at him, amused by his embarrassment.Quit worrying
about me.

Though their Forcelink rarely let them communicate in actua words, he clearly caught the message. He
turned to Kenth Hamner and said, "Daye Azur-Jamin on Na Hutta hasn't reported for almost aweek. |
asked his son Tarn to head out that way - carefully - and seeif he could get any leading through the Siege
force's shadow.” Asat Kalarba, the enemy's massed presence near Nal Hutta seemed to damp down the
Force.

"Dayesagood man,” Cilghd said softly. "Lowbaccaand Tinian got out of Hutt space, didn't they?"
Luke nodded. "They just reported in from Kashyyyk. No sign of enemy activity there.”

"At least the Y uuzhan VVong aren't messing with Wookiees a home," UlahaKore said lightly. Ulahawas
adelicate young Bith, with musicd tdentsthat admitted her to any number of intelligence-rich socid
occasions. Ulahalooked careworn, her posture so dumped that Marabarely could see her large eyes
under her protruding, hairless head.

Her comment provoked nervous laughter around the circle, which showed Mara how desperate for levity
even the Jedi were getting.

"Nothing out of Bilbringi?' Hamner asked. "Mon Cdamari?'

Lukelet the colond steer the conversation to the New Republic's remaining military strongholds.
"Nothing unusua at Bilbringi," he answered. "Tend Kaand Jovan Drark have stationed themselvesin
public places, looking for dead spotsin the Force that could be Y uuzhan Vong in masguers. The same
from Markre Medjev, finishing up his research on Bothawui," he said, shooting Maraarueful glance.
With Borsk Fey'lya clinging to power as chief of state, the reduced Fifth Fleet was back in Bothan space,
uselessto the Core. "And our supply and information linesto Mon Cd are dtill cut.”

They'd been cut for months. The other Jedi sat silently for dmost a minute, reflecting on the reports.
Lukeseyesfdl haf-shut.

Maralaced her long fingers, hoping he wasn't trying to get aspin on the future. If the future beat him over
the head and demanded to be seen, that was fine. Pushing for it was another matter.

The fountain burbled, afree-form Mon Calamari construct with irregular surfaces. Itstop bowl rotated,
sending shesets of water down its Sdes. Mara appreciated its sonic cover. Luke, though, still seemed
fascinated by water that didn't have to be forced down from the sky by moisture vaporators. He called
these meetings randomly, at different places, but he often chose spots near running water. Maybe he was
gtarting to notice the shapes and patterns of hislife, sarting the subtle transition from young adulthood
toward ahopefully wiser age.

She pursed her lips, frustrated to catch hersdlf thinking that way. She was hedlthy again. Sheliked
maturity. She respected strength.

But youth had privileges, hopes she till hadn't fulfilled, and maybe never would. Sheld seized Vergere's
elixir because her ingincts said it would work. She had no ingtinctive leading on when, if ever, she might
safely conceive achild.

Onthefar sdeof thecircle, little Tekli cleared her throat. Fur trembled on her large round ears.



AsLuke's eyes opened, Marafelt herswiden atrace. The Chadra-Fan apprentice had never spoken up
during amesting.

"| debated whether to even report this," she began, her voice amusica whisper.

Anakin'slipstwisted sardonically. Maramade a mental note to speak with him about his attitude toward
the margindly gifted - if Lukedidnt do it, fird.

"Go on." Cilghd gave an assuring wave with one webbed hand.

Tekli glanced at her mentor, then continued. "Two days ago, | was down near Dometown, in anew strip
caled JoKo's Alley. Looking for afriend,” she added hadtily, asif embarrassed to admit she'd been
prowling such ariotous area of Coruscant's understory.

"Yes?' Luke gave Tekli asober, atentive stare. Overseeing the Jedi academy had taught him

patience. They keep learning , he'd told Mara,as long as someone encourages them.

"I heard someonetalking in atapcaf, about -"

"Which one?" Anakin demanded.

Luke extended ahand, pam down. "Wait, Anakin. Go on, Tekli."

Sheraised her head and stroked her long whiskers. "It was the Leafy Green, actualy. Two Rodians were
talking about one of the employees, and how if that was a human, held egt his ... | couldn't hear the next
words, but we've al heard about ooglith masguers, and how the Y uuzhan V ong can pass as human.
Maybeit'sjust genera jumpiness, Master Skywalker, but it would be easy for ... for one of your more
gifted Jedi to check out.”

"Do you want to go back?' Luke asked gently.

Tekli shook her head. "I'm no fighter, Sir.”

Mara caught a side glance from Anakin. He raised one dark eyebrow at her. She pursed her lips.

Luke glanced toward her, then Anakin. "That's al right, Tekli. | just had two capable volunteers. The Jedi
will dwaysbe strongest,” he added, "when everyone usestheir full talents. Whatever you're given to do,
doitwithdl your ability."

Tekli's broad nose twitched with pleasure.

"You're sureyou fed up to this?' Luke demanded.

Marawa ked beside him down the open-air mezzanine. Along one grand edifice, agardener droid clung
to thetrunk of asinging fig tree, pruning away last year's erratic growth.

Luke's cloak billowed behind him, drawing stares. The stares bothered her, after so many yearsasa
shadow agent - and she never wore Jedi robes unless she absolutely had to.

"Of courseI'm up toit. I haven't felt so obnoxioudy hedthy since..." Shetrailed off. "Well, in awhile.”
"Or | can send someone el se with you.”

Maralaughed. "Anakin'sfine

Sheld asked for afew minutes aone with her husband, so their nephew followed at a polite distance.
Without even stretching out through the Force, shefelt Anakin's dert menta state. He took his sentry role
as serioudy as hetook everything e se.

"He fedsterrible about Centerpoint,” she added. "That's aload, on top of blaming himself for Chewi€'s
death. He's doing better with that, but he's carrying some serious baggage.”

Luke knew it, of course. Luke caught people'sfedingsjust as quickly as she got leadings from her
indincts.

"Hefed s even worse about listening to Jacen,” Luke pointed out. "That rift between them worriesme."
"Jacenworriesme," Mara countered. He hadn't left Coruscant in agood frame of mind, and they hadn't
heard from him in two months.

They crossed asde passage. A chill breeze, probably from some ventilation system set for Talz comfort,
made her shiver. Luke amost opened his mouth to speak, then shut it firmly, raising one eyebrow - aplea
for underganding. Hed dmost dipped and askedagain if shewasdl right. He was pushing hislimit for
the day.

Don't hover, husband.Again, she thought words at him, but she softened the rebuke with awink.
Hislipstwitched. He dmost smiled. They'd had this exchange, what ... a hundred times? It had become
one of the myriad comforting rituas of their marriage, dmost seven yearsthat had tempered her



bitterness with his unwavering devotion.

She glanced back. Anakin followed slently, step-scuffing aong with his knee-high brown boots, the way
he often did when trying to look relaxed and casua. Three young human women and a sinuous Falleen,
probably low-ranking government employees, stopped walking - almost in step - and watched him pass.
With those dark good looks, Anakin definitely had crowd appeal. Coruscant needed avita young hero.
Anakin seemed to attract those who wanted Jedi vigilantes - Kyp Durron'sfaction - aswell as those who
still approved of the more traditiona Jedi stance of power under extreme discipline. Kyp had courted
Anakin hard, between his squadron's engagements.

Mara compressed her lips. She was dmost asworried for Anakin asfor his despondent brother. Anakin
would surely be tempted. Precocioudy taented, he couldn't claim Luke's virtuous, hardworking
upbringing. She'd seen Luke's memories, his deepest regrets and his most secret griefs. She knew how
closdly the dark had pursued him.

Asit would chase Anakin, who was raised by an ex-smuggler who loved to bend rules, aloving but often
absent mother, her talented aide, and a protocol droid - and at the Jedi academy, in the shadow of two
sblings. If Anakin didn't fall to the dark sSide, then having resisted temptation could leave him even
stronger - maybe the most powerful Jedi of his generation.

"About that Y uuzhan Vong agent,” she murmured, "if Tekli redly spotted one. | want to take him dive.
We could get more out of one live prisoner than one more corpse.” The xenobiologists did have afew
hard-won cadavers, preserved on various worlds. " Such as - what effect trank darts might have on their
chemidry.”

"It'snot ethical to experiment on prisoners.” Luke's eyes barely narrowed.

"How arewe-"

"It would a so be good to know if they can be stunned,” he interrupted her in midobjection.

"Point."

Their living armor seemed to turn blaster bolts, but could alower-energy stun pulse get through? Evenif it
only disabled the living vonduun crab, that might immobilizeawarrior ingde.

Running that little experiment, and certainly not on a prisoner, would mean getting closer than anyone but
aJedi would daretry to get.

And Luke hadn't demanded to take the mission. Hed also just brought her around to his point of view
without challenging her, sheredlized.

Maratouched hisarm, and he closed hishand on hers. Their degp bond had suffered during the dark
days when she thought she was dying. She'd pulled back into herself, even from Luke.

What ardlief, to be able to reengage in their relationship. Their marriage ought to be challenge enough to
last anyone'slifetime - with or without small dreamsto follow them.

The dinner crowd had started to dacken as Maraled Anakin off the repulsor train into JoKo's Alley. She
gtrolled to an overlook, planted both hands on therailing, and stared down.

Far below, layers of lights faded into the dangerous undercity. A hawk-bat swooped, picking granite
dugs or some other urban wildlife off duracretewadls. A brilliant yellow turbolift cube raced an orange
module up thewall acrossfrom her, returning visitors to Coruscant's more popul ous upper levels.
Thisdigrict lay far enough down that she couldn't see the high-speed air travel lanes when she looked up,
past the edge of military-controlled Dometown. Only locdl traffic zipped dong at thislevel. A patrol unit
hovered, its pod lights blinking adow blue pulse.

"Quiet evening, so far." Anakin eased up dongsde her, turning half away.

Satisfied with her reconnaissance, Mara put the chasm behind her and stared into the crowd. Hesitantly,
she opened hersdlf - just ahit - to the Force. Bubbles of emotional noise burst here and there, mostly
from people near Anakin's age. An older Quarren couple walked past quickly, heads down, shoulder to
shoulder. She saw tension in their twitching facid tentacles. Thetdler individua kept glancing away from
his partner. They kept abroad persona space around themselves.

Carrying something alittle too vauable tonight, she concluded.



In the other direction swaggered two human males, one rather loose-limbed, hisface glowing with the
effects of severa mugs of lum. She caught afew words asthey passed. ... over to the Peace Brigade.
That way, if theVong get thisfar ..."

The voice faded, leaving Mara frowning. Coruscant, long acoa bed of intrigue, wasturning into a
fear-driven focus cooker. Peace Brigaders, humans who had decided to collaborate with the Y uuzhan
Vong, did not wear their clasped-hand insignia openly, but she guessed that time was coming.

She dipped one hand inside her long black vest. Beneath the pocketed credcards and her comlink, she
wore aloosaly hooded burnt-orange flight suit, and her blaster and lightsaber - the one Luke had given
her. Long habit made her carry her shoulders a just the right angle to drape her clothing over her
armament. Anakin'stunic and loose pants did the trick well enough. He had one odd bulge at the belt,
probably a Sabrashi fear stick, but acasual passerby would take them for awoman escorting her son on
an evening out.

Son. Again she frowned. With every month that hurried past, driven by the invasion or paced by
concerns about the fate of the Jedi, the urge to hold her own child tugged harder - and looked less
plausible. Every month, she and L uke resolutely turned away.

Sometimes - according to Cilghal, Oolos, and the other healers - the bizarre disease that plagued her had
killed its victims by breaking down the proteins that surrounded cell nuclel. Sometimes, sheld even felt
that starting in, seemingly nibbling her bones or other specific organs. Anillnessthat attacked cdlular
integrity could destroy an unborn child, or ater its cdll structure to produce ... to produce what? she
wondered. If she ever had achild, would it even be human?

No, she would content herself with a gifted niece-gpprentice and two talented nephews. She and Luke
also sponsored - visited, when they could - athirteen-year-old Bakuran orphan, Malinza Thanas.
Madlinzasfather had died of alingering ailment, and her mother waskilled at another Centerpoint crisis
years ago. Luke still felt deeply responsible for the girl, adopted by awell-placed Bakuran family. At
distant Bakura, at least Mdinza seemed safe from the Y uuzhan VVong.

Thinking of Bakuramade Maraimagine how the defeated Sd-ruuk might have dedlt with the Y uuzhan
Vong.Did these new invaders, evidently dead to the Force, have life energiesthat could have been
drained off to power Ss-ruuvi technology?

That would be the ultimate humiliation ...

Anakin eyed atrangparent kiosk. At eyelevd, it showed athree-dimensiond, animated holo of fivelevels
inthisarea

"Lookslike the Leafy Greenistwo corridors north,” he said. "Want to catch another train?”’

"Well wak," Maraanswered. " Stay sharp.”

Shefdt him hang back, on her |eft, as she mdted into the flow of passersby. It was agood, defensible
two-person formation, with master on point.

Maraturned her head dightly. "Tonight's lesson,” shetold Anakin. "It'sareview.” Anakin would never
learn skullduggery from her husband, who stuck out in acrowd like a Sunes preacher.

"Hm." Anakin eyed atrail of moving lights, set like adidewalk to draw pedestriansinto a new restaurant.
"Evauate congtantly," she said. "The more information you collect before shove comesto shake, the
more choices youll have, and the fewer ways your enemy might surprise you."

He held hishand, folded in front of him, thumbs pressed together. "1 know that." They passed a door that
belched out weird odors and a gaseous mist.

"What about last we on the smulators?' she demanded. "And while you're thinking it that, lose the Jedi
pose.”

Hisarms dropped to hisside. "Flying against you? | never had a chance.”

"Y ou attack too early. It'syour pattern. Knowing your wesknessisthefirst step toward conquering
it."And | know what you're thinking, Anakin Solo. Y ou think I'm losing my edge.

Maradtered her course asthree dightly drunken young Twi'leks lurched their way up the promenade.
Anakin maintained his postion, well out of their path.

Hewasafast learner. His entire generation of Jedi was having to grow up quickly.

Of course, there hadn't been much peace in the galaxy duringher adolescence either.



More moving lights arched overhead, setting eerie glimmersin clothing, hair, fur, and exposed skin. The
crowd pressed tighter in the pedestrian corridor. Here and there she spotted billowy sheets of yellow
fungus, developed by aHo'Din scientist to help oxygenate dark areas of the undercity.

About haf aklick farther along, the overhead lights became atumble of arrow-shaped green leaves. She
glanced through a broad doorway. The lightsinsde weren't as dim as many they'd passed. Acrossthe
passage was a garish skin-art sudio.

"Wel," she murmured, "Tekli's friend has good tagte.”

She pushed into the Leafy Green. Anakin kept hisright elbow near her |éft.

The tapcaf was built around a central column. As Mara's eyes adjusted, she saw that the column had
been carved and shaded to look like aliving tree trunk. Above, it parted into dozens of seeming
branches. Leavesfluttered in an artificial breeze.

Quite an assassin's|oft, in her professiona opinion - especidly at center, where the branches looked
strongest.

"Good evening, gentlefriends. A table?”

Maraglanced down at ayoung Drall, maybe an early emigrant from Cordlia. "Yes," she said. " Something
near the door." She glanced up, considering that loft at the trunk's center. "And close to the outsde wall,"
where she could keep an eye on the entire establishment.

"Follow, please."

The Drdl led them dong a soft, springy surface and paused beside abooth built to human dimensions.
Maratook the seat facing the entry, leaving Anakin to watch deeper ingde the establishment. Her
forearm sank into the tabletop. which seemed to be covered with feathery moss. The carpet looked like
falen leaves. She hoped the food was hygienic.

"Something for you, gentles, to begin?' Their server offered the traditiond hospitdity, meanwhile keying
hol ographic menus to appear over the tabletop.

"Elbawater," she answered.

Anakin nodded. "Two."

The husky young Dral'sfurry back receded along thefallen leaves.

An artificia spring bubbled around the tree's base, humidifying the air. Mara made amentd noteto tell
Luke about the place. Surreptitioudy eyeing other patrons, she saw nothing more hazardous than ayoung
Dug couple arguing over dessert. She and Anakin selected optionsin the usud way, by flicking the
heads-up menu's live spots. Then she turned sideways and leaned againgt the booth'sinner wall.

"See anything?' she asked.

"Not worth mentioning.” His eyes kept moving, though.Good, Anakin. "If | redlly hated technology, thisis
one place on Coruscant where | might fed haf comfortable.”

"True enough.”

Therewasn't aservicedroid in Sght. That fact alone was dmost enough to make her suspect the
manager-owner. Over the long run, droids were sgnificantly cheaper and more reliable than most hired
help.

Astheir server returned with elba water and two covered warmer-plates, afamily of Whiphids|eft
noisily, the father humph-ing around histusks. Mara spotted another attendant, walking somewhat
hunched, carrying atray out of what looked like a cavernous kitchen. He set down the tray and started
gathering used serviceware off aleefy table.

That had to be the one Tekli spotted. He held himsalf crookedly. He could've been badly injured, but ...
"That one," Anakin whispered.

"Check him through the Force."

She pressed farther back in the booth, narrowing the angle between Anakin and the human-looking
attendant so she could see them both without moving her head. Anakin narrowed his blue eyes, leaning
forward enough that astrand of hair fell across hisforehead. He frowned.

"Y ou look like the champion of the galaxy," she whispered awarning.

He compressed hislips, irked.

Then he straightened severa centimeters.



Maradid ahand under her vest, getting agrip on her lightsaber. "Nothing?' she murmured.

"Nothing."

Maradtretched out and double-checked Anakin's pronouncement. The aleged human did fed likea
shadow - adead spot, an emptiness.

Anakin was dready rigng from thetable.

"No," Marasaid sharply. "Not in the middle of arestaurant full of bystanders. "

"What do we do?' he demanded. "He's going to get away."

"Hardly. Hesworking ashift. Wefinish our dinner." Maraleaned againgt the mossy tabletop. "And
before we movein, we seeif he's got reinforcementsin the kitchen.”

Chapter 5 Randa lumbered into the Solos deeping shelter. Han was out at the reservoir today, tinkering
with something at the pumping station. Jacen had come back for a spare comlink.

Randabarely could fit into the open space between cots, but he tried.

"Bad enough,”" he fumed, twitching the end of histail away from the pile of belongings at the foot of
Jacen's cat, "that | cannot rush to my homeworld'said. But now, to betold | must subsist on the same
ration alotment as one of the Ryn ..." He drew up astal as he could, puffing out his midsection. "Is my
body type even remotely smilar to those smal, furred pests? My metabolism requires-"

"Not the same dlotment.” Jacen dipped the comlink into a pocket and sat down on his cot, resting his
back gingerly againgt the wall. Some of these buildings had been collgpsed by rambunctious Ryn children.
"The same percent of stlandard nutritiona ration. If your metabolism is measured at threetimesaRyn's,
you'll beissued -"

"Not enough. | will waste, shrive, arophy. Already | am small for my age." Inthelight of the shelter's
open door, Jacen saw Randa's sunburstlike irises enlarge, narrowing the pupilsto dits.

"Was there news from Na Hutta, Randa? Have you heard, isyour parent in danger?’

Bull's-eye. Randa's four-fingered hands opened and closed in frustration. "I have heard nothing,” he
rumbled, "from my exdted parent.”

"I'm sorry," Jacen attempted. "We -"

"The New Republic will not defend Na Hutta," Randathundered. "It is sacrificing our world, just asit
sacrificed Tynnaand Gyndine. We were triaged. They are pulling their forces back toward Coruscant.”
The mighty tail twitched again. "And those precious shipyards a Bilbringi."

"Bothawui's going to be threatened soon, too," Jacen said flatly. Randa naturally expressed his concern
asfear, which easly led to aggression. "Were dl in danger, Randa. The fleets are spread so thin -"
"Then why aren't you out fighting, Jedi?' Randa clenched one stubby hand. "1 watched askillful Jedi kill a
yammosk. Y ou have taents beyond anything you are able to use here. Y our family has done gresat
things”

"I have my own issues, Randa." Jacen shook his head, suspicious of Randas flattery. He might not know
Hutt sincerity if he heard it, but asfor hisfamily having done great things ... well, Randasurely knew who
strangled Jabba.

Randawriggled closer to the shelter's single window, on the opposite wall from the door. "If we could
get to Coruscant, you and | could strike a blow that would make the Y uuzhan Vong regret ever coming
to thisgalaxy. My clan has resources on adozen worlds. We could afford to equip our own squadron,
but sadly, fighters are not built for my people.”

Jacen tried to imagine afull-grown Hutt in an X-wing. The canopy wouldn't even close!

He had loved flying an X-wing, though. That ship made him fed nimble, powerful, dmost invincible.

"I hear you are an exceedingly good pilot." Randa narrowed his huge black eyes and cleared histhroat.
"My sigter's better." Jainal Three days had passed, and Rogue Squadron still hadn't gotten through with a
prognosis. "So ismy brother," Jacen admitted, granting Anakin the honor he earned at Lando's Folly, on
the agteroid training run - and at the battle for Dubrillion.

"But your honored siblings are not here. Destiny brought us together, Jedi Solo. | could make your name
even gregter than it dready is.”

Jacen stretched hisarms, cracking hisknuckles. His name? At the moment, his name might aswell
bebantha fodder with the Jedi and the New Republic military.



"I will find away to leave Duro and rush to Nal Hutta'said, if al | can doisarrivetoo late and crash a
ship inthe middle of theinvaders celebratory banquet. Or | shdl locate Kyp Durron and throw my
support behind his squadron, carrying the battle to the enemy.” The Hutt dithered toward the door.
"Randa," Jacen soothed, "we do need your help. Here."

"Oh?' Randa paused. "Tdl me, young Solo. What can | do besides stir hydroponics vats? Besdes tend
the water pumps, and -"

Jacen's comlink beeped. "Hold on,” he said, raising one hand in entreaty. "Randa, don't go." He yanked
the comlink off his utility belt. "Jacen Solo," he said.

"ThisisPiani & Communications," atinny voice announced. "Wevefindly got that message. Y ou'd better
get down here"

Stunned, Jacen flicked his comlink to another channdl. "Dad, did you get that?"

The dder Solo's voice sounded fuzzy. Even from short distances, low-power communicationswereiffy in
Duro'sweird amosphere. "On my way," Han said.

The same contact person as before greeted Jacen over the voice-only link. "Her vison will clear up
without medica intervention, over time. She'sout of action for severa weeks a theinsde, though.”

Han burst through the control shed's door. "Vison? What was that?"

"The exposure clouded her corneas, Captain,” Maor Harthis repeated. "It'sreversible, but it'll metabolize
very dowly." Thevoice hestated. "In someone older, we might have implanted artificid eyes, or a Traxes
ultrasound enhancer. But she'syoung, and a Jedi can hedl hersdlf pretty well." Longer pause, thistime.
"Were, uh, aso up against some wartime shortages.”

Han shook hishead. "That'sdl right. If those eyeswill hedl, you leave them right where they are.”

"That was our feding. We can't tie up military personnel to nursemaid her, so we're furloughing her to
family." The officious voicefindly softened. "Wed, ah, like to send her to you on Duro, Captain. That'l
save usthetrouble of hunting down her mother.”

Maragot up from the mossy table. "Stay here," she murmured. Their suspect had vanished into the Leafy
Green'skitchen.

Anakin scowled at her hdf-finished gornt stesk. "Be careful.”

Wonder of wonders, the boy wasn't going to ingst on following her. Sheld pull off this reconnoiter alone
moreeadly. "If I'm not back when you've finished your scrimpi, comelooking.”

Anakin stabbed adice and sawed off along, thin bite.

The kitchen entry wasn't far from the 'fresher, and she spotted an empty table nearby. She'd already
counted the L eafy Green's sentient staff and checked each one through the Force. Only their suspect
seemed absent.

Now, for the kitchen personnd - in case he had reinforcements, or maybe a boss.

She waked purposefully to the empty table, then sat with her face in the shade of her hood. When dl the
servers - especially the one under suspicion - were off on their rounds, she dipped to the kitchen door.
She palmed the opening pane as the servers had done. The door swung aside.

No one challenged her. Keegping one hand near her blaster, which was aready set for stun, she eased | eft
aong awal, awvay from the noisiest area. She found a station where aline of smal, four-armed droids,
thefirst mechanicals sheld seen ingde the Leafy Green, were laying garnishes on trays. Programmed to
react only to food configurations, they ignored her.

She heard four ditinctly living presences clattering at other Sations, alarge sentient aff. The owner was
definitely trying to project apastora setting. It was a place where a'Y uuzhan Vong might choose to
establishacover ID.

She reached down insde hersdlf and then listened through the Force.

Sentient One, near a cooking surface, came through loud and clear - and swesaty. There was Sentient
Two, talking near One's shoulder. Number Three scurried toward the back of the establishment. Sliding
slently along behind abank of cooking machinery, Maratracked her. Through the Force, she wasn't

Y uuzhan Vong ether, and when Three departed, Maralocated aback door. The fourth noisemaker a'so



cast ashadow in the Force - not a pleasant shadow, but not Y uuzhan Vong.

Behind her, the door did open. She straightened and pulled her vest closer. Footsteps hustled toward
her. She lowered her head and stalked toward the entry.

"I'm sorry, maam, but you can't ... Maam? Maam!"

Shejerked up her head."Plevay isobabble," she exclamed hotly."Dekarra, do-jui!™

A human server stood with her forehead scrunched up in bewilderment.

Maraad-libbed again, thistime pantomiming an urgency shedidn't fed.

The server spread her hands and smiled, then beckoned. She led Mara out through the door into the
dining area, then pointed toward the refresher.

Mara seized her hands, nodding quickly." Jeegph wentz," she exclaimed, sill improvisang. Then she
hustled up the hall. In the ladies refresher, she pushed one wisp of red-gold hair back under her hood,
waved the water on and off several times, counted ten, then emerged and hurried back to her table.
Anakin was sopping up the last of his glockaw sauce with afind bite of scrimpi.

"Jugintime" he muttered.

Maradidin. "He'sthe only one, asfar as| can tell. One of the cooks has abad fed to him, though. Well
grab when our quarry'son hisway home."

Anakin shrugged. "You'rein charge.”

She made awry face, thinking,For the moment, Solo. In about five years, you'll probably be giving the
orders. "You're st for stun, aren't you?'

He nodded curtly.

Spotting atarget who didn't show up in the Force would take alittle extra attention. Mara posted Anakin
at the Green's back door, and sheloitered in the busy skin-art parlor across the pedestrian corridor.
When the early night shift ended and late workers came on duty, she caught movement out the corner of
her eye as her pae, hunched target dipped into the flow of passersby.

"Thanks," shetold the attendant, who'd rolled her hookah toward the viewbubble while Mara
superimposed abstract samples on her bared shoulder. "Not today, | guess.”

"No body contact,” the attendant called after her. "Entirely laser done."”

Marawas dready out the door, sraightening her flight suit's neckline and hood. She located Anakin
through the Force and nudged him to get moving. At the same time, she double-checked their quarry. He
gtill wasn't there, except to her eyes.

Mara, who wastal enough to see over haf the beings between them, followed the server. Now and
then, she caught aclear glimpse. He held his head straight forward, looking right or left only when
necessary.

"Got himingght?' She heard Anakin at her left elbow.

"Straight ahead, easing left.”

"Where? ... There" Anakin exclaimed. "He's not wearing armor, just the masquer.”

"Asfar as| can see. They ill might not stun eesily.”

"Well find out,” Anakinsaid. "I'll get off to onesde.”

He edged away. Marakept pace with the pedestrian flow while Anakin drifted eft. The restaurant server
reached a station where repul sor trains departed the Dometown area. Mara pushed closer, watching
more attentively, flowing parald to her target until hed chosen aloading platform. Then she pushed
through the gate behind afamily of armored Psadans. She dipped one of her false IDs through the
reader, then settled in to wait, keeping her head down. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Anakin
pass the gate. Not long ago, he would've waved a hand over the reader. She was glad when he used a
fdse ID. The more he learned to operate without using the Force, the better attuned he could stay to its
flow and others movements. He would learn his own capabilities, too. In this respect, Jacen's ... retredt,
for lack of a better word ... seemed good and honorable.

Sometimes she imagined Jacen forty yearsin the future, either teaching at the academy or ensconced on
hisown littleworld, like Y oda. If he survived.

The next repulsor train swept out of its approach tunnel, emerged on the side of the city-canyon, and
braked silently. Mara pushed in with the rest of the crowd. By now, sheld counted and cataloged them



by species, sex, and threat level. More intriguing than her fellow passengers was the fact that thisrun
would take them right back where they started, toward the governmenta zone.

Thetrain traveled smoothly, its minimal noise covered by conversationsingde the thirty-passenger
compartment. Her target pushed out through standing riders as they approached Embassies Row and the
main SEL CORE office. Mara caught Anakin's glance and cut her eyestoward the door. He nodded,
then followed the server.

Maralet the pod reach one more station before getting off and doubling back. She caught Anakin's sense
like a shout through the Force.

The quarry was moving more quickly now, up alane Maraknew to be lower-income housing for
embasses daffers. She hustled closer, listening for any warning from her finely honed danger sense.
The server findly turned around. Marakept walking straight, but Anakin stopped and looked aside a
little too innocently.

The target ducked down anarrow side passage. Anakin sprinted after him.

Shaking her head in frugtration, Mara broke into arun. For al Anakin's potentia, he had the subtlety of a
Hutt in aMon Ca meditation pool.

He's barely sixteen, she reminded hersdf.Still plenty young enough to be trigger-poppy . At least hed
quit trying to wring vengeance for Chewie out of every suspected Y uuzhan Vong in the gaaxy.

The cul-de-sac was a high gray corridor that wormed into one of Coruscant's complex edifices. A few
windows, none with ledges, opened overhead. Y elowish light standards hung from the third story. The
stranger hunched close to adoorway, bending toward an access panel.

Anakin sprinted forward, drew hisblaster, and fired. FHickers of blue energy connected with the bent
form.

The server whirled, raisng onearm.

Evidently that's not close enough! Not even the ooglith masquer seemed affected, so far as Mara could
tell. Her lightsaber cleared her vest as she came on.

A black shape dithered down out of the server's deeve. With his free hand, he flung something toward
Anakin. Whatever it was, it screeched asit flew.

Anakin ignited hislightsaber one-handed and lit the cul-de-sac a pae, eerierose-purple.

Mara couldn't spare Anakin any more attention. Her danger sensewastingling. The server seized hislimp
black staff at both ends. It siffened in hisgrasp, liquid eyes glittering, reflecting Maras blue blade. She
swept her lightsaber low, hoping to hobble the enemy agent.

He brought up the amphistaff, blocking her swing, then tried to force the locked wegpons higher. Mara
gave ground for an ingtant, shifted direction, and sivung again. At the corner of her vision, Anakin swung
at asmall, black flying object. It swooped at hisface, clawing for hiseyes.

She disengaged, sidestepped, and aimed a stroke at the amphistaff's head.Get with it, Solo! Stun him!
Until she defanged this amphitaff, she couldn't Spare one hand to grab her blaster, and Anakin'swasin
hisleft hand.

The amphigtaff went limp and dmost fell out of her opponent's grasp. In the same instant, he abandoned
his hunched posture. His face and torso stretched like something out of a bizarre nightmare.
Mararefused to be distracted. She tried another low cut, this time opening one seam of his pants near the
knee. White fluid spattered on stone. Sheld cut the masquer. In that moment, the amphistaff straightened
again, surprising her with astream of venom. It splashed on the exposed back of her left hand. Her
quarry laughed and sivung high, going for her throat. She ducked.

Her hand stung. She and Cilgha had developed a biotoxin drill, and she called scavenging white cdlls,
now laden with the mysterious essence of Vergerestears, to her left hand.

Evidently convinced he'd killed her, the warrior reached for a pouch at his belt. Mara straightened and
swung one-handed, aiming for the pouch. Again, that tingling at the back of her mind camejust intime.
She backstepped swiftly asthe alien flung down the pouch. Something splashed out of it near her feet. It
reached up pseudopodia, grabbing for her feet.

Y ou again! Scowling, she vaulted the sticky blorash jdly. Shetossed her lightsaber to her stiffening left
hand and reached inside her vest for her blaster.



Anakin was closing in from behind, out of the enemy'sline of vison. Hislightsaber dispatched the
swooping attack creature. Then he pulled his other weapon from his belt. Not a smooth-sided fear stick
at dl, it dmost looked like a Stokhli spray stick, but it was smaller and shorter.

Maraleft her blaster holstered, reached across to cross hands on her lightsaber, and swept in again. The
warrior swung his amphistaff once more.

Maybe the staff creature's ability to hed itself made it dmaost impervious. She swung hard and fast, aming
directly into the snake head's crest, while ducking aside. Half of the head flew off, hitting the nearest
gonewall with asatisfying crunch. The amphigtaff went limp.

Yed

At that moment, Anakin fired. A blast of pale-blue webbing shot hissing out of hisweapon.

Mired by gooey residue, the Y uuzhan V ong managed to fling two more razor-edged living disks. One
circled Maras head, diving and spinning. The other went for Anakin. She dispatched hers as the warrior
fdl, struggling againgt the web's sun charge. Findly, she drew her blaster. It whined as shefired off a
stronger stun burst from practically on top of her target.

Even that didn't quiet him. Evidently they couldn't be stunned - at dl. She closed down her lightsaber, got
agood grip, and whacked histemple.

He collapsed.

Anakin sprinted close. "L et me unmask it," he exclamed.

Mara stepped back, still gripping her lightsaber, and let youthful determination take over. She opened
and closed her left hand cautioudy. It till tingled, but it hadn't lost sensation.

Thewarrior's face seemed to be bleeding white where she whacked it. Cautioudy, Anakin fingered a
faint line dong the creatures nose. The skin sarted rippling, asif something was moving under its surface
- then peded back from the motionless face, taking the wounded spot dong with it. The living ooglith
masguer shrank into the throat of the Y uuzhan Vong's restaurant uniform, making durping noises asit
pulled free of its carrier's pores.

Undernegth, the alien was pae-skinned, with little flesh onitsface. Bluish sacs hung under both eyes,
with one upper cheek burned amost through, leaving a scar that showed bone. Tattoos like concentric
energy bursts crossed its forehead. The exposed cheekbone showed a network of healed, jagged
fractures,

The masquer created arolling bulge asit shrank toward the warrior's legs. The Stokhli web finaly
trapped it near its owner's knees.

"Good idea, the Stokhli stick,” Maramurmured.

Anakin stuck it in hisbelt. "New modd, short range. Almost concedable.”

"Surprised me," she admitted. It bothered her that he'd found one before sheld even heard of it. Ashe
beamed, she pulled out her comlink. "Enforcement? Marahere. We've got our infiltrator."

Chapter 6 With the captured Y uuzhan VVong laid out on an examining table and the wounded masquer
contained insde atransparisted tank, Marafolded her arms and rested against awall. New Republic
Intelligence would take over from here, but she lingered. Anakin hadn't gonefar, either.

Exobiologist Dr. Joi Eicroth had pulled back her fair hair into atail. She spread an array of tools and drug
ampules on atray near the table, then stood, shaking her head. "We know only enough about their
physiology,” she said, "to know that we don't know enough.”

Mara pushed away from her wall. "At least we found out that a stun burst won't bring them down, no
matter how close we get.”

"| doubt," Eicroth said, "that many people will want to get that close.”

The 'Y uuzhan Vong had been draped with a poncho after medics confirmed she was femae. Tufts of
black hair grew here and there on her skull, and haf her body was tattooed with concentric designslike
the ones on her forehead. Eicroth pointed out afocal point that |ooked vaguely like aliving creature.
Claws protruded from her knuckles. The exobiologist had anchored restraint bands over her forearms
and across her legs and torso.

Cilgha stood with Mara. She'd examined Mara's hand, taking skin and blood samplesfor the other
medics. Then shetried to revive the Y uuzhan Vong. Neither inhaants nor mild shocks worked. By



invitation, she, too, lingered.

Belindi Kdendaof NRI - recently demoted to Lieutenant Colonel, over the misinformation flap - strode
into the room, and Eicroth straightened. Lieutenant Colond Kaendawas smal and dark-skinned, and
shewore her tightly curled hair in abunch at the nape of her neck.

She got agood look and frowned. "I'm impressed,” she said. Tricked by the dleged Y uuzhan VVong
defector, then again by their feint at Corellia, at least Kadenda hadn't been drummed out of the service. "l
wouldn't have thought it was possible to get one of these dlive." She shot one more glance a Dr. Eicroth.
"Y ou'rerecording? We can't waste this."

"If we get anything," Marasaid. She'd faced enough of these diensto expect afresh surprise every time.
Above the table hung afull-body scanner. Thistime, thered be body-fluid analyses, readings of organ
functions, maybe even amap of the body's microdectric fields. A chem readout might hint at what drugs
could affect them. Personadly, Marawould appreciate information on their nervous systems - especidly
what might bring them down, besdes whacking their temples.

She sared at the dien warrior, haf wishing they might've spoken woman to woman, instead of as
predator and prey, captor and prisoner. Maraknew what it felt like to dowly redlize she'd been raised by
thewrong sde.

The Y uuzhan Vong warrior stirred. Mara stepped closer. Kaenda eyed the overhead readouts.
Thewarrior's eyes opened. She recoiled from the machinery above her, working her face violently.
Maradtretched out a hand. "We don't want to harm you," sheinsisted. "I know you know Basic. | saw
you a work in the Leafy Green. Let us help you. Well send you back to your people,if -"

The prisoner interrupted, shrieking out along, unintelligible speech, maybe to her gods. Asshedid, her
body arched, fighting the bonds. Dr. Eicroth edged back. Anakin stepped closer, one hand on his
lightsaber.

From the warrior'sright hand, aclaw stretched to four timesits sessile length. It dashed the stedlfab
forearm bond asif it were flimsgiplast. Then with one arm freed, thewarrior baled afis.

Anakinignited hisblade with asnap-hiss.

"No!" Marashouted.

Without hesitating, the warrior dashed her claw across her own throat. Black blood spurted. Cilgha
sprang forward, pressing awad of synthflesh to the wound with one broad, webbed hand while reaching
asdefor fluid packs. Another aide restrained the prisoner's free hand. A surgical droid that Cilghal had
parked out of the prisoner's sight rolled close and went to work.

Maraexhaled, hoping the readouts would provide some usable information. She'd gotten a bit of data
hersdf - even more respect for those fighting claws. She would make sure that information went out in
Dr. Eicroth's report.

An hour later, as midnight passed, she sat at alight table rerunning that report and Cilghal's medical
scans. The prisoner had managed to bleed to death, and Mara sent Anakin home in his skimmer. Luke
stood at her shoulder, tracing with one finger the lines of multiple skull bresks. Marawatched him
sdelong, trying to read his reaction. His face had been savaged years ago by awampaice creature.
Would these people accept bacta trestment, since the only technology it required was atank to contain
the organisms?

Probably not. They woretheir scars proudly.

"The claws are creatures, too," she observed out loud. It was late enough that she no longer cared she
was rambling. " Parasites, embedded deep into bone. That's got to hurt.”

"They cherish pain,” Luke murmured.

Mara shook her head. Loosed from her hood, red-gold hair flopped over her shoulders. "Thiswasn't
worth what we risked fork."

"Y ou took one Y uuzhan Vong operative out of commission,” Luke pointed out. "And found away to kill
the amphigaffs.”

"Not enough.”

"Mara," he exclamed, and she heard the exasperation in hisvoice. "Just having you on your feet isamost
amiracle. Can't you be thankful for small accomplishments?'



Trim from years of lightsaber drills and salf-imposed gymnagtic training, he'd picked up ascar or two
himself, and hisright hand was only are-cregtion. His exquisite empathy gave both hands a powerful
senaudity, though.

"Y ou know me better than that,” she muttered, turning back to the scans. "L ook at the nervous system.
The microdectric fidds are fully redundant. If they like to suffer, they're built for it."

"That must be why they can't be stunned.”

"One point for you."

Half smiling, he leaned closer to the readout. " She didn't have as many bone breaks or scars asthe one
they scanned on Bimmid."

"That isn't hard to figure out. They give low-ranking youngsters undercover work to prove themselves.”
Marafought back ayawn.

Luke stared pointedly at the Y uuzhan Vong femae.
"Thanks," Marasaid dryly, "but you don't have to pretend not to notice. | have agood reason to betired.
Let'sget somedeep.”

Luke had parked a skimmer on the rooftop pad. He dipped infirgt, claiming the pilot's seat. Maralet
him. From the Intelligence complex, it was a short hop - mostly open-air - back to their part of the
Imperid Palace. Maragtared over asolid line of wing- and tail-lights.

"Reminiscing?' Luke asked.

She pulled her vest closer, hoping her sudden shiver was due to the evening chill. Severd times, close
proximity with the Y uuzhan Vong had seemed to spark relgpses of her illness.

"Hardly," shesad.

He'd learned to respect her silences, and the times when she smply didn't care to explain. She kept quiet
as he dipped the skimmer into a parking dot as smoothly as any other pilot with fighter status. He'd
retested, kept up his hours, and was il legdly qudified to fly dmost anything the New Republic could
scramble againgt the Y uuzhan Vong, short of aMon Cal battleship.

Count on Skywalker to do everything legd and square.

The corridorsin their part of the palace were lined in exotic woods, sculpted with intricate swirlsto
deaden the echoes of feet hustling up Wayland marbletiles. Mara hung back, keeping both handsin her
vest pockets, and let Luke open the door. It was plainer than most, but a good meter taler than either of
them.

She sent the door shut and dropped her long vest over aservice droid. From her |eft, agreeting tootled
from the datalrecharge station. L uke greeted his mechanicd friend with an equaly friendly chirrup. "Hi,
Artoo."

Their suitewas smal but eegant, and she liked living in acentral location. Ahead, down three Steps, a
transparisted vistawindow looked out over Coruscant. The spires of anew construct stuck up between
Maraand the moonset.

She yawned. Leaning against awall, she stared out at the large moon, watching asit crept lower, seeming
to grow larger and duller asit dipped into city haze. Even asmple moonset |ooked ominous nowadays.
If the enemy remade Coruscant, as they'd done to Belkadan, what color would these moonsets turn?
Warm arms dipped around her from behind. "Bed?' Luke murmured againgt her ear.

Sheclosed her hands over his. "Inaminute.”

"What'swrong?'

"Nothing." That was her knee-jerk reaction, and Luke knew it. For some silly reason, he till asked. "l
fed dmogt obnoxioudy wdll."

"Youre... uneasy, though," he said. "And, no, | didn't use the Forceto seeit. | just know you."

"Well done," she muttered, not in amood to smart-mouth him. "It's not for myself. Look out there. How
many thousands of homes do we see? How safe are they, redly?’

His chin rested on her shoulder. He didn't answer, but hisarmstightened on her waist.

"All over the Rim, they'velost homes. Wholeworlds. Closer in, they're not thinking about anything but



how to survive. What kind of lifeisthat?"

She meant it asarhetorical question, and he didn't answer.Y ou've learned, Skywaker! she thought
wryly. Since he didn't argue, she had to presson. "We're Jedi. We protect life. That's worthwhile, but it
has nothing to do with thekind of lifethey live."

"We can't make choices for them. How long have you been telling me that?'

"Years. And I'm il right. But people who live in congtant terror and grief - how much better are they,
redly, than the daves sprouting cord al over their bodies?"

He smply tightened his arms around her middle, so again, she had to answer hersdlf. "Better, of course,”
she admitted. "They aren't in agony. But don't you ever wonder ... or maybe you cantell me... what is
the effect on the Force of dl thisviolence and desperation? The thresat of invasion brings out fear and
anger. The dark side gets stronger. What countersit?”

"Little hopes," Luke answered. "Little joys."

Maragtared a the shrinking moon. "It'slike our Stuation,” she admitted, "but it's everywhere."

He raised one hand to stroke her shoulder.

Her head drooped. "Just preserving those who are dlive feds like adead end. But what choice do we
have?'

"Only to go on serving, with every day we dill havelifein us™" Luke's voice was softer than the dying
moonlight. "To defend people who can't defend themsdlves. To diefor them, if we must. Like Chewie
did."

Maraleaned back againgt hischest. "I outlived the Empire," she muttered. "Theloss of my livelihood - a
man | loved and served. | could outlive the New Republic. | love stability and ease ... And you,
incidentally.”

His hand tightened.

"But smply ... taying dliveisn't everything. Don't you see? Were only trying ... to prevent the subtraction
of life"

"Y ou've added to mine, Mara," he said softly, dryly. "Come get somerest.”

Chapter 7 Crowded around atracking screen in the hardened control shed, Jacen, Han, and the Ryn
Piani watched asmal blip grow on the tracking screen, while Randa sulked in a corner and Droma
gared out the viewbubble. A tickling sensation findly thrust itsalf into the back of Jacen'smind. "It's
Jaing" he confirmed. Han crossed hisarms, frowning. "How is she?" Jacen examined the feding. "Mad,”
he concluded.

One of Thirty-two's snakelike cofferdams was extended to the med runner. Jacen and Han stood at the
foot of itslanding ramp as the hatch opened. First off wasaMon Ca pilot, wearing thetri-circleinggnia
of the New Republic medica service. She had long, feminine webbed hands. "Captain Solo?’

Han stepped forward. "Y ou've got my girl, | hope." His voice echoed oddly insde the cofferdam.

"Her attendant's hel ping her forward. Sign here, please.” The pilot thrust out a datapad.

"Nope," Han said. "Not till | see her.”

Watching over hisfather's shoulder, Jacen spotted adark gray coveral, dark hair chopped surprisingly
short, and hissister's face, half covered by some kind of mask.

Jaina batted away her droid-attendant's extended limb. "1 can walk down aramp. Hi, Dad. Hello, Jacen.
Thanks for coming to pick up the pieces.”

Shewaked down, limping dightly. Han embraced her, rocking from foot to foot. Then Jacen dipped his
arms around her shoulders. Until he knew more about her injuries, he didn't want to squeeze.

"I'm not askeleton leaf," she growled, tightening her grip. Her fingers dug into histriceps.

"Hereare your ingructions." The medica droid presented Han with a second datapad.

Jainaturned away. Two curved, darkened lenses hung from a soft headband, with severa connectors
alongside. Jacen hoped the meds hadn't had to implant anything under her scalp to make the thing work.
"Y ou can see well enough to recognize us," he said. "That's not bad.”

"I can tell you apart through the Force. What | see is shadows and darker shadows. It's getting better."
She shut her mouth firmly, but only for amoment. "I can already make out shapes on athreat board.
Sending me here was awaste of fuel - unless you've heard something | haven't." She folded her amsand



glared a Jacen. "Am | terminal or something, and they just haven't told me?”

"No," Jacen exclaimed. He couldn't resst stretching out through the Force. His Sister's presence pulsed
red-hot - an ember, not aflame. "No, you're healing well. They just didn't want to risk you in combat. Or
risk that you'd endanger someone else," he added, trying to push her anger away. Standing beside her
made him edgy, amogt asif the ground were vibrating.

"Not you, too." Jaina pulled off her mask and pushed her face closer to his. Her eyesdid look cloudy,
the pupilsfaintly gray.

Finished with the medica team, their dad clapped an arm around her shoulder. "Come inside, sweetie. I'll
get you settled before | head back to the pumping station.”

They found her acot in ahut with an ederly Ryn woman, whose husband had died on theJubilee Whedl
over Ord Mantell, and who was glad for company. AsHan hurried off, Jainagrudgingly let Jacen stow
her belongings under the shelter's second cot. She turned her head toward the small window.

"l can seefing, if therésenough light.”

"That'saproblem in Thirty-two," Jacen admitted. "The cloud cover doesn't let much in." And these

SEL CORE shdters had just one door and one window. "A little light getsin through the roof panels," he
added, gesturing upward.

These huts were suited only for domed environments. One good storm would blow off the roofs, then
wash the mortar out from between mud bricks that reinforced the synthplaswalls.

"How long did it take to get used to the stink?"

Jacen's face warmed. He glanced at the older woman seated on the other bunk. Jainawasn't just smelling
Duro's atmosphere. The Ryn had this odor ...

"That's partly me" the Ryn said bluntly.

"Lessthan aday." Jacen got the words out quickly. "And, Clarani, you know it's not you in particular.

Y our peoplejust have adifferent body chemistry.”

Jainashook her head dowly. "Sorry," she muttered. "Y ou're generous to take mein. Thelast thing you
need isan ungrateful kid in your house."

"Dontworry." Clarani gestured |eft and right, taking in the door they'd left open for light - and the small
window, with its primitive shelf-row storage. "I'm tired of deeping aone."

When Jainaraised ahand to adjust her mask, Jacen spotted atremor. She really had been through it.
"So bring me up to speed,” he said casudly. "What have the Rogues been up to, and who fried your
X-wing?'

"l did. That'stheworst of it."

" o7

She sghed. "l was chasing askip. At Kdarba," she added.

"Yes, they told us. | guess Druckenwel's gone, too?" That had been amgor Imperia manufacturing
center.

"And Falleen. They've reached Rodia. It'sthe heavy end of the hammer, pounding and pounding.”
"Unbdievable" Jacen muttered, wondering if the Falleen had fought to the last drop of green blood or
€lse used their infamous pheromones to buy ameasure of freedom.

Jainadidn't offer details, and thiswasn't thetimeto press. "l stayed alittle too close to a cruiser that was
under attack,” she said. "When it blew, | ... caught some radiation. | should be fine in a couple of weeks,"
sheingsted. "No permanent damage.”

"Good."

In return, Jacen gave her afast explanation of Thirty-two'swater purification project, the ancient pit mine
that had filled with toxic groundwater, the settlement's nomina partnership with Gateway beyond low,
blasted hills, and their supply problems. CorDuro Shipping, contracted by SEL CORE to deliver supplies
to the refugee domes, had missed two shipments this month and been late with the other leven.

"Therés plenty of work here," he added. "Mechanica stuff. Y our specidty.”

She snorted. "Save it for somebody who doesn't know how to vape skips, Jacen. They're taking this
gdaxy away from us. The forces need every decent pilot we can get. That's where you ought to be. Even
Dad."



She sounded disturbingly like Randa- anxious, angry. Again he thought of hisvison, and the potentia
repercussions of one step in the wrong direction.

"Instead of stuck here, taking care of helplessfolks?' Clarani put in. "Think again, young woman. Who
were you fighting to save? Y ou're not out there playing death-tag for fun and excitement.”

"True." To Jacen'ssurprise, Jainasvoice sank. "And | worry ... alittle ... that when | get back in an
X-wing, I'll punk out."

"Not you," Jacen said.

"It'sdifferent now." She laced her fingers on the lap of her dark gray coverdl. "Did they tell you | lost
Sparky?"

"No." Jacen turned toward the Ryn woman. " Sparky was her persond droid. She'shad him -"

"A while" Jainasaid. "Long enough to start depending on him. | know they'rejust mechanicd, but ... he
was great." Her shoulders dumped.

Jacen shook his head.

"Never having owned adroid,” the Ryn woman said, "I might not seem sympathetic. But well adl lose
more than we dready have, before dl thisisover.”

"Y ou ended up EV?" Jacen asked.

Jainanodded.

He compressed hislips. Losng afighter around you and going extravehicular did terrible thingsto the
comforting illusonsthat kept fighter pilots rushing into those cockpits. At the back of their minds, it was
always the other guy who got shot up - the one who just wasn't as quick, or as good in a clinch shot, or
as sharp-eyed. He stared at Jaina's mask.

"Want dinner?' he asked. "Part of the stink iswhat welll eet tonight.”

Jainashook her head. "My day cyclejust shifted. It'samost midnight where I've been. | just want to
deep.

"Do meafavor,” she added, looking straight at him. Jacen felt her emotions shift subtly. "I want to spend
the night in aheding trance. Give me apush. | can't get as deep as | want, without you."

He hesitated.

"I know," she said. He had the sense that her stare, such asit was, didn't waver. "The whole gaaxy
knows you've been trying not to use the Force. Thisisme, your sister. | need to get well.”
"You'reright." Embarrassed, he shoved hisrductance aside. "I'll help. But you need to know thet it's
gotten worse."

"Why?" she demanded. When shetilted her head up and frowned, she looked amost exactly like their
mom.

"l saw ... thisvison." He described it for her.

She listened, nodding - but she asked again for his help. He couldn't refuse. Soon shelay in adeep
healing subdeep, her chest rising and falling so dowly that a stranger might have worried that she wasn't
bresthing.

But when he looked with his spirit, he saw that her legs, right Sde, and left hand were all targets of an
intense effort. Around and through her eyes, energy flowed with particular intensity. Bacta, that
miraculous microscopic heder, had done such agood job on her tissue injuriesthat she wouldn't have
any visble scars. She wouldn't limp much longer, ether.

I'd be agood hedler, he complained to himsdlf, but he knew the answer to that. Just because he was
skilled in an areg, that didn't make it the cal on hislife. People who told him he was lucky to be so
broadly "gifted" didn't have to make hisdecisions.

The next morning, he spotted her ambling up the dley, trailing one hand dong the rough wall of the
nearest hut. He grabbed her other hand and guided her to amess area. Ryn of all ages congregated
around five femaes with site-built cooking pots. Jaina sniffed the air.

Jacen touched her elbow and guided her to aplacein line. "Lookslike-" He glanced into the nearest pot.
"Mm, breakfast phraig.” He lowered his voice and muttered in Jainas ear, " SEL CORE must've gotten a
contract for some planet's entire phraig harvest ..." Hetrailed off asthe near cook spotted them.
"TheRoguepilot," she exclamed.



Up and down the serving line, Ryn heads turned. Two leather-winged V ors stared down pointed faces.
A family of humans set their trays aside and applauded.

Janaslipstwisted.

"Y ou to thefront of theline, missy," the cook said. "Maybe we can't do anything for your wingmates, but
you tell them - when you get back - that Camarata said thank you."

When Jainatried to protest, Jacen elbowed her. "These refugees can only give you atouch of specia
treatment. It'sal they have. Let them honor Rogue Squadron, if you don't want it for yoursdlf.”

He guided her to thefront of the line, steadied her bowl while one of the women ladled a dipper full of
pa e-brown steamed grains, mixed with afew bits of dried fruit. Then he got himsdlf abowlful and
grabbed two mugs of imitation caf.

They took a seet on along dab of duracrete. Jaina gripped her spoon halfway up the handle and got a
biteinto her mouth.

"Bland," she said, "but not bad. I'm sorry | was lousy company last night.”

"Thiscan't bered easy for you."

"Always understanding everybody e se'sviewpoint, that's my little brother.”

He smiled wryly. For about two years, she had been tdler.

She shook her head, then turned aside, so he saw thereflection of aRyn family on her faceplate. "1 hate
this" shesad. "I'm the older sister. The ace pilot. Did you know, | dmost got as many killsin the last
three weeks as the squadron’s top ten percenters? Do you realize what that meansto me?”

"Yes. Youre one of the hottest pilots there ever was."

"I'm scared to lose that, Jacen.”

"Of course. But | read your diagnosis pad last night. Y ou redlly are expected to get better. Fast.”
"Then why did they send me here?" Her voice dropped to awhisper.

"| told you lagt night. The med facilitiesare bursting.”

"Yeah," shesaid. "And do you know they haven't been ableto raise Mom?"

"l don't understand that."

"Well, they didn't try redl long and hard. But | hope nothing happened to her."

"Weld know if ..." Jacen trailed off.

"Sowhereisshe?'

He shrugged. "Working refugees. She could be here on Duro, and we'd never know it. We can't keep
the comm cables up, the murk's too thick for line-of-sight, and we haven't gotten a good antenna from
SELCORE yet."

Jainafinished her breskfast and patted the duracrete, looking for her mug.

As Jacen shoved it toward her hand, he spotted motion at the edge of hisfield of vison. Animmense,
tan-colored blob of motion.

"Uh-oh," he murmured.

"What?' Her head whipped around.

"Randa," he said quickly, "our resident Hutt. Wants revenge on the Y uuzhan Vong. Helll try to get you
into hisown plansfor combat. He's been working on me."

“Tel him| can't."

"Youtdl him," Jacen said. "Here he comes."

Chapter 8 Two days later, Jacen adjusted his breath mask and leaned against Thirty-two's duracrete
main gate, waiting for the CorDuro supply shuttle. The gray dome faded toward afoggy height.

SEL CORE couldn't afford to equip its refugees with costly enviro-suits, only chegp chem suits and
cumbersome rebreathers like Jacen's. There were timeswhen held gladly blast off again.

Randas offer rose back to hismind, but hergected it. If he turned to aggression, that would betray
everything hed promised to stand for, not to mention hisvision.

But couldn't he fight without using the Force?

On hisright, the sedled end of aretracted, tube-shaped cofferdam lay aong one edge of a blasted-out
crater. That tube could be run out to mate with afreighter's cargo hatch. Thirty-two had been promised a
load of chemical fertilizersfor its hydroponics operation. Without them, the new crop of foodstuffs would



wither in the tanks.

Stll, it didn't take a Jedi Master to redlize this freighter wasn't coming. Frowning, Jacen dipped into the
wide gate, amodified airlock. He paused to let air currents whisk most of the crud off of his clothes,
doshed hisbootsin a settling tub, then paced up the dome's edge to the control shed.

"Itisn't coming," adeep voice rumbled.

Randa had positioned his bdlly in front of the control board. Two older humans sat cross-legged on the
floor, playing atile game. Beyond them, the viewbubble looked out on the landing zone's blast crater.
"Any word out of Nal Hutta?' Jacen asked gently.

"The Glorious Jewd " Randafumed, "is under remote bombardment. Misslesare bursting in her
atmosphere. They are causing no damage my peopl€e's sensors can pick up from remote stations, but we
know what the enemy did to Ithor."

Jacen frowned. "Did your people evacuate?"

"Many of my kgjidic had dready |eft for Gamorr and Tatooine. Rodia, too." Randas broad dash of a
mouth pulled aside. "But now Rodias under attack.”

Jacen shook his head.

"Noble news out of Kubindi, though. Tragic, but noble.”

"Oh?" Jacen leaned one arm againgt the comm board. News from outsystem was getting rare enough to
tolerate liening to Randarelay it.

"Word isout that Kyp's Dozen -"

Jacen clenched ahand &t that name, but he didn't interrupt.

"~ held off a'Y uuzhan Vong attack force long enough that the Kubaz got every spaceworthy ship
offplanet. Y ou cannot cdl that anything lessthan heroic.”

Grandstandingcame to mind, but Jacen held his peace. "I thought he was over at Bothawui."

"Exactly. Anticipating their attack, he made the long trek -"

"Listen, Randa." Jacen frowned. "I just don't admire Kyp theway you do." And Kyp has no patience with
Hutts - but Jacen didn't say that. "Hekilled millions."

Randawaved a stubby arm. "L ong ago. He was young -"

"Well, I'm young now. And | don't gpprove.”

"Tragic," Randasaid softly. "Theway the Jedi are dividing. Supposedly, Jedi protect others. | see none
of that from you, Jedi Solo. Take Wurth Skidder. Hewasawarrior." He recited the story again
Skidder's bravery on board the Y uuzhan Vong clustership; Skidder's attempt to communicate with the
hideous yammosk war coordinator; Skidder dying in bitter agony, sending the rescue crew off without
him. Randa had vowed to avenge himself on the Y uuzhan VVong, honoring Wurth Skidder.

Jacen wondered what the young Hutt really wanted.

"Asfar as| can see," Randaconcluded, "Durronisthe only Jedi who truly is carrying the fight to the

Y uuzhan Vong."

"That'sonly half true," Jacen said carefully. "The Jedi based on Coruscant are working just ashard as
Kyp, without caling attention to themsalves. No fanfares, no tricks flying into bettle -"

Randa spat toward a bucket he'd placed in the room's darkest corner. The tile-game players startled,
then returned to their game.

"How long," herumbled, "will Coruscant hold out if the Y uuzhan Vong attack?”

"That'sthe last place the fleets would let them take." But Jacen had wondered the same thing. That redly
would be the end - and Uncle Luke had stood near Coruscant in hisvision. "Listen, Randa. Master
Skywalker isright - we have to be cautious about using the Force. We have to resist anger, hate, and
aggression. Thosewill tempt usinto an evil that's just as dangerous asthe Y uuzhan VVong."

Randa grumbled in Huttese.

"It'sright for usto gather intelligence," Jacen pressed. "To protect and advise others. To hedl their hurts.
That's the force of good, Randa. Kyp's people ... maybe they haven't dipped over to the dark side, but

they'rediding."



Randa clenched histiny hands and puffed up to hisfull Sze.

"Spare me your dark side and light side. If you're aJedi, act like a Jedi, or get out of the way and let
other Jedi do what thiswar requires ... to protect others!”

"I'm working on that," Jacen inssted.

Abruptly, Randaturned conciliatory. "Of courseyou are," he soothed, but not before Jacen made one
more mental note about Randa Besadii Diori'sflattery it could turn ugly in aningtant. The Hutt wasa
spice merchant, amanipulator. "Hereismy vison," Randasaid. "My fantasies have matured, and you
could find glory helping mefulfill them."

Jacen rolled hiseyes. "Go ahead.”

Randa moistened hislipswith hisfat, wedge-shaped tongue. "1 see mysdlf," he said, "asapirate chieftain,
wreaking havoc on the Y uuzhan Vong ... with Kyp Durron as my example."

Jacen wondered how Kyp would react to aHutt using him as an example.

"Who better to head my squadron than a Jedi? And fate has delivered a Jedi to me, one who has
withdrawn from their normal operations. Y ou see, Jacen, all | need isto somehow get an influence over
you, then convince you to do what | want."

Surprisingly frank, for aHutt. "Thereisn't asingle ship here at Thirty-two that would suit your purposes.”
"No," the Hutt admitted. "But over at Gateway, there are faster vessels. Oursfor the taking.”

"No, Randa. | won't stedl, | don't want to be apirate, and | don't believe in your vision. I'm sorry. Now,
| need aGOCU line"

Sighing heavily, Randa did away from the main comm board. Jacen settled in at the ground-orbit comm
unit, drumming hisfingers on its edge while he waited for his cal to go through. He wondered if Randa
might resort to intimidation, once it grew obvious that flattery wouldn't produce what he wanted.
Jacen'sfirg call raised the Duros military, as usua. The Duro Defense Force was a nervous bunch these
days. Admira Wuht's comm team was on the job this morning. Negotiating the usua runaround took
most of Jacen's next hour. Randathrust his huge head through the door three times, demanding progress
reports.

"Waiting for Admiral Dizzlewit," Jacen murmured esch time,

Finaly, Jacen talked himsdlf far enough down the line to reach a shipping clerk who seemed willing to
check records. Y es, the shuttle in question had arrived at Bburru City. CorDuro Shipping had taken
charge of the transfer. A CorDuro pilot had taken off with it, bound for Urrdorf City - the smalest Duros
orbitd city.

Stolen! "I know these routing checks are inconvenient for you," Jacen said tightly. "Y ou've done an
incredible job, getting me this much. Many thanks."

He cut the connection and flicked his comlink. "Dad?’

After saveral seconds, he got an answer. "Find it, Junior?’

"The Duros diverted it." Randa's monstrous head poked through the door again. Jacen pushed hischair
aside and beckoned the Hutt forward, till explaining. "Dad, | think thiswould justify spending thefud to
go up and talk to them.” Han had taken Thirty-two's outdated 1-7 Howlrunner shuttle up to Bburru twice
that first week, talking to Admira Wuht.

"No," Han said firmly. "They don't want to talk. Well think of something. Borrow suppliesfrom
Gateway, maybe."

Jacen knew exactly what his dad meant when he said "borrow."

An unexpected transmission called Tsavong Lah away fromSunulok 'svillip chair. In that chamber, sgna
villipsfashioned optica fiedsthat showed long arcs of space, sent by villips positioned for relay. Images
from Na Hutta showed the seeding of microbes that would reshape the scum-ridden, pestilent planet -
and its ghastly moon, covered with technological monsirosities - back into something fertile and lovely.
Some of the organisms, bred by master shapers, would digest Nar Shaddaa's metal and transparisted!
into dust that would settle into lower strata. Other microbes would break down both worlds duracrete
into sand for new soil. Still other bacteriawould attack organic matter, including the Hutts bloated



corpses, to enrich that soil. Buried under natura terrain, the world and its moon would live again.

There was dso the matter of Mujmai Linan, alieutenant who had proposed taking Kubindi with haf the
usua number of coralskippers. Disgraced by the substantial evacuation of Kubindi, Linanwaitedina
meditation chamber. In lessthan an hour, the gods would receive him.

Tsavong Lah was not pleased to be called away, but the executor's report was worth hearing. Seated in
the coral-lined privacy chamber, he glared at the villip's rendition of Nom Anor's dumbfounded face.
"Not oneJeedai , but three?"

Nom Anor's eyes widened even farther. It was unusua for awarmaster to repesat information. "Yes,
Warmaster. Three have been spotted now."

The warmaster drew up to his formidable height, squaring his spiked shoulders. "Not by you."

"By my agents. | scrupuloudy avoid ther presence.”

"Their names," Tsavong ordered, relaxing.

"LelaOrgana Solo remains supervisor of thisdome. My assstants dert me whenever she gpproachesthe
laboratory.”

"Y our ass stants gpproach worthiness.”

"l wish | could convey your compliments.”

"When Duro isliberated, you may offer them yourself.”

The villip showed Nom Anor's head nod in gratitude. ™Y ou honor us al. The other two Jedi cameto my
attention only thismorning. My agents on Bburru have monitored anumber of outsystem calsfrom
Settlement Thirty-two. They findly identified a passenger who arrived by medica evacuation ship as
Organa Solo's daughter, Jaina. CorDuro Shipping reports dedling with another, at Thirty-two - Jainas
brother, the cowardly Jedi who went missing from Coruscant -"

Perplexed, Tsavong Lah interrupted, "Isthisfamily in blood feud? Avoiding one another, to prevent
embarrassment?’

"I find no evidence of either. It seems possible, though amost unbelievable - even for this godlessrace -
that the offspring have no idea of the mother'slocation, nor she of theirs. The coward's name -"

"Name me no coward. He is not worthy to be known."

"Then may | offer asuggestion?'

Tsavong Lah nodded.

"I have developed anew organism.”

Tsavong Lah frowned. Nom Anor fancied himsalf a shaper, dabbling in others sanctified specidties.
"When we need to break down these abominable domes and let in living atmosphere,” Anor continued,
"it should be useful. Meanwhile, | would liketo test it in the two younger Jedis dome.'Eruk tukken nom
canbin-tu.'" He quoted the adage to weaken the hinges of the enemy'sfort.

"Why not your own?" 1t would be an honorable sdf-immolation.

"Belek tiu, Warmaster." Nom Anor gpologized, and the warmaster et him continue. "Thisresearch
complex serves our long-term purposes, and Jedi Organa Solo helps other workers make maximum use
of resources. For that reason, this dome's destruction should be delayed.”

Tsavong Lah could not fault the executor's reasoning. " Only so long as she remainsignorant of your
presence. Somehow, theseJeedai recognize us through ooglith masguers. | have little faith that your new
gablith masguer would deceive her." Jedi magic worked without sacrificesto the Y uuzhan VVong gods,
which madeit dmost as abominable astheinfides technology. "The priests," he added dryly, "change
their minds daily, whether the portentsidentify theseJeedal as abominationstoo evil to even sacrifice, or
worthy enough to offer individudly. But do not encounter her in person.”

"l serve you with my life and deeth,” Nom Anor answered.

Tsavong Lah touched hisvillip. Nom Anor's face faded, shrank, and was sucked back into the villip's
interior.

Tsavong Lah sat for another minute, stiroking hisfrayed lip with afinger claw. Destroying Duro's
ship-crafting facility would deny his enemies warships and materiel. Cutting their trade routes again would
wreak economic havoc.

And a Duro, he would make an example that the galaxy's surviving inhabitants would not dare to ignore.



Chapter 9 Mara sat with Luke at along briefing table, in a sequestered room protected by sonic
containment fields. At the table's head, Ayddar Nylykerka - chief of Fleet Intelligence - stood beside a
three-dimensiond galactic map that gleamed over the table's modulasers. Mot of its star field shone
faintly blue, but asubstantia dice starting near Belkadan had been reprogrammed to shinered, those
systemsthat had been taken by the Y uuzhan Vong.

Nylykerka swept hislaser pointer through that sector. "Asyou see, our hyperspace probes are returning
limited information. Kaarba, Druckenwell, and Falleen are lost. Even if we could retain Rodia," he said,
glancing a Rodian Councilor Narik, "the Cordlian Runiscut." He swept his pointer through that
hyperspace lane. "' Our scouts report having found several more points seeded with dovin basal
interdiction mines."

Councilor Narik's ears swiveled toward Chief of State Fey'lya. "Once again, aMid Rimworld is
sacrificed in the name of protecting the Core ... or Bothawui,” Narik said angrily.

Marafrowned. The Bothan chief of state had managed to keep the remains of the Fifth Fleet deployed at
home, but he looked twitchy. Defensive. Ripples danced amost constantly across hisfurred face.

"With such grave damage to Fondor, we are equally concerned with protecting Kuat Drive Y ards,"
Councilor Triebakk of Kashyyyk said through histrandator droid. He gestured toward the Advisory
Council's newest member, Senator Vigi Shesh of Kuat, who nodded acknowledgment.

"Centerpoint Station,” Fyor Rodan of Commenor said, "isidedly positioned to defend Kuat. But what is
Centerpoint's current status? Can we count on Cordlia?"

Chelch Drawad shifted in his seat, looking uncomfortable. Maradidn't envy him. Corellia had been used
asatrap, atarget to tempt the Y uuzhan VVong into Centerpoint's range. Now the Corellians had
back-blading in mind.

"My report isn't good," Drawad answered. " After Centerpoint was fired toward Fondor, there was some
kind of interior malfunction, probably due to Sal-Solo's mishandling. That information must not reach the
Y uuzhan Vong, though. Aslong asthey consider Centerpoint operationd,, it provides adeterrent for this
entireregion.”

Mara sensed uneasiness around the table. Several heads nodded somberly.

Fey'lyacrossed hisarms over histunic. "And now Cordlliathreatensto act a one, making the Centerpoint
weapon itsralying point." He glanced aside at Councilor Drawad.

"Without Fondor's shipyards,” the Corellian said, "New Republic forces could not have used Centerpoint
as planned anyway. The HIMS devices, which would've alowed our forces to maneuver in and out of
theinterdiction field, were built there."

Admira Sien Sovv, the Sullustan fulcrum of the New Republic Defense Force, had been threatened with
asenatorial vote of no confidence after the Centerpoint catastrophe. Hed barely survived. " Chief
Nylykerka," he asked, "what news from Kubindi?"

The burly Tammarian shook his head. "' Our only communication has come courtesy of Jedi Kyp Durron.
I'm sure you've seen that on HoloNet."

Sovv's jowls quivered with distaste. "Who hasn't? | suppose Jedi Corran Horn has returned to his usua
heroicsaswell, by now," he suggested, turning to L uke.

Sitting next to Mara, Luke shook his head. "Corranistill in secluson on Cordlia"Lying low , Mara
knew, after the Ithor catastrophe.

Sowv sniffed loudly.

Cd Ornas, formerly of Alderaan, said, "l find it interesting that the enemy took Kubindi without harassing
ether Fwillsving or Kessd."

"The biology people" Nylykerkasad, "beieve that the Ku-baz's history of genetically engineering insect
species made that world's resources appedl to the Y uuzhan Vong."

"And the disnformation campaign?' Fey'lyaturned to atal, dender woman standing behind Chief
Nylykerka

Maraknew Mgor Halis Saper by sight. The former documentarian, now employed by NRI, opened her
hands. "We know the Y uuzhan Vong are supertitious. Unfortunately, until we can get a better sense of
what they consider good and bad portents, there's little we can do to convince them they're seeing bad



ones”

Admira Sovv dowly shook his head. "Thank you, Mgor Saper. Wewill inform you asinformation
becomes available”

Fey'lyaraised the room lightsto adightly brighter level, and Nylykerka deactivated his map as Mgor
Saper |eft the chamber.

Borsk Fey'lyacleared histhroat, making a braying noise. "Councilor Pwoe?' Heindicated the
tentacle-faced Quarren seated across from him. "Y ou requested a place on the agenda.”

Councilor Pwoe lowered his head, resting hisfacia tentacles againgt his chest. "Master Skywalker," he
said, "I am glad that the topic of Jedi Horn and Jedi Durron was raised. Unlessyou can exercisea
greater measure of control over the Jedi, you must prepare for anew round of persecution.”

Luke raised his head but didn't spesk.

"Y our nephews," Pwoe continued, "allowed Sal-Solo to fire the Centerpoint weapon. True?"

"Yes" Lukesad. Maraglared at the aging Squid Head. "At the New Republic'srequest,” Luke
reminded the council.

"Weare disturbed,” Pwoe said. "Jedi and other vigilante groups are becoming increasingly active. Justice
must be meted out under the rule of law, not by petty tyrantsin X-wing fighters.”

Maraeyed Fyor Rodan, who'd made no secret of his opposition to forming any new Jedi council.
Rodan stirred. "Therewas atime," he said, "when the presence of twenty Jedi on Coruscant might have
seemed like a guarantee of our safety. Now, it seemsthat you head an order of twenty vigilantes and
eghty do-nothings.”

"Master Skywalker, gpologies,” Cad Ornassaid. "But you see how controversid the Jedi have become.”
Rodan narrowed his dark eyes. "MasterSkywalker," he said, managing to make that title sound
demeaning, "it isincreasingly obvious that the Jedi choose to help some peoples, but not others. Why?"
Luke shook hishead, and Marafelt hismood turn deadly sober. "Jedi are responsible to the Force, not
to me. I'vetried to coordinate them. I'vetried,” he added, shooting another side glance toward Councilor
Rodan, "to reestablish some semblance of organization. But there are people who fed that if we were
better organized, we'd be adanger to the New Republic.”

"Can you blame them?' Rodan asked. "We are determined to keep the Jedi and their quaint philosophy
separate from this government.”

"To the extent of refusing to sanction us, Councilor? Of threatening persecution?’

Chief of State Fey'lyas cream-colored fur rippled again. ™Y our agents misinformed us concerning the
dangersto Cordliaand Fondor. That failure contributed gravely to the Centerpoint catastrophe.”
"The Y uuzhan Vong planted misinformation by dtering the Hutts shipping patterns,” Luke answvered.
"Wewon't be fooled next time. And we won't be able to observe Hutt smuggling behavior anytime
soon.”

Point, Mara observed. The Hutts were mired in the fight of their lives.

Fey'lyasat stroking his beard.

"When peace and justice are threatened,” Luke said, "our mandate to rescue becomes a mandate to
defend whole worlds. It'strue that some Jedi have used that mandate to rationalize extreme behavior.
Despite what some of you think, I've done my best to correct them. Their freedom to make choices
meansthey are free to makewrong ones ."

Commodore Brand, silent until now, spoke up at last. "Hear, hear."

"It'snever easy to use power," Luke said, shaking hishead and giving Rodan along look. "You'veal
dedt with that problem, and with the ethics of spending other beings livesin battle."

"That iswhy governments have high councils," Rodan said. "To check powerful individuas.”
Marafinaly heard sometension in Lukéesvoice as he said, "Andthis body, Councilor Rodan, certainly
has chosen to defend some systems at the expense of others.™

Rodan, of Commenor, glowered.

Luke rested one elbow on the table. " Some Jedi have stepped back from using the Force aimost entirely,
for fear of misusing it. My nephew Jacen, for one."

Mara happened to be looking at Vigi Shesh at that moment. The Kuati senator raised one manicured



eyebrow.

"The Jedi are scattered,” Luke went on. "They're my commitment. Were all answerableto you -"
"Isthat 07" Narik of Rodia muttered.

Luketurned to the Rodian. "Yes," hesaid, "it is. For aslong as this body represents peace and justice.”
Maraclapped alid on her urgeto give Narik a saccharine smile.

Narik clasped his hands over the table. "My homeworld is about to suffer the most terrible depredations
"And mine" Luke said, "is probably next."

True enough. Tatooinewas just Rimward from Rodia.

Narik's green hide darkened. "That is not my concern.”

"All worlds are my concern,” Luke said.

In alounge on one of Coruscant's floating docks, Mara sank into a cushioned repulsor chair and blew
out abreath. This divisiveness could bring down the New Republic, without requiring the Y uuzhan Vong
tobringinasingleship.

At one edge of the floating dock, aloca shuttle pulled away. Maras eye caught movement on the
lounge'sfar sde. A tdl femae with short, wheat-blond hair walked toward them. Mara opened hersdf to
the Force - and before she could reach toward the woman, she felt something primitive but aive, clinging
to her body near her hip-hugging belt. She brushed at it with one hand.

"TresnalLobi," Luke murmured to Mara

Mara had met the woman, thefirst of her people - the Chevs - to show Forcetalent. Tresinahad a
charming knack for melting into mixed crowds.

"Were you expecting her?' Mara asked.

She brushed her somach again. Granite dugs often doughed off walls, and maybe asmall one had rolled
down under her long vest. She held back her disgugt, trying not to distract Luke. Granite dugs were
Hutt-ugly but harmless.

Luke raised an eyebrow. "For the last few minutes, anyway."

The Chev woman halted about two metersfrom him. "Master Skywaker, and Mara" Her voice was low
and musicdl. "Forgive mefor coming with urgent business.”

"That's never aproblem,” Luke said gracioudy. "Sit down, Tresina. Get your breath.” Again he glanced
at Mara.

Mara shook her head.It's nothing , she thought at him. She eyed the Chev woman.

"I'mdll right," Tresnasaid. Despite the woman's Jedi discipline, Mararemembered her as someone who
usually smiled - but not today. "I just got back from Duro,” she said. "I went out with my apprentice,
Thrynni Vee"

Maranodded. Inthe last year, Luke had assgned Jedi listening teams to most mgjor systems and some
critical minor ones. She crossed her hands over her vest, just below her belt line, and pressed gently. She
felt nothing through the vest - no lump, no defensive wriggle.

That was not good.

"Thrynni and | have been keegping watch on several Duros shipping concerns,” Tresinasaid. "The
Stuation there has been quietly getting ... complicated.”

"In what way?' Maraasked. This couldn't be her disease, flaring up again. It couldn't ...

"Well, | hardly know whereto start.” Tresinashook her head. "The Duros High House wasn't at all
thrilled by SELLCORE's reclamation proposa. Evidently their shipping concerns bought out afew
representatives, and then SEL CORE carried the vote."

"Why would the shipping concerns do that?' L uke asked.

Meanwhile, Mararan afast physica inventory. Shedid fed oddly tired, infinitesmally wearier than
listening to pompous councilors ought to make her. Sheld never been able to sense the disease itsdlf
through the Force, but she did fed an odd thickening of her own cells, below the pit of her ssomach.

It had attacked her reproductive system before.Not thistime , she vowed. Back at their rooms, she still



had afew precious drops of Vergerestears.

Luke frowned. Again Marashook her head dightly, then stared a Tresina.

The Chev woman's whesat-blond hair caught agleam of the sunset light. "Thrynni and | thought we had a
lead,” she said. "SEL CORE's contractor for outsystem goods, CorDuro Shipping, has been intercepting
shipments. They're letting out tapcaf talk that they're reselling to other refugee groups, but there are
quieter rumors of goods being stockpiled in another orbitd city.”

"Interesting ruse," Mara said, determined to concentrate.Y ou stick to business, too, Skywalker!

"Then Thrynni heard amechanic clam he'd been working on one city's drive and steering unit. They've
multiplied its drive power by factors of severa hundred.”

"They want to be ableto takeit out of orbit," Maraconcluded. "They could retreat, if the Y uuzhan Vong
attacked the refugees down on the planet.”Including Han, Jacen, and Leia. And now Jaina, according to
aflagged medicd report sent directly to Luke. "What are Duro's defenses like?”

"TherésaMon Cdl light cruiser,Poesy . Fighter complement of E-wings and B-wings, and some locdl
police craft they call Dagger-Ds, divided amongPoesy and some of the cities.” Tresnafinaly sat down.
"Thrynni and | were collecting information in the capita city, the one the Duros call Bburru. Wetraced
some of the intercepted goods from one shipyard arm to another, whereit lft for another habitat -
Urrdorf, the one that's supposedly being modified.”

"And?' Mara prompted gently.

Tresinas hands had tightened on the arms of her chair. "Eleven days before |eft Bburru,” Tresna
answered, "Thrynni vanished.”

Luke didn't look pleased when Maraleft him with Tresnaat NRI, nor when she claimed she needed to
do something back at the suite, but he didn't argue. He didn't need to. She knew held get there as quickly
aspossible.

Assheentered, R2-D2 rolled away from his post at the local-data feed in the kitchen and whistled a
query.

"No, thanks, Artoo. | don't need you at the moment."

He wheseled around and retrested.

Maratook achair with her back to the broad window, sank down, and withdrew deep into herself.
Before she used the last of Vergere's miraculous healing dose, sheld better know what she was up
againgt. She was determined to do whatever she could, on her own. She and Cilghal had experimented
with sdf-examination techniques, the only possible way to dedl with adisease that continualy mutated.
Focusing the Force finely, she confirmed that the odd sense focused deep in her uterus, on oneside. It
was athickening of cdlls, dmost like atumor, multiplying more quickly than her norma cells. She probed
deeper, for their clular essence. Shifting her grip on the Force, she poised to destroy their blood flow.
Then she sensed something weirdly familiar. Besides the tumor-like echo of her own cdllular essence -
completdy familiar, after fighting her disease for thislong - she sensed another human life-sgnature.

It was Luke's.

By al the gtar dragons ever spawned, that could mean only one thing.

Maras eyesflew open. Her arms and legs tiffened.Pregnant?

This couldn't have happened! Sheld taken al precautions. Her bizarre disease had transformed molecules
and cells and attacked discrete organs. It could be degath or disfigurement - or some other, unimaginable
horror - to an unborn child. She clenched afist. What could she do? There were medica options-

Like agaru-bear defending her cub, she attacked that thought instantly. She would let no medical aide
harm her child -

Again her own thoughts caught her up. Her child?

Did she carry her posterity or her death inside her?

Thetdl front door did open. Luke plunged through, and before he even got close shefdt hismind trying
to grab her, protect her.

"What'swrong?' he demanded. "Mara, what isit?"

"Do you dwaysthink you have to rush in and save someone?"' she asked, making avain stab at sounding
wry and superior. But her voice shook.



Luke dropped to hisknees beside her chair. He seized her hand. "Mara, what isit? The disease?'
Shetook hishand. Shelaid it over her abdomen. "Fed this" she said softly. "Use the Force, and tell me
what has happened.”

He arched his eyebrows and frowned up at her.

"Don't argue,” shesaid. "Just doiit. | want an unbiased second opinion.”

She watched his eyes. They narrowed, and the line of his eyebrows softened. He was preparing to
comfort her, to do whatever he must.

Then his eyes widened, sending asudden blue flash up at her face.

"Thiswasn't my idea." Mara swalowed on adry throat. "It'sdready in terrible danger. The disease could
attack it - cause mutations -"

"Mara," heinterrupted. He seized her hand. "Mara, anything could kill any one of us, today, tomorrow.
The Y uuzhan Vong could pull down one of Coruscant's moons, or we could fal out awindow."

She nodded slently, struck once again by Luke's unwavering faith in goodness and hishopein thelight.
He shifted his hand dightly, shaking hishead in plain disbeli€f.

"Lifeisrisk," hemurmured. "l don't fed anything ... dangerous about this."

"Not yet," Marawhispered. "But thiswasn't supposed to happen.”

"I know," he said. His hand shifted again. His eyesfdl shut. Shefdt his desperate concern.

Softening alittle, Maralaid her free hand over his, on her somach. Findly, she dared to envison actudly
holding a child, looking into aface that was part Luke and part Mara - just as her niece and nephews
were part Leiaand part Han, but completely themsalves. Sheld pictured it many times, as an abstraction.
Then she pictured the monster her disease could make of a defenseless cluster of cdlls.

Defensdless? Not so long asI've got custody! Something deep inside her mind was shrieking, terrorized.
Something else was dancing wildly, utterly and joyoudy abandoning itself to hope, to joy, to anew and
total commitment.

Luke spoke softly. "Maybe V ergere's medicine made you vulnerable to the Force, as an agent of life.”
She straightened her shoulders. ™Y ou want this. You're glad,” she accused him.

"Until thismoment,” her husband said, "I had no idea how badly | did want it. | was prepared to be stoic,
and give up hope -"

"For my sake?'

Heraised his chin, and she felt awordless caress.

She twisted her mouth sideways. "' For two people who know each other so well, somehow we missed
something.”

"No," he said. "Something just changed. In me, maybe. Maybe you. Maybe in the Force itsdlf. All |
know is... thisistheright risk to take. And that," he concluded, shaking his head, "makes me happy." He
looked up again, wearing afoolish grin she hadn't seen in months. "1t could make me very happy, actualy

Maraballed her fists. "Listen, Skywalker. Nobody finds out about this. Nobody."

Still knedling beside her chair, he did his hands around her waist. "1 agree, Mara, with one exception.

Y ou should have at |east one good medic. They -"

"No. Even Cilghd redlly couldn't help mefight this disease. If she couldn't help me, she couldn't protect
our child. That'sgoing to be my job."

"Other things could go wrong -"

Shedlenced himwith aglare.

He frowned, then nodded solemnly.

"And you can getthat out of your mind, too," she snapped. "'l am not going to lie down and keep watch
on my symptoms, waiting for something to go wrong."

She marveled, though, at how suddenly and how completely she wanted to protect this child that didn't
even vaguely resemble achild yet. Maybe, her conscience whispered, this sudden protectiveness was
liketheway Luke felt about her - alove so fierce and uncontrolled that sometimesit threatened the

bel oved'sindependence.

Maybe there was no such thing asreal independence. Not with contentment.



Thischild, though, could dready be under the influence of Y uuzhan V ong biotechnology. It - no, achild
was not anit - he could die before he ever saw daylight. She could deform in athousand deadly ways. He
could ...

"Areyou al right?' Luke's hands caressed her shoulders. "Mara, we should at least have Cilghd doa
few basic tests."

"No," she muttered. "No one, Luke. Not Leia, not the Solo kids."

"Just how do you expect to keep thisfrom Anakin?' he demanded.

Shelaughed shortly. "The last thing aboy his age even congdersis an old woman getting pregnant. Keep
alid on your fedings, and he won't suspect.”

"He does expect me to be concerned for you -"

"Then I'm sure you won't disappoint.”

Luke exhded dowly, and she fdt some of thetension leave him. "Youreright,” hesad. "Thereare
people who would pin hopes on this child that maybe they shouldn't have. He - or she ... canyou tdll?"
Marafel into the Force again, absorbing everything it would tell her. She had extraordinary powersto
communicate with certain people. She'd been able to sense Pa patine from anywhere in the gdaxy. So
far, though, this sense was utterly primitive. Caressing the life-signature, she felt again those faint echoes -
of her own savor in the Force, and Luke's.

A new thought distracted her. Her mind worked backwards, counting days, wondering ... when?

She hdf smiled and answered Luke's question. "No. | can't tell. But | don't want to sayit ."

"Then, for now ...she ?'

"He" Marasad firmly, though she honestly couldn't tell. Then she finished the sentence held interrupted
with hisown question. "If he survives, he could be truly grest - or greaily evil. Or," she added grimly,
"greatly damaged, by thisdisease. | won't let that happen, Luke. | swear.”

"Thisismy child, too." He seized her other hand. "Mara, you're going to have to make an alowance for
that. If | get protective, please don't takeit personally.”

"Y ou'd better not," she growled.

Then she folded around L uke, embracing his shoulders. He struggled up off hisknees, then pulled her to
her feet. His armstightened around her back and her waist. Hislips pressed hard againgt her mouth, his
breath tasted sweet and musky, and at the back of her mind, she could fed him rgoicing.

Some hours later, Mara sat staring out the transparisteel window, watching traffic lights flow acrossthe
skyline. Haming aurord vellsframed thetraffic lights.

Sheld wrenched her thoughts back to Duro - and Centerpoint Station, nonfunctional again. She had the
sensation that a pattern was emerging. Give her an hour or two, and shed find it.

If she could concentrate.

"Do you think Leiaison top of this shipping problem?’ she asked.

Luke's voice spoke out of the darkness, from the floor beside her deep chair. "By now, she's probably
ether solved it or sent Han to fix it. They've got to bein close contact.”

"But you'd like to ship over to Duro and check it out.”

"Stay out of my mind, Jade."

Without even trying, she sensed hisglee at having turned her customary rebuke back on her.

"I'd rather go mysdlf than send somebody elseinto danger,” he said, "and | should talk with Jacen. I'll
take Anakin, if you dontm-"

Maraglared into the darkness.

"Mm. Y ou do mind." Almost hidden by shadow, he ran ahand over hishair. "Mara, | don't want to put
you in danger right now. | -"

"Who's got the better danger sense?* Maratouched a control, admitting more of the city's night light
through the window and illuminating her husband's concerned face.

Luke uncrossed hislegs and leaned forward. "Y ou can't ddiberately risk that child." Theintengity in his
eyesreminded her of theworst days of her illness, and his despondency.

"Do you think," she answered, "that | ever - ever - ddiberately risk myself? Grab someredlity,
Skywaker. If the Y uuzhan VVong get near Coruscant, I'm on the evac ship - in fact, I'm driving. But this



isn't even closeto that danger leve.”

Hislipsfirmed. She could amost fed him preparing to outflank her - to bury her objections under
patriarchd affection, or pull rank. Mara cherished her farmboy's sincerity, but she refused to be
sheltered.

She wondered if arguing was smpler for women whocouldn't tell what their husbands would say next.
"My indincts are shifting," she admitted, diverting histhrust before he could makeit. "I've been running an
inventory. | can aready fed new hormones sarting to kick in. I'm getting protective, too, Luke. Already."
He leaned away from her, looking so wide-eyed hopeful that she hated to burst his bubble.

"Butinme," she explained, "'protective isactive. I'm going with you. In fact, maybe | should take Anakin
and head out," she suggested. " Then you could stay in touch with the Advisory Council. When they start
using words likepersecution , we have to pay attention.”

He arched his eyebrows. He didn't want to be left behind, either! "We have Thrynni Vae missing, and
four of our family in an areathat'sfalen under suspicion.”

"What about the Advisory Council ?*

"Kenth Hamner is an excdlent strategist. He can handle an advisory role.”

"The admirdslike having you around,” she said, pushing him just for thefun of it.

Asif held caught anicker of that thought - or more likely her amusement - he dumped back down in his
chair. "Don't do that," he pleaded.

Maralaughed. "It'll be good to get away from this place. | think we should take Anakin, too."

"What do you think Tresinaand Thrynni sumbled into?"

"That," shesaid, "iswhat wed better find out.”

Chapter 10 Randa Besadii Diori stared hard at the Ryn who had been assigned to keep watch on the
communications board - and him. The creature seemed to be adeep.

Silently, Randa activated a private frequency. Clicking the transmission switch did not activate his
kgjidic's repeater network, because one of the Duros orbita citieswasin the way.

He resolved to be patient.

With Jacen Solo sdlf-righteoudy determined to do nothing, Randa had turned to the Sster. Jainawasthe
more experienced pilot at any rate. Randa had been, he believed, more than palite - and solicitous. HEd
praised her for her congtant effortsto heal hersdf and regain her fighting trim. He'd hinted that he could
get her back into action before Rogue Squadron could send another med runner, taking her back out to
battle.

Today's news out of Nal Hutta had been ghastly unknown and unknowabl e creatures released in droves,
hisrelativeslying dain in their paaces. Randamust find some other way to use sdlf-righteous young
Jacen, so obvioudy ason of his Hutt-killing mother - and he would. The Y uuzhan Vong had trained
Randain prisoner trangport.

He clicked the transmitter again. Thistime, a soft series of tones answered.

Splendid! Heleaned closeto the transmitter. "Thisis Randa," he said softly, keeping one eye on the
deeping Ryn guard. "Who is on waich?'

He heard gtatic for along time. Then, "Randa, where are you?"'

Hisparent'svoice! "l amwell," hetold her, "and on Duro. | have only moments. | might be able to buy
our people some concessions from the Y uuzhan Vong." On board the clustership, held seen that they
were desperate to get Jedi in custody, for study. "There are two young Jedi here. | might be able to
deliver one. If they would be interested, have them contact me at the settlement they cal Thirty-two. It's
near alarge open-pit mine that's been madeinto areservoir.”

"Well done, Randa," Borga said. " Something with which to bargain - we have too little of that. The
invaders do not seem to indulge themsalves with any of our trade goods. We aretrying to win rightsto
Tatooine asasafe world. | will dowhat | can.”

The moment Randa signed off, he wondered if held done theright thing. Selling Jacen might be amistake.
Jacen ill might join him, if Jainaled theway.

Wi, he could dways claim the young human escaped. With two options open - hisfantasies of astrike
team, and the chance of buying his people a haven - one or the other would surely turn for his benefit.



Maybe both.

Heturned hishead dightly.

Theineffectud Ryn guard dept on.

K eeping peace on ateam of research scientists, who were competing for limited resources, was starting
to remind Leaof trying to feed two-year-old, Force-strong twins from the same plate. Only her hopes
for areborn world and arefugee haven kept her going.

One woman pounded L eias makeshift conference table. " Our best hope,” she said, scowling, "isto
develop that 'master net." Without a self-perpetuating web of interdependent organisms, everything we do
will either undo itself in lessthan ageneration or €se overbreed without natura controls. We can -"
"Overbreed?’ Dr. Plee, the Ho'Din, folded hislong, pae-green arms over hislab coat. " At the moment,
unlessthey do over-breed, how in Kessdl are we going to make any headway? They've given usa
planet, and it's a planet we've got to get under contral ... and hesno help at all.”

Overbreed? The Y uuzhan VVong had to breed like crazy, Leiareflected. Otherwise, how could they
throw away so many warriors lives?

Then she frowned at the single vacant chair. Once again, Dassid CregAr had begged off by comlink.
Once, she hadn't minded it. Threetimes, she didiked it. But this made five mestings out of five. No
wonder CregAr'sfellow workers resented him.

"He'sreactive," the meteorologist said. "He responds to crises only if we point them out.”
Themicrobiologist raised afinger. "But he has solved every one of them. Weve kept him so busy fixing
our problemsthat he hasn't had timeto do anything origind latdly."

"So puthim to work on your master web," Dr. Plee growled. " Get thisworld seeded and clean it up, so
we can take down these domes. I'm not claustrophobic, but -"

"The Sithyou'renot." Aj Koenes, the big Taz, nudged him with a powerful-looking furry arm. "I've seen
your -"

Leiapushed wesarily to her feet. "Does anyone € se have a progress report?*

SidrisKolb stood. " Cloud seeding is off to a shaky start, but -"

"Shaky?" demanded Cawa, a Quarren who had missed the previous meeting. "I asked you to delay that
another six weeks. I've barely made headway with existing surface water. The last rainfall sampleswe
took had six hundred parts per million of -"

And they were off again.

Thistime, Leialet them run. Sadly, everyone's project seemed to threaten everyone e se's. Interlinked as
they were, they ought to support each other. Shewould find away to make them cooperate, or else shed
send them al home and start over with afresh crew. Duro was too important to lose to their bickering.
Not many hourslater, another emergency caled Leiato the supply depot, where she released her
frustration on a hapless shipping clerk.

"What do you mean, therest of it isn't coming until next week? We need that allotment. The new
hydroponicswill stall without soluble potash, or whatever it is. Blast those Duros!”

The supply clerk, to his credit, sat there and took it until she paused for breath.

"Sorry," Leiamuttered. "Not your fault. Were dl getting alittle short in the fuse, and | am glad to get that
mining laser. Can you open alineto Bburru?'

Ten minutes later, she was getting another runaround on the ground-orbit comm unit. "Listen,” she said,
gritting her teeth to keep from shouting. "'l want that stuff here, where it belongs. I've got the biggest
population onworld."

"Sorry, maam,” the voice on the other end said. "CorDuro took that shipment to Settlement Thirty-two
for their water trestment plant, with an allowance for next month. They do supply you with -"

"Next month?" Incredulous, Lelaglared at the GOCU. "They think we can stockpile? Who isthisguy?”
The shipping clerk shook his head. "He seemed to fed that since the water purification benefits your
people even more than his own, you wouldn't mind. Do you want to send a message?’

"I'm too busy to waste the effort. Contact SEL CORE and see if we can get a duplicate shipment."And a
new administrator for Settlement Thirty-two , she would've added, if shed thought it would do any good.
Maybe SEL CORE could draft Lando and Tendra.



Down astone tunnel between Gateway's |aboratory building and the toxic marshes, Nom Anor had set
up an underground office. Leia Organa Solo's people had dug out the long tunndl; he'd creaeted aside
passage, using smal organismsthat fed on soft rock. Asthey bloated and died, he disposed of them by
the thousands, deep in the marshes. There they decomposed, their gut bacteriaworking the "miracles’
that delighted Organa Solo's people.

He marched through his outer chamber, fingering the disengagement spot on his gablith masquer. Pore by
pore, it pulled out of hisbody. He gritted histeeth. Unlike Warmaster Tsavong Lah and the rest of them,
he did not believe that his pain fed the gods. He claimed to serve Y un-Harla, the Trickster - and if she
did exist, she probably loved the deception - but Nom Anor served only himsalf, and his chance of
promotion. He had told the warmaster the truth, by one definition. Leia Organa Solo was not true Jedi,
and her daughter still was not proven - but if Tsavong Lah thought of them that way, hewould bedl the
more impressed when Nom Anor destroyed them.

As s00n as Thirty-two collapsed, Organa Solo would probably put him to work andyzing the
catastrophe. He wished he didn't have to avoid her. He would love to see her face when they brought
word that her children had been caught in the disaster.

He shook off the semisolid mass of masguer around his ankles, then stretched languoroudly, relishing the
sensation of free, living air on his own skin. He had an hour to spare. To relax.

He plucked one of histiny pets off thewal and hefted it one-handed. It didn't feel quite fully grown,
which madeit perfect for another purpose. Stretching up, he pressed itswriggling ciliadegp into acelling
crack. Hed weakened severd sections of ceiling thisway, then stationed other kinds of creatures down
in the fracture zones. On his command, they could inflate themselves like woodcutters wedges, bringing
down long or deep stretches of celling. It was Smply one more precaution.

Jacen crouched at the edge of ahut, scraping wormlike creatures off the underside of its synthplas eaves.
"They could be edible," Mezza cautioned, gripping her hipsto make abunch of culottes fabric on each
side. One of her people had found these creatures |ess than an hour ago. "Maybe we could raise them?
Extraprotein for the phraig stew?"

Jacen tried not to gag as he sealed his sample sack. "It'sathought. But fedl this spot on the eaves.
Therésapit." Heran ahand dong the areawhere held scraped off the wriggling, finger-length creatures.
"They're actudly edting synthplas.”

"Then carry them in something other than that skimpy little sack.”

Jacen wasn't going to take them far. "Have your people watch for more." He looked down the narrow
lane. "This spot is closeto the off-loading area. They probably camein on asupply ship.”

At Hydroponics Two, Jacen found Romany, the other clan leader - who'd been abiologist - working
adongsdeHan and Jaina.

"Not my specidty,” Romany inssted when Jacen presented the wriggling sample sack. One of the
wormlike cregtures seized a pinch of synthplas and started chewing.

Han glowered. Jaina put down a hydrospanner and adjusted her goggle-mask.

Jacen flicked the creature off the synthplas. "Maybe not, Romany, but you're the best authority we have,
without sending over to Gateway. | didn't want to do that.”

"Ri-ight." Romany ran long fingers through his bushy mane. "They'd quarantine us. And if the Duros heard
about this, they might not send any more ships. We were mighty glad to get that extra shipment.” He and
Han exchanged aknowing look.

Jacen's mind bounced back to the Duros. "1 wonder if one of the CorDuro ships brought in the egg pod
these" - he shook the little sack - "hatched from.” Each gray worm had nine segments and twice that
many legs, with massive black eyes and mouthparts that were al out of proportion to the rest of their
bodies.

Jaina shook her head.

"Can't seethem?’ Han asked gently.

She blinked. "I am getting better. The blurs have edges.”



"Herewe are," the Ryn said, eyeing the creatures, "huddled under asynthplas dome.”

"Gresat," Han said. "Just great.”

Jacen pulled his cloak around him alittle tighter. "Romany, you and Mezza could organize the children
into hunt teams. We've got alittle sucrose set asidefor treats. We could pay them by the worm.”

"Hey, Droma," Han shouted over the top of ahydroponicsvat. "I don't suppose you people et little
wiggly bugs”

A white-maned head appeared over the transparent lid. "With theright spices," Droma said with grave
dignity, "amost anything isedible. And -"

"Randawould probably love them." Thistime, Jacen finished Dromas sentence.

Then helooked aside. Han stared at Jaina, arching his eyebrows, his eyes soft and sad.

Jacen glanced from hisfather to his sister, comparing profiles. People generaly claimed sheresembled a
young Leia, but below her bobbed hair, her forehead and cheeksredlly did have the same angles as
Han's. Jacen abruptly pitied any man who wounded Jainas heart with less than a galaxy between himsdlf
and her father.

AsJainahiked off with Romany to look for Mezza, Jacen asked hisdad, "Do you think al thisisgoing to
take the edge off her fighting ability?'

"If she doesn't want it to, it won't." Han shifted hisweight, frowning. " She'stoo much like her mother.”
Jacen looked up sharply, hearing adepth of loneliness that Han never expressed openly.

"You'reright,” hetold Han, not wanting to say too much. He hustled after Jaina, though.

He caught up at Mezzas hut. "1 think it's time we went looking for Mom," hetold histwin.

Lenya, thismorning's comm operator, stared at the transceiver with her oblique eyes wide. Even Randa
seemed flabbergasted. Jaina had found Admira Dizzlewit's soft spot he had some sympathy for injured
military personnd. Jaina had been given immediate access to the outsystem relay.

"SELCORE." A human male wearing a high blue collar and short cape appeared on the relay screen,
amid the usua cloud of blurred snowflakes. Deep-space relays went down or out of repair every day,
blasted by the Y uuzhan VVong or sideswiped by space debris, but nobody dared to go out and fix them.
They'd lost commercial HoloNet broadcasts completely. "How shal | direct your cal?”

Jainasa up alittle straighter, and Jacen pulled his hand off her shoulder.

"We're looking for Ambassador Organa Solo," Jainasaid.

"Doyou have officid busness?'

Not again, Jacen groaned to himself. One more runaround.

"Yes" Jnasad. "Werecdling infrom a SELCORE locde.”

"Not bad, on the spur of the moment,” Jacen muttered while the screen blanked.

"Y ou're not the only one who can make the truth sound impressive.”

"Get the newsfrom Na Hutta," Ranch urged.

Gamely, they stayed on-line while bureaucratic underlings shuffled them back and forth. Thena
long-faced, el egant woman appeared, her black hair pulled back severely to show exquisite ears.

"Jedi Solo," she said smoothly. "And - what a pleasant surprisetwo Jedi Solos. How may | assst you?”'
Jacen bent toward Jainas ear, but she'd aready identified the voice. " Senator Shesh," Jainasaid, "we
need to contact Mother. I've been furloughed out, injured. The last we heard anything specific, shewas
on Coruscant. Can your office trace her?"

"I'm surewe can," the senator said. "It is splendid to see you together, and looking so well." There was
something falsein her tone, though. Jacen leaned toward theimage -

Randa pushed forward, into hisway. " Senator,” he gushed, "please! Y ou must send additiona troopsto
"I'm sorry." Senator Shesh tilted her head. "We mustn't hold thisline open for nonessential
communications. I'll have my staff return your cal.”

"Wait!" Jacen stretched forward, over Jainals shoulder. "This connection took us an hour to -"

The senator'simage dissolved into anetwork of fine diagond lines.

Janagargled acry of frugtration. "Randal I'm the one who got the call through. I'm the onewho
deserved to talk to her. You ruined it!”



Randa undulated backwards, away from the console. Tempted to insst that SEL CORE would surely cdll
back, Jacen pressed his lips shut. The callback might take days, or weeks, or it might not come.

" Speaking of worms," he said, and he couldn't resist glancing at Randa as the Hutt |eft the shed. " Senator
Shesh rubs mewrong.”

Jainafrowned. "But she's been named to the Advisory Council. She's practicaly the head of

SEL CORE."

"I know," Jacen said, "and SEL CORE isn't exactly keeping its commitments. Think about the way she
was standing, too. And that falsenessin her tone of voice ... The way she held herself, and that strange
little smile. They reminded me of the holovids I've seen of another senator.”

Jainatwigted the mask in her lap. "'l hate guessng games.”

"Papatine, pre-Empire,” he explained. "When he was on hisway up, and he didn't care who or what he
destroyed to get there."

Jainafrowned. "And she'sthe one" she said, "who ddiverswhat we need to survive."

"She'salso the one," Jacen said, "who put us here. Who decided Duro was safe.”

"l don't like where you're taking this, Jacen.”

"Neither do1," he said softly. "Not at all."

Chapter 11 Tsavong Lah stroked the villip in his privacy chamber. His agents had recently delivered a
newly budded subordinate villip to their contact on Coruscant. Thisfirgt time, his contact might need a
few momentsto redlize she was being caled. On future occasions, his agents would deliver appropriate
disciplineif she delayed.

She must have been eager. In only one minute, the villip softened and everted on its stand. Bumps formed
onitspae surface. An aristocratic nose emerged first, then adominating chin, high forehead, strong
cheekbones, afirm stern mouth. He'd studied the human species enough to recognize the flare of her
nostrils and the widening of her eyesasSgnsof distaste. For thevillip itself, maybe - in her diplomatic
work, she would have dedlt with many species and their methods. She controlled her reaction quickly.
"Senator Shesh," he said, forming wordsin her language as prompted by the tizowyrm held dipped into
his ear. He enjoyed seeing her eyes and nodtrilstwitch again, as her villip spoke hiswords. "1 will receive
your report.”

The villip rotated dightly forward. She must have inclined her head, asign of respect. "Warmaster Lah,
thank you for responding to my offer to open negotiations.”

"I will receive your report,” he repeated. She was young in hisways. He must make some alowances.
Her eyeswidened dightly. "We are withdrawing from Kubindi," she said, "and from Rodia Wewish to
live a peace with your people.”

Peace, asthetizowyrm trandated her tongue, meant willing and appropriate submission. "Excdlent,” he
said. "We accept your peace.”

"Inturn,” she said, "we would like some assurance that your invasion is nearly complete. Surely you can
provide your people with homes and sustenance now. Leave us the worlds that remain. We must learn to
live longside each other. In ... peace.”

His eyes narrowed, and he wondered if the tizowyrm had trand ated something incorrectly. Peace flowed
from a submissive underling to a conqueror, never in both directions.

"Our ultimate need,” he said, "isthe system you have prepared. For that, receive thanks." From Duro, he
could neutrdize the famous Drive Y ards in her home system of Kuat, as well as the monstrous weapon at
Cordlia- but she had been told nothing about these plans. ™Y ou have assured me you will set agentsto
work sabotaging Centerpoint.”

Thevillipindined itsdf again. "Assoon asit can be done. Thanksaso for your gift of the ooglith
masquers. | enjoy traveling unrecognized, | might hope,” she added in alighter voice, "that the masking
and unmasking process becomes less uncomfortable over time."

He saw no reason to coddle her. The sharp sensation of each pseudopod piercing apore was avita part
of the masquers function. "No," he said.

Her |eft eye twitched. She hadn't yet accepted the discipline of pain.

"You areto bepraised,” hetold her, "for helping bring about alastingpeace for your people. Y our role



will bewidey honored, among us and your own folk."

"But not until peace comes." Sheraised her weirdly mobile eyebrows. "Promise methat."

Woas shelearning humility, or was she smply afraid of how her exatation would come about? She had
every reason to fear. He would want native rulersfor his dave population, but the gods needed worthy
sacrifices.Sunulok 's priestess, V aecta, was bloodthirsty on their behalf.

Perhgps thiswoman smply didn't want her people to know sheld changed loyalty. ™Y our villip will invert
again now. Remember to carefor it." Ending with theinsult of extrawords was an gppropriate way to
chagtise her.

The villip spoke again, though. "Wait, Warmaster Lah. | have new information.”

Hewaited.

"It concerns my SEL CORE operation a Duro. | learned today thereisaJedi at one settlement who has
sworn off using his abilities. Maybe you can make use of him."

This matched what held heard from Nom Anor and other agents. The young one had dlegedly
abandoned his comradesin arms. Tsavong Lah could hardly imagine such treachery. Though such an
individua did not deserve the dignity of having his name reported, he might prove useful if dissected.
"Have you learned anything else you should report?'

Thevillip remained silent for several seconds. Eventudly, she said, "I didike ddlivering individuals, but as
| told your agent Pedric Cuf, | am abusinessvoman.”

That was not additiond information. Tsavong Lah laid ahand over hisvillip, slencing it.

Chapter 12 Jacen woke up clenching his hands so tightly they hurt.

He rolled away from the deeping hut's wall and peered toward his dad's comm unit, on astack of mud
blocks at the foot of his cot. Something had been flung over the chrono, and he could see only apae-red
olow.

The night felt old, though. Old and deadly.

He sat upright, shut his eyes, and tried measuring the feding. Under his uncl€'s tutelage, hed worked on
developing his danger sense. It had saved him in severd tight situations. If those had been flickers, this
was afull-fledged conflagration. It occurred to him that he didn't hesitate to use the Force thisway, not in
the least.

I'm just listening. There's nothing aggressive about it.He threw on the nearest clothes and dipped outside.
Along the dusty lane, he eyed the next hut for those mysterious worms. Several days earlier, the
youngsters had stopped bringing them in. They couldn't find any more. At least that was onelessthing to
worry about.

Hefound Jainaseverad huts down. Nothing was obvioudy threatening her, so he scratched that danger
off hismenta list. Silently, he opened her door and peered in.

The grizzled Ryn woman's snore had ahigh whine, like theFa con halfway through itswarm-up. Jaina
dept on her back - norma deep, not aheding trance. He could barely see her by the dim light of
outdoor security lamps. Her hair had just enough curl to stick straight up in the front, like his often did
when he woke up.

Hetiptoed over to her cot and dropped his hand onto her shoulder. "Jaina," he whispered.

Her eyesfluttered open, and she turned her head. "Jace? What isit?"

"Sorry to wakeyou," he whispered. "Come outside so we can talk.”

Heled the way into the lane between huts. The big overhead lights gleamed faintly, giving theilluson of a
necklace of moons under the gray dome. He caught the faint odor of Ryn and awhiff of phraig-bedjie
sew.

Jaina stood beside him. In the dimness, her vison mask looked like amilitary night-sight.

"You dont haveto tell me" she said brusquely. " Something'swrong.”

"You fed it, too?' He glanced around. Blue-roofed huts, hydroponics tanks.... the control shed'sinner
corner, jutting into the dome. Nothing looked amiss.

She nodded. "Danger. To thewhole colony.” Jainashut her eyes and leaned againgt the hut's exterior,
frowning hard.

Look at her, Jacen'sinner voice taunted.Y ou'll rely on somebody else's casua Force use. What kind of



hypocrite are you?

| just don't dare to sstumble, he answered the voice.l'm the one who was warned, not Jaina.

She shook her head and tucked a strand of hair back up under her mask. "I can't find anything wrong,"
shesaid. "Sithgpawn, | hope we don't have VVong on theway."

"Oneway tofind out." Heled toward the control shed.

Randalay wedged dong the back wall, snoring softly. Jainatold the night tech about their sensation. "We
don't know what it is," she said, "but were both getting it. Keep atight watch.”

"Y es, malam." The young human tossed off acasud saute,

Back outside, Jaina paused at an intersection of two lanes. "Okay, brother. Y ou're the one with the
functioning eyesight. Get agood look." She reached toward an illumination control.

Jacen amogt stopped her. If she turned on the daylamps, sheld wake up the whole colony, maybe for
nothing.

Thisdidn't fed like nothing, though. He ducked back into the shed and seized apair of macrobinoculars
off the supply wall. Clutching them againgt his chest, he climbed a set of rungs up the shed's exterior wall
asthe big lights came on. Then he peered out over the colony.

Nothing, nothing, and nothing. No skulkers, no lurkers. No obvious breachesor ...

Wait.

A flock of large moths, or maybe small birds, gathered around one of the daylamps. Adjusting the
macrobinocs resolution control, he got a closer look. More moth than bird, he decided, though the black
wingsdidn't divide quite right. They had hornsinstead of antennae, and large, white imitation eyespots on
their black backs.

He zoomed out again, swept the binocs back and forth, and spotted alarger group of them, seemingly
plastered against the dome's underside, up near the top.

"What isit?' Jainacaled up a him.

"I'm not sure. Looks like - huh. Almost looks like young mynocks, or ..."

Spotting movement at the corner of his periphera vison, he sighted the binocs down and |eft. Close a
hand, one of the creatures fluttered up from under ahut's blue eaves.

He clambered down. Tdling Jaina, "I'll beright back," he sprinted up the lane to the hut where the
cresture had taken flight.

Helooked up and down and around and ... there. Under the eaves, something papery dangled from the
synthplas roof pand. Heflicked it free, then examined it on his hand.

"What?' Jainas voice demanded behind him.

Hismind flashed back to Y aviri 4, amenagerie held kept in hisroom - and a collection of pupa cases,
where his peggdars had overwintered, to emerge in the spring as exquisite rosewings.

Hisinsdes congedled. "Wake Dad up,” he said. "Fadt. I'll activate the ERD-LL droids.”

The infestation had vanished because the worms had pupated. Now they were emerging as airborne
adults. Whateverthey ate, Jacen waswilling to bet that up out of everyone's reach, they were laying eggs
for asecond cycle of destruction. Settlement Thirty-two might have afew weeksto find and destroy the
eggs, but his danger sense said otherwise. They were feedingnow , in numbersthat al the dome's
emergency repair droids wouldn't be able to stop.

He armed the ERD-LLs- hybridized binary loadlifterswith long, telescoping waists - with the only tools
he could find, batter beaters from the open-air kitchen booth. Two deepy Ryn staggered out of the
nearest shelter, leaning against each other. One squinted while the other pointed at the near ERD-LL. It
swung abatter bester, knocking loose aflurry of the seemingly white-eyed creatures. Huttering along
behind its swath, the white-eyes settled back against the dome's underside.

Jacen switched on his comlink and pressed in an ID sequence.

"Y0," aRyn voice growled. "Did somebody losetrack of the day cycle?"

"Romany," Jacen said. "'l need you. Emergency.”

Jainacame back at aquick walk. "Dad's coming."

"Good. Go wake up the Vors and get arebreather count.” For the Vors, abreach could be deadly. That
winged race was superbly adapted for its own atmosphere, but off Vortex, Vors lungs were notorioudy



twitchy.

Jaina headed up the lane.

Next he caled Mezza. He met her and Romany, who brought his lieutenant R'vanna, at the open area at
the center of the Ryn group's wedge of huts. By thistime, Han had arrived.

"Quietly," Han said, "without panicking anybody, get your people suiting up. Just in case.”

Jacen brokein. "At the moment I'm more afraid of astampede than a breach, but we haven't donea
breach drill intoo long. Cdl it adrill, if anyonewill bdieve you."

Mezza honked scornfully and jogged away. Romany dipped into the nearest huit.

"Okay, kid. Thisway." Han led Jacen to the dome's center, where he pulled out alarge blue tank with
hose and nozzle. "1 told SEL CORE thiswas usdless, that we wouldn't be cleaning the celling. Guess|
waswrong."

Jacen helped him haul the tank to the hydroponics area, where one of the ERD-LL droidswas uselesdy
brushing white-eyes aside.

"Down," Han barked. "Retract.”

The droid telescoped downward. Han secured the tank on one metal arm, then grabbed the droid's other
hand.

"Gimmeaboog," he grunted.

Jacen was reaching forward when alarge furry object catapulted between himsdf and hisfather.

"| can do that," Dromaannounced. He clambered up nimbly.

"About time you got here, wire-hair." Han brushed dust off his deeves. "Think you can figure out -"
"Up," Dromahonked. The ERD-LL eevated again. The nimble Ryn gripped a meta loop on the droid's
largeflat hand, locking hisfeet, ankles, and prehensletail around arigid extenson arm.

"What'sin the tank?" Jacen demanded. It was about to come showering down on everyone's heads.
"Don't know," Han admitted. " Supposed to be nontoxic, evento Vors."

Six minutes later, they knew it wouldn't harm the white-eyes, either. They kept fluttering up from under
eaves. Ryn roamed the settlement, crushing intact pupag, but for every white-eye they found, ten more
flew up to the dome and started chowing down.

Jaina sprinted back. "The Vors need thirty-eight more rebreathers, Dad.”

Han fixed Jacen with agtare. "Think you can talk thirty-eight Ryn or humans out of their breath masks?'
Jacen gulped. "l guess-"

"Look at this" Dromashouted. He did down the ERD-L L 's midsection, holding something in one hand.
Jacen, Han, and Jaina circled him. Dromaheld up aclear spray-nozzle. Trapped insde, awhite-eye
attacked the synthplas nozzle with relish. Viewed from below, its mouthparts |ooked like twin rasps.
They ground against the clear surface and then rotated inward, swalowing the dust.

"Worse than mynocks," Han grunted. "That'sit. Jacen, get on the horn to Gateway. I'll get afew Vors
into landspeeders. Were getting out.”

Jacen sprinted back to the control shed, counting daysin hismind. Gateway should've had acomm-line
crew out late yesterday, if they were on schedule. If the lines were down, though, Thirty-two's only hope
wasto load up the caravan ships and hunker, praying their air scrubbers functioned long enough for
rescue to arrive - or elseto lift off on repulsors and head for another settlement. Some of those ships
barely had made it here - and some refugees were dropped by shipsthat traveled on.

Randasat up. Sowly blinking his huge eyes, he belched.

Jacen ignored him and strode to the comm tech. "I need Gateway. Intercolony assistance.”

The tech punched pands. To Jacen'srelief, acrigp voice came back ingantly. "Gateway.”

"Gateway, thisis Thirty-two. Weve got a breach pending, abig one. We need the evacuation crawlers.”
"On their way. What kind of breach? Can it be mended?’

"I don't know. We've got somekind of an infestation.”

"Copy that. WEll have the crawlersto you in about ..." Pause. "Twenty-six minutes. Meanwhile, keep
your people calm. Get them in breathers and chem suitsif you can, and aboard whatever crawlersyou
have on hand."

"We have one small crawler, Gateway." They used it to move ships off the landing crater and under



shelter.

"Affirmative, one crawler. Load it." Jacen faintly heard another voice, evidently someone ese near the
person who'd greeted him. "Thirty-two," the voice came back, "what kind of infestation”?"

Jacen hesitated. "We're, ah, dready suiting them up. Thanks, Gateway."

"Thirty-two," the voice repesated firmly. "Describe infestation.”

Jacen admitted, "Nothing I've seen before. I'll save you asample.”

A different voice spoke over thelink. "Make sureit'stightly contained, Thirty-two."

"Will do." Jacen turned around to see Randarising on hislong, strong tail.

"What isthis?' the Hutt demanded.

"We're evacuating the dome," Jacen told him. "Those little worm creatures have metamorphosed into
something like moths. They'redl over the dome'sunderside, esting it.”

"Usethe Force," Randa demanded. "Crush them, choke them!*"

Jacen tried to imagine seizing hundreds of tiny creatures, throttling the life out of them ... "No," he said.
"Too many of them.”

"You havent tried." Randadithered forward.

"Listen, Randa." Jacen didn't need this. ™Y ou can get in the way or you can help. Get your breath mask
and help keep order. Were about to take twelve hundred scared people through one gate.”

"You ask meto direct traffic?' Randa puffed out his chest. "Me, Randa Besadii Diori, you ask -"
Jacen pushed past the Huitt toward the shed'sdoor. "All right, then. Just stay out of theway. Stay in
here," he added, turning around. "As soon as Gateway's crawlers cal in, ready to load, com-link me."
This quarter of the dome teemed with refugees, some of them masked, afew chem-suited. A family of
Vuvrians staggered past, bobbing their huge heads to point first one eye, then another, then another, up at
the dome's underside. Their faces reminded Jacen of deflated balloons, with perpetually puckered
mouths and knobbed, drooping tentacles.

Right in front of him, aRyn pointed a blaster at the dome. Jacen rushed forward, shouting, "Put that
away!" Hewas about to stretch out with the Force when the Ryn fired a blue stun burst. The energy
dissipated before it reached the growing maoth colony.

"Good try," Jacen said grimly, "but we've got ano-blaster policy.” He grabbed the Ryn's weapon and
tucked it into hisbelt.

Atop the other ERD-LL's outstretched arms, two Ryn clung and swatted white-eyes with long-handled
kitchen tools. A few mangled mothsfell to the ground. Others fluttered around the Ryn. One Ryn
dropped his spatula and got busy swatting moths off the other - and himsdlf.

Thewinged Vorswouldve been incredibly helpful in alarger dome, but Thirty-two wastoo smal for
them to maneuver - and one whiff of Duro-stink might kill them. They shuffled dong on the ground,
huddled around their young.

Jacen comlinked Han. "Twenty-two minutes,” he said. "They want usin breathers and chem suits.”
"Tel Mezzaand Romany. I've got adroid freezing up.”

Jacen spotted Randa, pushing out through the assembled crowd toward the hydroponics area.

He sprinted to intercept the Hutt. "What are you doing?' he demanded softly. " Get back to the gate and
stay put!”

"I will lock down the food supply, against our return.”

"Dad'sgot aVuvrian crew working on that. Go on, get back.”

"If you try to give me orders, young Jedi, you will regret it."

Jacen shifted his approach. "Not orders, Randa. We need you. Please do it our way. Help keep those
people from wandering away from the gate. If they do, well have astampede when the crawlers get
here"

Muittering aretort, the Hutt turned tail and dithered back toward the gate.

Jacen took a deep bregth and looked over the Ryn area. Other than Randa, the dert was going well,
with the last families donning gear and proceeding toward the gate area - except for the swat team, il
hard at work atop its ERD-LL droid. Closeto the Vor quarter, adribble of gray haze sarted flowing
from the area thickest with moths. The colony's breach siren sounded, alow eectronic moan. The



hindmost Vors, still emerging from their huts, shrieked and erupted forward, amass of dender limbsand
long faces. Jacen sprinted toward them.

Theforefront of the charging contingent hit him and spun him against arough mud-brick surface. Winded,
he took afew deep breaths. Then he spotted aVor without a breath mask. "Herel" he shouted, tossing
hisown.

The ddlicate-looking cresture jammed the mask over his pointed face and pushed on.

Then he spotted another gray dribble. Moths skittered away from the second breached spot, settled
closer to astrut, and started chewing again.

Jacen hoped Duro's atmosphere would kill the creatures. He grabbed his comlink. "Dad?"

"Gateway's here, Junior. Bring 'em on."

"Copy that."

Jacen thumbed off the link and pressed away from thewall. One of the Vors staggered and fell. A Ryn
bounded up and gathered the dender femaleinto hisarms.

Two Vorsturned around, shouted something, and grabbed their kinswoman back from the Ryn.
"Thanks." Jacen clapped the Ryn on one shoulder. "Go on, go ahead. I'll bring up therear." He
scrambled up onto aroof and got one good |ook.

The entire colony had streamed out onto the lanes, pressing toward the gate like fizzbrew againgt abottle
cap. Some stragglers were spinning around, pointing up at the two - now three - breached spots, ducking
and cowering like ten-year-olds with acrystal snakeloosein their quarters. A gray cloud boiled down
over the Vors huts. Jacen caught awhiff of Duro's ghastly odor, the concentrated stench of thousands of
abandoned Imperia war factories. He held afold of hisvest over his mouth while he strode toward the
gate.

A Ryn met him, wearing afull chem suit and mask. "What else do you need?' it wheezed in Romany's
voice.

"Has anyone checked your peopl€'s shelters? If we leave anyone behind, adeep, they might misstheride
Romany pulled two hefty adults out of lineto assst him, then demanded the chem suits of aless muscular
pair. "We're going back," he explained. "We could be here for awhile. Go on, get on board!"

The others protested. Jacen left them to their argument and pressed back into the control shed.

Randa and the comm tech were gone. Jacen peered out the viewbubble. Outside, five enormousidling
vehicles reminded him of hydroponicstankslaid sdeto sSde and joined over three axles, each of their
knobby tires bigger than five refugee huts. FHexible cofferdams had been extended to three of them.
Colonistswearing full suits streamed away from the boarding tubes through Duro's perpetua fog, toward
thefarthest vehicle, directed by smilarly suited SEL CORE personnd.

He pushed out of the shed, into the mob.

More SEL CORE crewers had taken control of the boarding area, directing refugees forward. To Jacen's
dismay, Randa dithered forward, knocking down Ryn and humansin hisrush to reach the gate.

"Hey!" Han's voice rose. Jacen spotted him standing on a stack of crates. "Back off, Randal Push like
that and you'll be the last one on board!"

The Hutt drove on, parting the wave of refugeeslike one of Lando's cruise ships at full throttle.

Han drew ablaster. "Hold it right there, Randa. If | Iet you do this, there's no stopping anyone.”

Randa hated, glaring back over his shoulder. Refugees paused to help up the ones Randa had bowled
over, then streamed around him.

Jacen spotted ayoung mountain of belongings aongside the gate, and an officious-looking Twi'lek ina
SEL CORE chem suit directing refugeesto drop their bundles before he et them pass.

Jacen sdled alongside the SELCORE man. "Look," he murmured, "these people have hardly got
anything left to call their own. Don't beggar them dl over again -"

The Twi'lek spread his pale hands. "We will send back for your belongings. For now, saving lifeis our
priority - wait! What'sthat?'

An ederly human woman clutched one hand to her chest and supported her husband with her other arm.
Something black and furry stuck up out of the woman's bunched coat. The Twi'lek seized the coat and



fingered it open. A furry bundle clung to the woman, splaying four scrawny limbs againgt her tunic. Jacen
recognized a young whisperkit, betrayed by one quivering ear.

"Sorry," the Twi'lek grunted. "Don't know how you got a pet thisfar, but it can't come aboard.”

The woman's blue-gray eyesthickened. "Sir, we're kegping it safe for our grandson. He's with the Fifth
Heet, and we promised -"

Saving life. Priority. The galaxy, teetering on abalance point the size of one frightened whisperkit.
Jacen shoved forward and tugged the Twi'lek's fingers off the woman's coat. "'If we don't seeit, it isn't
here." Heturned around and glared at the SEL CORE officid. "How much," he muttered, "does a
whisperkit egt or breasthe, compared with what leaving it here would do to morale?"

The Twi'lek set hisknobby jaw. "What whisperkit?'

Jacen backed away. The Duro-stink grew stronger with every breath. The last mixed mob of Ryn and
Vuvrians pressed forward, dropping bundlesin their haste to reach the cofferdams. Thefina refugees
trampled the bundles.

Dromaflicked Han asalute. "That's everybody, Solo."

Han lowered his blaster. "Go on, Randa. Jacen? Stun him if he gives you trouble, but don't leave him
here"

Jacen followed the fuming Huitt up the near crawler's boarding ramp as Han sprinted past. Randa hated
just insde the hatch, blocking Jacen's way.

Three SEL CORE crewers loped up behind Jacen. "Come on," one urged. "Were moving out.”
"Randa," Jacen shouted. "Farther in!™

The Huitt turned his head, rumbling angrily. "Y our father said | would bethe last one on board. So this
crawler isfull.”

Something pushed Jacen from behind. He fell over Randas surprisingly solid body. The Hutt's muscular
tall whipped around, flinging severa Ryn againgt other refugees. Onefell sensdess.

Jacen thumb-checked the stun setting on his confiscated blaster, leveled it a the Hutt, and fired. Randa
drooped. Hoots, whistles, and muffled applause broke out on board.

Something dug into Jacen'sribs. "Nice going,” Jainagrowled.

He exhaled. "Glad you're aboard."

"What was that about not being aggressive?”

"He was hurting people.” Jacen returned the blaster to hisbelt. "And | wasn't using the Force.”

"And the Y uuzhan Vong aren't hurting people? So they shouldn't be stopped with everything weve got?'
Ignoring her sarcasm, Jacen braced himsdlf against the hatch. The crawler started to vibrate.
"Everybody get steedy,” he shouted. "Thisroad's alittle rough.”

Chapter 13 Asthe crawler lurched aong, the warmth and odor of severa hundred none-too-clean
bodies - compounded by nervous swest - made Jacen wrinkle his nose. Hefdlt lucky to be next to a
hatch. Hed be one of the first off.

"Lovely," Janamurmured. "Wherés my bresth mask?"

At thefar end of the hold, someone started singing. Singly and in groups, Ryn joined the melody, some
whigtling harmonies through their perforated beaks. Jacen didn't need words to recognize atraveling
song. The perennia outcasts were moving on to their next adventure.

His comlink chirruped. "Excuse me," he said to the Ryn he elbowed whileraising it to his mouth. " Sorry,"
he told the one he shoved while trying to steedy himsdlf. " Jacen Solo,” he said.

"Crew deck here. You're the onewho called over?”’

"Affirmative”

"Tel me again what caused the breach. All I've got isareport that sounds like miniature mynocks."
"Didn't someone get you asample?’

"Not if you don't have one."

"l don't." Jacen explained aslittle as possible. When he got to the point about the moth crestures
pupating on the outside of deeping huts, there was along silence.

Heflicked the comlink. "Crew deck, did you get that? They're Singing in here, and -"

"Copy," avoicetha hadn't spoken before said. "We're calling ahead, about decontamination.”



The refugees close enough to hear Jacen's comlink turned their heads.

"Bdieveme" Jacen sad, "nobody brought a pupa.”

"Not deliberately,” the comlink voice said, "but one egg, stuck to one hairy Ryn, will restart the cycle -
and our dome'staler than yours. Put aflock of moths up there out of reach, and you'l bring down the
whole operation.”

Jacen clutched the link, leaning againgt Jaina and swaying with the crawler's motion. Other than Randa,
most of the other passengers at this end of the cavernous hold seemed to be Ryn. If Jacen couldn't have
told that by looking, he couldve figured it out by the odor. If it bothered him, it must be driving the Ryn
out of their minds. Severa of them had raised their arms and were rotating in place, actualy dancing.
Jacen murmured into the comlink, "Ryn are amost compulsively clean. There won't be white-eye eggs or
anything else on them.”

"Maybe you're convinced," the crewer said. "A furred speciesistricky to decontaminate. Weve got a
scal able refugee processing areaindde Gateway dome. Only problem is, we don't have any Uni-Fumi
stockpiled - SELCORE usualy shipstheir decontam chemicaswith every boatload of refugees.
High-energy irradiation would work, but it could cause skin damage. And low-energy lampswon't get
through fur. So they're going to have two choices. We can strip-and-dip everybody in med-lab
disnfectant, but | can't guarantee that won't make them sick. Or we can shave and irradiate.”

The Ryn next to Jacen honked softly. He turned aside and muttered to three others.

"lsn't there something else?' Jacen asked, uncomfortably aware that he was surrounded by severa
hundred deep-deprived Ryn, who'd just left al their belongings behind - again.

"We can separate out the Vuvriansand Vors," the voice continued. "Hairlessfolks can zip through afast
irradiation, and well send them on their way."

Jacen curled againgt the hatch. "Why are you asking me? Where's Captain Solo?"

"He seemsto have logt hiscomlink. Y ou're next in charge.”

Jacen thumbed off the comlink, hoping SEL CORE's adminigtration would come up with a better idea.
The engine thrummed rhythmically under hisfeet. Some of the Ryn were now stamping out thet rhythm as
others sang. Jacen flexed hisknees, swaying against Jaina

"That doesn't sound good,” she muttered.

The comlink chirped again. "Solo?"

Heraisedit. "Here"

"Weve got word from someone named Mezza. They're refusing to be dunked in med-lab juice, not that |
blamethem.”

"Me, neither,” Jacen said. "And don't discriminate against Ryn. Whatever goes for them, goesfor Vors
and Vuvrians and humans. And the Huitt," he added, glancing down. Randa had curled up in abulbous
soirdl.

The song ended. Someone started a new one. Two verses later, Jacen got another announcement via
comlink.

"Finaly found the other Solo. He saysfair'sfair, same treatment for everybody."

Wl done, Dad.Jacen murmured to Jaina, "I don't careif they shave me."

"Me, neither. I've seen buzz-cut female pilots.™

When the shaking and thrumming died away, something clanged againgt the hatch. Jacen tried to move
back. The mob behind him pushed in the opposite direction. He braced against a bulkhead. Fortunatdly,
the crew had moved aramp up to the hatch, so when it opened, he didn't fall headlong. Crewers called
commands, directing the debarking refugeesto fan out and keep moving. Ryn streamed around the prone
Hutt.

The crawlers had been driven inside amammoth meta room, larger than many docking bays and sealed
off from the rest of the dome. A chem-suited crewer waved Jacen and Jaina aside, so they headed for an
elevated platform - and spotted their father on hisway to the same spot, trading shoves with Droma
Other Gateway crewers directed the new refugees toward a fenced area, where till others scurried
around, laying something out on the ground. The noiselevd rose steadily, Vors and humans and Vuvrians
and Ryn dl talking a once.



Through abay door that resealed ingtantly, there whirred asmall ground-effect vehicle marked
ADMINISTRATION. Four figures sat ingde, wearing brilliant orange chem suits and full helmeted
masks. Jacen appreciated their Stuation. Like the crewers, anybody who joined them in quarantine
would face decontamination. But why hadn't they just set up aholoprojector?

Then he got afedling about that vehicle.

Incredulous, he nudged Jaina. Sheld been right here. Here, all dong. At Gateway!

Jaina nudged him back. They turned toward one another so each one could watch their father with side
vison.

The second-smallest of the three orange-suited figures jumped out of the vehicle. Her face was shrouded,
but her determined gait was unmistakable, and Jacen fdt her through the Force. Her smdler shadow had
to be one of the Noghri.

Han and Droma strode up. Han looked half-ready to send Dromaflying. "No, they don't have repul sor
combs. We're just going to have to do this-"

"The hard way?' Dromainterrupted. "What do you care, if they take off that little patch of fur on top of
your empty head? Do you have any idea howcold -"

The orange-suited figure reached them.

"Hello," Han said, hastily setting his dirt-stresked face to adight smile. "Thanksfor sending the crawlers,
but we've got adight problem. One of your crewers just found something he thought was an egg. Weve
got to find out where those bugs came from, but my people here deserve alittle respect.”

"WEell do our best.”

Jacen gtrained his ears. The voice sounded husky, but right.

"Equa treatment for everyone. SEL CORE isenormoudy grateful for refugee sponsors.”

Han extended a hand. "Glad you understand. Han Solo.”

Instead of taking his hand, the administrator reached up for her mask's clasps.

"Hey, wait," Han exclamed. "Y oull end up in decontamination.”

She pulled off her mask one-handed. A long coil of dark-brown hair tumbled loose. "That's dl right,” she
said somberly.

Leladared at Han'sweary face - his gaping hazel eyes, hisdack jaw stubbled with gray. Luke and Mara
must have known Han was here, and assumed she did, too. How many people made that assumption -
and so they just didn't tell her?

Now, she knew she might have only amoment to reach him, before he remembered the last time she
spoketo him. Angrily. "I your people have to be decontaminated,” she told Droma, "I'll show them
Gateway and SEL CORE are with them, not against them.” For the moment, her aide Abbela could
manage Gateway's day-to-day business. Before Han's eyes went hard and empty again, she had to reach
him. She stepped closer. "Besides, | had no ideayou were here. | should've known, but ... | don't think
you ever sent over aroger.”

"We, ah, didn't." A lopsided grin appeared. "l suspect SEL CORE's been too busy administering
Gateway to notice."

She glanced over her shoulder. Olmahk stayed close, on watch, as C-3PO assisted the
newcomers.Where would she put them all”? She'd hoped to bring those poor Thirty-two peopleinside
her more permanent dome eventualy, and send workers back in week-long shifts. Gateway had plenty
of space, but construction equipment was booked for weeks ahead, her new apartmentsfilled before she
built them. Therewere tents, carefully struck when her first charges moved into sturdier huts - and there
was the decontamination issue ...

Later! She had four-fifths of her family in plain Sght, everyone but Anakin. This hadn't happened in
monthd

She flung her arms around Han. His body remained tiff, but he laid an arm on her shoulders.

She backed away from him.

"Hello, Mom." Jacen opened hisarms, then hesitated.

Leiaset down her droopy fabric helmet. Since she was committed to quarantine now, she yanked off her
chem suit and then flung her arms around Jacen. "By the Force, you're asbig asyour father.”



Then she spotted Jaina, hanging back. "What are you doing here?!

Jainadangled apair of fancy gogglesfrom one hand. "Sick leave. Wetried to find you."

Leids stomach took adive. "Wereyou injured?'

"Temporary partid blindness. Nothing serious.” Jainalowered her voice. "Get it sraight with Dad, Mom.
That'sfirs." Sheturned and strolled back toward the Ryn mob.

Smiling ruefully, Jacen placed both hands on Leids shoulders.

He gently turned her toward Han, who had thrust his hands back into his pockets. "First," Jacen
murmured.

Hestantly, Leia caressed both twins through the Force. Jacen glowed with the pleasure of being reunited;
in Jaina, there was arepressed bitterness that she'd obvioudy haveto face - later.

"Guessit'stime | found something to do." Droma replaced the soft cap held doffed. "Good to see you
agan, PrincessLeia"" Hefollowed Jaina.

Leialinked one arm through her husband's. "'L et me show you the whole quarantine area,”" she said
lightly.

In aconverted repair dock, families clung to each other, shuffling forward. She mustn't look at them. She
had to settle things with Han. Her fault, hisfault - didn't matter. Beneath her strength and independence,
shereally was happiest with someoneto help carry her burdens.

On the other hand, that meant she had to help carryhis.

"Yes" sheadmitted, "SEL CORE and Gateway have been taking care of themsalves. And trying to
reclaim the planet. Remember Honoghr, where we couldn't do much of anything? Here, it'sin reach. And
the Y uuzhan VVong don't want it. This could be ahaven for millions."

"I don't think you've paid much attention to the Duros.” He frowned. "They're -"

"Barely tolerating us," she admitted. "But we haven't given much back, yet. Thisworld isthe key to anew
future, where al peoples can live side by side. Wait until you see what our scientists are starting to
accomplish.”

"Where's old Goldenrod?' Han rubbed hisrough chin. "'l could've used him. All they gave uswasapair
of beat-up modified loadlifters. | had to scam amedica droid.”

Lelahaf smiled. "Threepio? Just what you needed. Someone toredlly irritate you." Han must be utterly
distracted, she thought, not to recognize C-3PO in avermin-proof chem suit.

Han's eyes narrowed. "Has | solder shown up?"

She pulled away, feding blindsided. "What?*

"At least ten people played me that HoloNet bite of you and His Gorgeousness stepping off that Hapan
ship together on Tad. Y ou looked pretty cozy."

Leiagot agood breath. "Y ou, who wants everybody to trust you - can't you trust me? The nets have
used that asa publicity stunt. | couldn't back out without losing the Hapans support. We needed those
ships”

His expression softened. "Y eah. We did need them. Too bad, how that turned out.”

One crissresolved! On to the next. "How's Jacen?' she asked. "' heard hewastaking it al pretty hard.”
"Still chewingonit, | guess." He grabbed her hand. ™Y ou accused me of having afling with my past.
Well, look at these people. Doesthislook like afling -"

"No," shesad. "Han, I'm sorry. It's been tough, lately. Redlly hard.”

"Yeah. Wdl." Hefirmed hislips, swalowed, then glanced up again. ™Y ou probably won't forget some
things, but | was hoping you'd forgive them.”

Lelathrew her aamsaround him again. Thistime, he returned the embrace. Hisarms gripped her, his
breath had the sweetness of ...

Wéll, of awet Wookiee.

She held her breath while she kissed him.

Then there was no more time for reconciliation. They walked toward the repair dock, which was rapidly
filling with strangers of several species. Lelahad ordered it furnished with deeping pads.

Han frowned. "Looks good, but | hope you don't careif the Ryn reshuffle their area every evening.”

“Why?



He stood loose-limbed, looking out on the mob. "They have some interesting taboos. One of themis
againg deegping twicein the same place.”

"I don't careif they deep on top of each other. I'm more concerned about feeding them.”

"Just give them whatever you would've shipped to Thirty-two. I'm more worried about water."

"Welve got awell started, under the admin building.”

For ten minutes, they talked about supplying refugees with basic needs. Redlly, for someone who didn't
do adminigtration, he'd managed fabuloudy. Shetold him so.

"Sometimes," hedrawled, "I till amaze mysdlf. But Dromathought through alot of it. Him and the clan
heads, Mezza and Romany. And Jacen has been trying to keep the peace. Me, I'm the hope-of-rescue
She did her arm around hiswaist. They'd climbed onto the top of a controller's cubicle. Olmahk followed
at adiscreet distance. Among the milling Ryn, she spotted Jainawith agroup of grizzled femaes, once
again wearing her mask.

"How badly was she hurt, Han?"

"Sheended up EV."

The thought of her daughter drifting in frigid vacuum, in the middle of abattle, made Leas ssomach churn
agan.

"Weve got adecent medicd facility. | could process her through decontamination quickly -"

"No," Han said. "Only timewill fix this. No specid trestment for humans, and especidly not our family.
These Ryn have been kicked around for centuries. They're not abig group, but they're loya to people
who treat them decently.”

A pair of stretcher bearers stalked past, pushing afloat cart loaded down with ayoung-looking Huitt.
"What's he doing here?' Leiademanded.

Han shonethat lopsided grin again. She felt she would never get enough of it. "He clamed that he wanted
to defect, and hit the Vong whereit hurts. But did you ever know a Hutt who could cooperate under
pressure?"

Lelathought hard. "I'll tell you if | remember any. | have an idea, Han. How many sick and injured have
you got?'

He pursed hislips and stared out over the mob. She eyed his profile, catd oging features she'd loved half
her life. Had he broken hisnose again?

"Other than Jaina, mogtly just scrapes and bruises from trying to kill the moth things. Why?!

"Well processthe sick and injured as priority. Then we can include Jaina, unless she'd rather stay in
quarantine indefinitely than get her head shaved. She's at that age, you know. Y oung men are looking."
He reached out and fingered the long coil of hair that hung forward over her blue uniform. "Can the old
guyslook, too?"

Shetouched hishand. "I ... guessit'll have to come off, Han."

He shrugged. "It'll grow. Itll just take awhile"

"Will you stick around whileit does?' Shetried not to plead, but she wanted to.

Heran ahand over hisunruly hair. "Hey, someday | might lose minefor good. Well cdl it adry run.”
Then hewinked, and she melted inside.

She led back down into the controllers cubicle. At the loud-speaking station, she punched in asharp
tone that slenced the roar of outsde conversations.

"Attention, please," she said. "Thisis Gateway adminigtration. Welcome. Wewill try to settle you and
meet your needs as quickly as possible. Stand by for amessage from your own adminigtrator.”

She pushed the comlink at him.

"What?' he demanded.

"Sick and wounded, back to the debarking area," she muttered.Nerf herder!

He nodded and echoed the announcement.

Fifteen minutes later, Leias hedth adminigtrator - fully suited - was explaining priority decontamination to
aclugter of Ryn and Vorsand five dderly humans.

Lelastepped back. She didn't see Jaina. Han had gone out among the Ryn. Frowning, she climbed back



up to the lookout perch. It took longer than she anticipated to spot Jaina aong the south wall.

She clambered back down and made her way over. The odd odor of Ryn came from everywhere. She
made another menta notePlain-water baths . And something warm for al those poor Ryn to dip on, after
the decontamination crew took their fur.

Fortunately, the supply ship carrying her mining laser had gotten through. She'd put the new laser to
work, deepening the well under her admin building. Fresh, reliable water would be essentid, with Pit
Thirty-two potentialy lost.

Jainastood leaning againgt the south wall.

"Didn't you hear the announcement?’ Leiaasked. "We're processing anyone sick or wounded first, sowe
can get them into our medicd fadility. I'll walk you through.”

"Thanks" Jainasaid, "but if Coruscant's med center couldn't do anything for me, | doubt yours can.”

"l canuseyou," Lelasaid, "persondly. I'm swamped out there. | have an aide, but by the time everyone
here gets out of quarantine, I'll be so far behind that -"

Something hard tapped her shoulder. She turned her head and looked up into the blank mask of achem
suit. "What isit, Threepio?'

"Excuse me, but thereisapriority transmisson from Bburru waiting on linesix,” hetold her. "And the
report you requested from Dr. Cre€Ar -"

"Thet'll keep," shetold him. "Say hdloto Jana"

"Hello, Midress Jai -"

"Good to seeyou, Thregpio." Jainaturned aside and said bluntly, "Y ou'll never catch up. Not with my
help, not with a dozen assistants. That's because you take on everyone else's problems. Well, you
werent there for mine. Not even the military could find you, Mother. | thought you'd finaly been caught
by some unreconstructed Imperia terrorist, or that the Y uuzhan V ong dropped a moon on you. Jacen
and | tried to find you from Thirty-two. What ajoke. First we couldn't get an outsystem connection.
When wefindly reached SEL CORE, we got Vigi Shesh. That was another joke."

"I haven't signed my reports, but if she wanted to find me, she could.” Jaina's words stung, but Leia
thought it would be best to let her vent. Senator Sheshhad done very little toward easing supply
problems.

"I don't care," Jainasaid. "l don't want specid treatment. | want to help these people. What about the old
ones? There's no trestment that will curetheir aches and pains. Before, at least they had their ways, thelr
traditiond meds. Now they've got nothing. Are you going to processal of them through firgt, too?
"Yes," Leatold her. "Immediatdy after the-"

"Shaved, Mother? The old people?’

"Migress Jaina," C-3PO butted in, "you will be pleased by our relatively fine medicd facil -"

Lelafelt warmth spread up her neck, toward her face. "Jaina, I'm trying to help them - and you."
"Maybe," Jainasaid through her teeth, "I just don't want help anymore. Y ou showed me | had to learn to
do without you. So | did." She stalked away.

Lelagave chase. "Y ou seem to have missed something,” she said. "I'll be decontaminating out of here, the
same as you, the same as anyone. Think about it."

Janagared at thelong coil of hair. "Y ou'rekidding," she said quietly. "Mother, if you ... how long did it
taketo grow it that long?’

"That's not even dightly important.Y ou are. | suppose wewon't ever find it easy to livein the same place,
again. Werretoo much dike.”

Jainas grin showed teeth. "Bullheaded, obstinate, perfectionist ... me? How could you accuse me of -"
"Heredity," Leiaanswered. "And environment. Y ou were doomed. At least you've got your father's
luck."

Jainas smilefaded. "Before | forget, Mom, you need to talk to Jacen. Y ou know how well he reads
people.”

"And?' Leiaprompted, confused again.

"While we were looking for you, he got alook at your Senator Shesh. He had areal strong reaction.
Negative"



Leathought back to her own dedlings with Shesh, on Coruscant. Publicly, the senator had staunchly
supported SEL CORE - and the Jedi, despite their PR problems - and yet there'd been unexplained
shortages, communication problems, defense shortfdls. If Lelawanted to suspect Senator Vigi Shesh of
duplicity, it wouldn't be hard.

"I'd better talk to him," she said.

Chapter 14 "So." Dromawaggled his mustachios. " She could've married royaty, and she took you
insead?'

Han backhanded his friend with aspoon full of synthetic stew, driving Droma backwards off his stool.
Jacen could barely stay awake. It had been an incredibly long day. Most of the Ryn were laying out their
deeping pads.

"Randawasthefirst one out of quarantine, after thesick ligt," he interrupted.

Han dtirred his stew and gave Dromathe look Jacen and Jainahad dways cdled "the tare.” "And Lelds
peoplelocked him up dready.”

"Now what?' Droma asked.

"The usual. Tried to get outside the dome, just to ook at the ships.Just looking," Han repeated, as Droma
clambered back onto his stool.

Dromaeyed his own bowl and spoon. Jacen, suspecting the Ryn was calculating range and elevation, did
his stool back.

Jainaand Leia had processed through, too. Han had convinced Jaina he would need an outside liaison
with the people who processed through, and someone to keep an eye on Randa. At that, Leiadecided
sheld cover her own job better outside than in here. Sheld left Olmahk in quarantine, to assst with
Security.

Jacen took the news philosophicaly. Hed hoped his parents would spend alittle more time together,
after solong.

"Twenty-three Ryn followed Jainaout,” Han was saying. "Leafound them flight suits, so at least they'll
stay warm until the fuzz grows back. | thought they looked pretty good."

"Youwould." Dromabristled. "Y ou're getting nearsighted.”

"Y our mouth looks just asbig asever.”

Now Jacen spotted the soft light in Han's eyes and a slf-satisfied grin. Maybe his parentshad found a
few moments aone. In hisopinion, they'd both made convenient use of their circumstancesto keep from
reuniting. There was something splendid about the universe when your mother and father loved each
other.

"'Someone ought to go back over to Thirty-two," he said, "and get our belongings.”

The Ryn smoothed his mustachios. "' Possessions? They're just something to lose. I'm moreinterested in
whether there are still spaceworthy ships over there.”

"Yeah," Han said. "Figure out how to get them here, whileyou're at it. If weleave Gateway in ahurry, it
won't be by crawler.”

Jacen clenched hisfigts at the sight of Thirty-two's ruins. Synthplas scraps drooped between struts that
arched like the ribs of abeast picked clean by carrion crawlers. Through those ribs, from avantage near
the remains of the entry gate, Jacen could see rows of blue-roofed huts through what used to be the
protective dome.

Gateway's driver had donned a chem suit before bringing still-quarantined refugees on board. He shook
his head. "Good thing you weren't in there when it started to breach." Hisvoice came filtered through the
transparent faceplate.

"Actualy, wewere," Jacen muttered.

He stepped into the overals of his own rebreather-equipped chem suit. Over them went an orange
jacket, gloves attached. He worked his fingers down into the gloves, which didn't hamper histouch when
he attached his soft helmet and anchored the clagps. SEL CORE must've gotten the suitsfrom amilitary
source, he reflected.



"Ready?' he asked histeam.

Dromahad did into his orange suit. Mezza, older and bulkier, struggled to bring hers over her head. Six
other suited figures moved toward the crawler's hatch.

"Scanning for life-forms," the driver's assstant said. He worked afew controls. "Negative in thisline of
sght, but be careful.”

Jacen hooked hislightsaber on the outside of his suit. Mutant fefze beetles were the only crestures known
to have survived the collapse of Duro's ecosystems.

Heled down the crawler'sramp. Each pair of the others pushed arepulsor cart. Their mission was
smple gather as many belongings as possible and get back before dark. Jacen, nominadly in charge,
would help wherever he was needed, then bring theFal con over to Gateway while Dromafollowed in
Thirty-two's battered 1-7 Howlrunner.

He moved out with apair of tal, thin Vors who had volunteered for a duty that was much more
dangerousfor them, with their twitchy lungs. They also had their pride - but they looked dmost skeletd in
orange chem suits, except for the arms, plumped unnaturaly by bunching their lesthery wingsinto the
deeves

Hisinsulated boots crunched on dead moths as he strode up the first lane. Evidently Duro's
atmospheredid kill them. They wouldn't spread overland to other domes.

Grateful for one smdl blessing, he escorted the Vorsto thefirst hut in their sector. They ducked insde
while Jacen stood guard, vaguely unessy. Within minutes, the Vors emerged carrying armloads of
clothing and other belongings. Jacen helped bundle that |oad together, and then the Vors quietly pushed
on to the next hut. Saving their breath, Jacen guessed.

They'd cleared severa huts when Jacen's comlink squealed. "Solo," Mezza's voice barked. " Get over
herel"

He sprinted back up the lane, searching the Ryn section. Finaly, he spotted a tethered repulsor cart. He
shifted direction and headed toward it, gripping his lightsaber with hisright hand so it wouldn't bounce
agang hishipbone.

He plunged into the shelter. Two orange-suited forms had backed againgt itsinsde wall. Closer to Jacen
was an insect held seen only in holos and nightmares. Fefze beetles, loosed on the planet's surface during
the Duros early days of spacetravel, had the odd quirk of both internal and externa skeletons, so the
mutant strain had been able to grow to enormous size. Thisonewaswedll over ameter long, with
segmented antennae waving toward him, sniffing through the Duro-stench. Evidently it had taken this hut
asanest, because the crumpled wings of hundreds of white-eyeslay along one half-eaten cot. Under
iridescent wing covers, the beetl€'s soft abdomen was grossly distended. It had evidently gorged on
white-eyes and the Ryn's pitiful possessions. It was getting ready to lay eggs.

Unfortunately, Mezza and her partner had gotten past it before spotting it. They crouched against an
interior wall, brandishing a cast-off shirt and apair of leggings. Whenever the beetl€'s antennae twitched,
they flapped the clothing.

Jacen drew and ignited hislightsaber. The beetle turned, working the air with two of its armored,
pincer-footed legs. Green, blue, and purplelight reflected off the iridescent grooves of its body, and its
mouthparts - easly wide enough to grip aRyn leg - clicked ominoudly.

"Load your pile and get out,” Jacen said.

"Kill it!" Mezza's voice hooted out of the nearer, bulkier chem suit.

Jacen didn't turn his head. "Why? There are thousands of them, al over the surface -"

"Kill it," she shrieked. "One beetle dead is a hundred less next season. It's going to lay eggs.”

Jacen saw the sensein that, but the creature had no evil intent. 1t had found an excellent nesting spot,
complete with food source, and he didn't want to kill needledy.

"Just load up the cart and move on," hetold Mezza. "I don't think shell come after you."

"She?' Mezza demanded. "So now it'sashe!"

"Domdeslay eggs?

"Solo!" the comlink in his pocket shrieked. "We have trouble!™

Hefingered it on asheraised it. "On my way," he said. Then, to Mezza, "Get your things and get out.”



He positioned himself between Mezza and the clicking beetle until sheld cleared the hut, then he backed
out after her. The beetle didn't follow.

Standing well out into the lane, he closed down hislightsaber and touched the comlink again. The cry,
amogt avian, had sounded like aVor - or wasthat just the distortion of breath masks and fluctuating
reception? "Where are you?"'

"Over here. On aroof!" Grunting and whacking noises sounded over the link.

He scrambled up a nearby shelter and balanced on top.

About twenty meters away, two pudgy-armed orange figures - definitely Vors - ssood on another blue
roof, menaced from below by five iridescent beetles. Side by side, the orange figures flung someone
elsg'sharlooms at the creatures. The huge insects ducked, then came on again, scrabbling againg the
rough wall, mouthparts clicking and diding against each other like hand-length saws.

Jacen legpt down, not liking to think what would happen if the beetles climbed up and holed the Vors
chem suits. Thistime, hedid haveto kill. These creatures were attacking prey, not defending anest.

Half stepping back into afighting stance, helit hislightsaber again. HEd never tried lightsaber fighting
without using the Force.But how hard could it be? he asked himsdlf, and he waded in Force-blind.
These beetles, swarming toward fresh food, weren't about to back down. Jacen swung the lightsaber
through the nearest, dicing it between abdomen and thorax. It collapsed.

Jacen swung for another oné's faceted eyes. Two more beetles pivoted and came for him, leaving the
hut's other Sde safefor the Vors.

"Back to the crawler,” Jacen shouted. "Signd the others - wereleaving!”

The Vors scrambled down. Onetried to grab their cart's handles. Two beetles lunged for hisloosdly
suited legs, snipping with their mouthparts. The Vor shrieked and ran after his partner.

Another half-dozen beetles clambered over the dead ones. Jacen siwung the lightsaber wildly, keeping a
circle clear around himself. Without drawing on the Force, his motions seemed jerky, disconnected - but
he didn't stop. Another swarm reached him.

On Yavin 4, herecalled, certain crushed or wounded insects gave off pheromonesthat called in more of
their species. Whether or not thiswas the case here, something was drawing them toward him. Five more
scuttled closer, up another lane.

Then an orange-suited form pelted into view.

"Get back," Jacen shouted.

The form waved avibroblade. "I'll clear you apath." That was Dromas voice.

The Ryn came on, dicing for the beetles undersides, dancing out of the way of claws and mouthparts.
They didn't seem nearly asinterested in Dromaasthey werein Jacen.

The thought hit them both at the same ingtant. As Jacen shouted, "They're drawn to the light -" Dromas
voice echoed, and then finished, "- saber!”

Now what?Jacen diced, backstepped, turned, and diced again. The mindless creatures kept coming,
waving their antennae. The comlink in his pocket whistled, then avoice said, " Solo, everyone but you and
Droma has gotten to the crawler. Run for it!"

"Shut off that glow light, Solo," Dromashouted. "Y ou're as crazy as your father.”

Shut down hislightsaber? Backstep. Swing. Beetles boiled over each other, some stopping to chew on
the ones held killed. The biggest one yet, black antennae asthick asa Twi'lek'slekku, sailed in over the
others backs. Jacen sidestepped and diced it in two, but as he did, something sharp closed on hisleft
ankle.

"Get to the Howlrunner!" he shouted at Droma.

Dromavaulted an iridescent abdomen and landed beside Jacen. Breathing hard, now - harder than a Jedi
should, for lightsaber work - Jacen jabbed at the beetle who'd seized hisankle. Asit fell avay, he
spotted atiny tear in his orange pantsleg.

"Throw the lightsaber." Droma crouched, brandishing his vibroblade. "I'll cut usaway out. Then you can
levitateit to you."

"Y ouknow I'm trying not to use the Force." Swing. Sidestep. Jab.

"Fine- then leaveit here. But throw it, or | will!"



Jacen locked hislightsaber on, flicked hiswrist, and et go. Asthe lightsaber flew, he had another
flashback to hisvison - of alightsaber, salling off into the distance.

"Go!" Dromagrunted.

The pack of beetles scuttled off after the glimmering lightsaber.

Jacen headed for the hydroponics tank, jumping over a beetle with every other step. Now the ominous
Duro-scent reached his nostrils. They'd breached his suit, dl right.

Droma dashed the antennae off one bug that got too close. They broke free of the swarm.

"Thisway." Jacen led toward along breach in the synthplaswall, instead of the gate. | left the 1-7 close
to theFalcon ."

"Right behind you," Dromacaled.

Jacen pulled out his comlink. "Crawler, thisis Solo. Stick around till we can get airborne.”

Then he turned to look back. The mass of beetles boiled, an iridescent tumble of black antennae and
wing covers. Somewhere in there was hislightsaber.

If heleft it behind, that would be like leaving aleg or ahand - but if he used the Forceto cdl it to his
hand, he'd bregk his own resolve again. Either way, he would be miserable. He had to decide - soon -
whether to abandon the Force atogether or plunge back into its flow. This constant weighing and
evauating endangered others.

He shut his eyes, willed the tiniest wisp of energy, and called the lightsaber. It rose out of the battling
beetlesin alow, shining arc to land solidly in hispalm.

He shut it down withasigh.

Dromastood staring at him. "Hurtsto watch you," he said.

"Because you know what I'm going through, | suppose,”" Jacen answered. "If | useit, I'm miserable. If |
dont, I'm sunk."

The Ryn nodded, then stepped out over the tattered remains of the dome. "Come on, kid. Move."

Jacen processed through decontamination the next afternoon and reported to the admin building.
According to Lelds aide, Jainawas outdoors in Gateway's ship lot, helping an inspection team. Lela sat
a the big SEL CORE desk, ignoring an undertone of conversation between C-3PO and someone on the
other end of acomlink - something about spiro-grass, marshlands, and weather modification.
Leiagraightened her white head wrap. "I'm glad you're here, Jacen. A CorDuro freighter we just
off-loaded ismissing athird of its cargo. Think you could get anywhere with CorDuro's administration?'
Jacen gaped. "I haven't got much experience with negotiating.”

Leiashook her head. "No, but you're a Solo, and that ought to impress them. | haven't got timeto fly up
to Bburru, and your dad says you'etrying to get moreinvolved in non-Jedi activities. | can sympathize
with that." Her left cheek twitched. "More than you know."

"l guessyou probably can," Jacen admitted. His mom would understand that not everyone who showed
Jedi talent was destined to follow that path. Shel'd shown him that not every life had enough time for Jedi
disciplines

He'd tried to tell his dad about hisvision, and how it confirmed his decision to hold back. Han had turned
away, shaking his head, confused.

"Want to try something new?' Lelaasked.

Jacen ran ahand over his strangely smooth heed. "Dromajust brought Thirty-two's Howlrunner over. |
could takeit up to Bburru, seewhat | can do.”

"I'd appreciate that. Be careful, Jacen.”

"Always Mom."

"May the Force be with you - anyway."

"You, too."

Randa Besadii Diori propelled himself up Gateway's main stret, relieved to put the admin building - with



itsrough, dry detention cell and glaring lights - behind him. He'd tried to explain to Jedi Jaina Solo that he
only wanted to eva uate Gateway's ships, but she was as sdlf-righteous as her brother.

So far, held evaded their mother.

He passed apair of shaved-down Ryn, standing outside their tent wearing snug blue flight suits. Their
vests and culottes hung limp over lumpy blueleggings.

Even after held served his detention - which he had every intention of protesting, after the fact - he had
been temporarily excluded from the communication area, the one place where he finaly could hope for
decent transmission equipment! Hemust contact Borga. Hewould find away to get off this drab,
impoverished world and rgjoin her.

Hewet hislips. He needed apilot, of course. He still might convince the young Solo femde. Ashis
people said,Where persuasion fails, bribery prevails. Hiskgidic had wedth on worlds the Y uuzhan Vong
hadn't touched. The young Jedi must have aweakness - jewds, shimmersilk - better yet, aship of her
own.

Encouraged by his thoughts, he hurried up the sandy lane to the SEL CORE shedlter held been issued, a
miserable blue tent in Gateway's Tayana ruins district. He could hear the continua grinding of Gateway's
rock chewers underfoot.

Pausing ingde his door flgp, he caught an odd odor. He clenched hislittle hands, furious at the intrusion.
He snuffled, following the scent to his deeping mat. He had used hisflimsy bedcovers as additiond
padding. Beneath them, he spotted an unfamiliar lump.

Reaching around with histail, heflicked off the covers.

A leathery bal - not quite the size and shape of ahuman head - lay on the deeping mat.

It wasa Y uuzhan Vong villip, like the ones held seen on board the clustership. Borga had come through
for him quickly.

Then he trembled from head to tail tip. Too quickly, actudly. For thisvillip to show up in hisdwelling so
soon, the Y uuzhan VVong must have an agent inside the Gateway dome, masquerading as human. An
agent who now knew whereto find him.

Undaunted, Randa picked up the lesthery cresture and sank onto his rumpled mat. His plan, to lure key
Y uuzhan Vong personnd here where the New Republic could trap them, still seemed ill-formed - but he
had promised Borga he'd try to bargain. One Jedi for the world of Tatooine? The idea created an inner
sensation he didn't quite understand, since held never experienced it before atwinge of vague pain, asif
this might not be an appropriate use of someone who wouldn't do thisto him. Maybe this was what
humans calledguilt .

Hedismissed it. Hisloyalty wasto Borga. Even if Jacen wasn't using the Force, he wouldn't be taken
egly.

Randa stroked the villip, then set it down, wondering who would answer. While he waited, he sedled his
door flaps. Gateway wastoo bright for histaste. Thinking of Nal Hutta, and the painstaking planetary
development that the Y uuzhan V ong were even now destroying, made his eyesfed thick and pleasantly
mois.

Features appeared on the villip - a prominent brow ridge, splayed nubs of nose, cheeks with deep sacs
under the eyes. "RandaBesadii Diori," it said. "Findly, you report.”

Randa didn't recognize the face'sfiercely chisded features or the imperious baritone voice. Hetipped his
head respectfully toward the villip. "Y ou have an advantage of knowledge on me, my lord."

"l am Warmagter Tsavong Lah. Can you truly offer a Jedi ?*

"l can," he answered.Warmaster? His feders had brought in a prize catch! Now, to lure him to Duro, for
the New Republic to snatch. "Hisnameis-"

"Usdess Hutt," the warmaster said, "your parent told me what you want in return. Know this. The Hutts
betrayed us. Only exemplary service will win back our trust."

"I know and respect your caution, Warmaster. | remember, though, your kinsman's fascination with
Wurth Skidder, on board the dave ship with which | traveled too briefly. | would be pleased to deliver
this Jedi to you - to you persondly, Warmaster. Asfor my request ... what useto you is Tatooine? A
forsaken world, barely ableto sugtain life-"



The villip's rendition of the warmaster's eyeslooked like unfathomable black holes. "Why," he demanded,
"should | vaue your sense of honor enough to come persondly to Duro?’

This, Randa admitted, was the gaping holein hisnet. "Y ou would honor me deeply,” he began, "and be
honored in return -*

"You," the warmaster said, "are not worthy of honor. Nevertheless, | will take this Jedi. Arrangeto
deliver him, and | will consider your request. Fail to deliver, or offer the dightest deceit, and | shal flay
the hide from your body with my coufee.”

Thevillip softened, its festures retracted, and Randa was |eft to wonder what he had done. The dliens
agent herein Gateway could grab Jacen - or stab Randain his deep. Had he just made aterrible
mistake?

Wasthereredly any way he could hand Jacen over? Surely the young Jedi would cometo his senses,
sweep out his lightsaber, and fight back.

What Randaredlly needed, then, was an extralayer of defense. Duro was protected by one cruiser, a
few snubfighters, and the orbita cities planetary shields, which aso protected whatever wasimmediately
below them on the surface. If the New Republic brought an additiona battle group closer to Duro,
Randawould be defended - the bargain would have to be canceled -

He burst out of his shelter, headed back to the admin building. There, he found two communication techs
- ahuman and asmadll, toothy Tynnan - talking to ahadf-size holo of amagnificent, dark-haired woman.
Elated by his good fortune, he muscled the furry Tynnan aside. " Senator Shesh,” he gasped, "'l have
discovered atraitor on Duro! The Y uuzhan Vong have planted an agent here, surely a scout for afuture
invasion. Y ou must double our defenses, or dl these refugees surely will die. You areinapostion to
send help from the military. Send it quickly!"

Senator Vigi Shesh turned her head dightly away. "Haven't we spoken once before, sr?”

He bowed deeply. "1 an Randa Besadii Diori, and -"

"Y ou say you have unmasked a Y uuzhan Vong agent insgde the Gateway dome?"

"Not unmasked,” he said boldly, "but discovered irrefutable evidence of his presence.”

"Then we thank you, Randa Besadii Diori. Deliver your evidence to Gateway's administrator,
Ambassador Organa Solo. | have just been apprised of her presence. Her security force will investigate.”
"I thank you for your time and attention, Senator. Here again are the people with whom you were
conversing." Randa swaggered out of the building. Hewould do just as the senator suggested give Leia
Organa Solo the villip and lether dedl with it. His prompt action - realizing held made amistake - had just
saved him, and maybe Gateway itsdlf, from agrim fate.

How clever hewas.

Senator Vigi Shesh of Kuat shut down the holoprojector and reached for her maggot-textured villip.
Thiswould not wait. Business, like diplomacy, required making concessions, and she had no quams
about reporting one young Hutt's treachery.

She stroked the repulsive dien object, detaching her atention from her right hand by eyeing the curtained
wall acrossfrom her private office's comm unit. Her servants swept those curtainsthree times daily for
listening devices. Sometimes, they neglected to straighten the folds when they finished. She needed to
gpeak with them - again.

Vigi Shesh had no doubt that the Y uuzhan V ong would soon wrest this galaxy away from the New
Republic, just asthe New Republic had won it from the Empire. Rapid change created opportunities.
There would be athousand worlds to govern, and Kuat might be treated better if aKuati held ahigh
position under the Y uuzhan Vong governors. Certainlyshe would fare better.

The warmaster reacted predictably to her report. "But he has not identified anyone asthis operative?’
"Not according to hisreport, gr."

Thevillip'sdien face pulled its scalloped lipsto one side in a sneer. " Our experience with Hutts has
shown us nothing but treachery,” it said. "We will ded with Randaand hisclan. Y ou were correct in

reporting him."



Viqi bowed her head silently. For an ingtant, she considered mentioning the news about Centerpoint.

No. As soon asthe Y uuzhan VVong knew Centerpoint was malfunctioning again, they might strike
Coruscant. She had too much to accomplish before that day arrived.

Chapter 15 It was unusua for Kubaz to visit Bburru, the largest orbitd city in the Duro system. But
nowadays, Bburru's docks were so crowded with offworld construction workers, shippers, and camp
followersthat the dark, short-trunked trio who arrived - trailed by abronze astromech droid - attracted
little attention in the off-loading area.

The Bburru Docking Authority agent eyed their credentials. According to the datapad, these weren't
typica refugees from Kubindi's recent invasion. Thisfamily had holdingsin the Core Worlds, and they
werelooking for trade. That explained the fine yacht they'd docked in Slip 18-L.

"Everrrything seemsto bein order, gentles™ Thetal Duros officid momentarily mated their datapad with
one of hisown, programming amap from Port Duggan to CorDuro Shipping's main office at Duggan
Station.

Oddly, aminute after they had passed from sight, he had no memory of their arrival.

Marafound the hooded cloak, trunked mask, and goggles stifling, but she took advantage of the disguise
to observe Duros reactions as Port Duggan'slong rideway carried them up the dockyard arm to Duggan
Station. She caught red-eyed glares, lowered brows, and stares; and if Duros had noses, she didn't
doubt they would've wrinkled in distaste. TresinaLobi had hinted that the Duros, like other specieson
worldsthe Y uuzhan Vong hadn't reached, resented the refugee influx. On Duro, that might be
complicated by genera nervousness about the palitica tensionsat Cordlia.

They'd arrived from Coruscant in Mara's newly modified ship, ayacht Lando had picked up for asong -
s0 he claimed - as soon as he redlized how easily its broad aft cargo bay could be modified to carry an
X-wing. Other hands had shaped this ship, too. Lando's wife, Tendra, just back from an extended visit to
her Saccorian kin, named itJade Shadow after admiring its nonreflective gray hull. Tlon Karrde and his
connections had found the retractable laser cannons, camouflaged torp launchers, and shieldsto
makeShadow amost amatch for theJade's Fire that Mara had sacrificed at Nirauan.

Carrying Lukéesfighter in the bay, and escorted by Anakin in his own X-wing, she brought theShadow
over Duro's south pole, using one of Ghent's universd transponder codes. Groundside, they locked
down Anakin's X-wing, and R2-D2 rerouted Anakin's shields to draw on a stack of spare power
supplies, setting them to pull just enough power to protect the X-wing from Duro's aimosphere. Then
they al boardedShadow again. Flying with Luke as copilot, Mara made a microjump outsystem, changed
transponder codes, and they arrived at Duro as awell-hedled Kubaz family.

Drdl and Sdlonian refugees, leaving Cordliawhile they till were consdered firg-class citizens, mingled
with dockworkers of haf adozen other speciesretooling the civilian shipyards for military use. A horned
Devaronian shouldered past three gray-skinned, long-faced Duros natives. A massive silver-tipped
Wookiee plodded in the other direction. Mara caught awhiff of exotic perfume and spotted acomely
Trianii swaggering up the corridor, drawing stareswith her feline grace.

Maradill hadn't felt anything unbaanced or unhedthy about the cluster of cells dividing, differentiating,
digging ever moretightly into her body - none of the gut-wrenching signs of abnormdity shed fdtin so
many diseased cells. She was determined to take every day without ominous developments as a gift, and
not worry how many more she might be given.

Thered been nightmares, though.

She eyed Anakin's dightly dumped posture as he stood to one side of the rideway. She'd coached himin
the characteristic Kubaz whirring accent, their cultured speaking style, and their gait, after nixing Luke's
ideaof disguising themselves as Duros. It was ways hard to passfor anative.

The rideway decanted them in abroad open areathat their datapad |abeled Duggan Station.

"Straight across," Luke whirred at her, steering an eegant old luggage float.

At the other side of the open area, a Duros stood on a knee-high platform. She spoke through a
powerful amplifier, addressing a crowd of fifty or sxty dmost exclusively Duros, but Mara spotted aBith
and two turquoise-skinned Sunes.

Luke, walking point, halted and turned hisface - what Mara could see of it - toward the speaker. "Listen



tothis" he murmured, sanding just alittle closer than he usudly did. Another woman might not have
noticed, but Marawas exquisitely aware of her personal space.

The Duros on the platform spoke loudly, waving a knobby hand. "Independenceisvirrrtue,” she shouted.
"In dangerrrous times, depending on an outside force for sustenance or defense could kill usdl. If you
cannot feed yourrr family group, you fail them. If you cannot protect yourrr own, you kill them. Arrreyou
murderers ... or prrroviders?'

"Anakin," Maramuttered, "go with Artoo, but stay in visua contact. Get afed for the crowd. If you
sense danger, get back over here.”

"Right," hesaid. "Mom."

Right in character.

"Symbioss," the Duros cdled, "has been prrreached since timeimmemorrrid. Has it made usfrrree?
Doesit make us safe? They say we depend on each otherrr." Now she took on asimpering tone. "That
we need each otherrr. Hutt dime!”

Severa Duros cheered.

"We, we must be strrrong. We, ourselves. Whoever needs help will fall. Each - one - of - us," she cried,
punctuating each word with agrunt, "must be strrrong enough to take what he wants. Or al will die. All!™
On Marasleft sde, afew Duros turned toward her, then moved aside, whispering. She didn't catch any
intent to attack, and her danger senselay ill, but she kept one hand near her lightsaber, under the dark
cloak.

The speaker raised her arm, reaching toward a bank of lights that gave Duggan Station the appearance of
ydlowish daylight. "We are independent of the worrrld below."”

"Yed!" someone from the crowd cried.

"We are independent of the worrrlds at great distance.”

Theanswering"Yed" picked up volume.

"Symbiosis," she cried, "interrrdependence. They are for the weak. The weak must stand togetherrr to
gand at dl!"

The Duros cheered.

She crouched down, pressing her palmstogether. "Like the point of a duha spear, like the blade of a
knife, strrrength lies where metal comesto a point. Where worrrlds stand aone, with no need to wait for
other fleetsto defend them, thereistrrrue might. Each of us," she concluded, sweeping an arm out over
the crowd, "we must be strrrong. Strong enough to take what she wants ... and defend it!"

Loud cheers.

Mara backed up against L uke and turned her masked head dightly. "Thiskind of talk could finish what's
|eft of the New Republic.”

She caught just a shade of Force energy spinning around him, extended to protect her. Evidently he
wasn't trusting completely to their disguises, but taking a basic defensive stance, blurring the orator's view
of their faces.

"I've heard enough,” he said.

Anakin hadn't gone far. R2-D2 couldn't roll sidewaysin acrowd, so when Mara caught Anakin's
attention and flicked a gloved finger, he nodded and backed away from the podium in astraight line.
R2-D2 rolled beside him, wearing anew coat of copper-hued glaze.

The avenue inbound from Duggan Station was lined with planters that served the obvious dua purpose of
aesthetics and air-scrubbing. Most local traffic seemed to travel on one- or two-passenger hoverbikes or
enclosed hoverpods.

They found an inexpensive hostel, where L uke took atwo-room unit. It had three basic cot-over-storage
unitsand arefresher. Onewall was programmable to severd flatscreen images, including - according to
itsingtruction pand - an exterior view of Bburru. City, hanging magestically in space over the dull-brown
planet below; Coruscant's night side, with or without an overlay of aurord displays; or shipping traffic
entering and exiting hyperspace near Y ag'Dhul, at the intersection of the Corellian Trade Spine and the



Rimma Trade Route. Maraleft it blank.

R2-D2 rolled sraight to a data station and plugged himsdf in. Marapeded out of her goggles, mask,
gloves, and dark robe, emerging in acomfortable flight suit.

By then, Anakin'sdisguiselay strewn dl over hiscot. He sat down, stretching and flexing hisfingers.
"After dl the New Republic has done for them, how could they think that way?"

"That'sjust one troublemaker,” Marasaid. "But sometimes, it only takes one. Remember Rhommamool,
and that firébrand Nom Anor."

"Fortunately,” Anakinsaid, "I didnt meet him."

For Mara, Rhommamool had been a second encounter. Serving asaminor diplomat's bodyguard to
fegtivitieson Monor |1, sheld endured Anor's rhetoric until even the gentle native Sunes couldn't tolerate
him. They'd asked himto leave.

"Anor fanned an intrasystem resentment into open warfare at Rhommamool. Got most of his own people
killed ... and himsdlf, too. But one troublemaker can sometimes be reached.”

Luke nodded. "Reasoned with. | hope that's what we've got here -"

R2-D2 bleeped urgently.

Luke paused hafway through pulling off one boot. "Whét isit, Artoo?"

Mara couldn't follow the stream of toots and whistles.

Evidently Luke couldn't either. "Hold on, hold on." He pushed up off his cot and crossed to the readout
over R2-D2's data port. Marafelt a sudden, somber change in his mood.

"Nothing serious,” hetold her, "everyonesal right. But Han and Jacen's dome just got evacuated into
Leids Somekind of infestation.”

"Jacen's probably collecting again,” Anakin said.

"Not funny," Maramuttered. "I don't think Duro supports much life."

Luke's eyes unfocused for amoment. "They'redl fing," he said. "And Jacen just arrived up hereon
Bburru."

"Gredt," Anakin muttered.

"Anakin," Luke said softly, " Jacen hasto find hisown path. It's part of hitting maturity. Sometimes that
takesawhile”

Anakin sniffed. Marawondered if sheld ever had asibling, and if they would've gotten along.

"All right," she said. "Well bump into him sooner or later. But for now, our prioritiesareto find Tresnas
missing apprentice and figure out Duro's politica situation. Number one's probably dependent on number
two."

"Right," Luke said. "I'll talk to CorDuro Shipping. Unless I'm wrong, that's where Jacen has headed.”
"Dothat." Anideawasforming at the back of Mara's mind. She'd brought aong other disguises. Other
people could have come to Duro fishing for well-formul ated reasons not to open their worlds to refugees.
The Kuati senator Vigi Shesh certainly hadn't established SEL CORE's main camp anywhere near Kuat.
Maybe Mara could scare up some information on whoel se here had antirefugee leanings.

She hauled one of her duffesinto the refresher.

When she stepped out half an hour later, Anakin grabbed his cot's edge with both hands. His eyebrows
rose so far that they almost vanished under hisdark hair.

Laughing inwardly, shetilted up her chin and stared down at him. "Y ou may kissour pam,” shesadina
languid Kuati accent.

"Wow," he choked.

Lukefolded hisarms and leaned againgt the blank view-wall, grinning. HEd seen her in many guises, but
this onewas spectacular. Sheld tinted her red-gold mane a deep reddish brown and pulled it back
severdy into atail a the crown of her head, securing it with acirclet of fase emeraudes. Bits of masking
putty raised the bridge of her nose; shadowing gel gave her cheeks a prominent hollow. More emeraudes
rimmed her ears and dangled hafway down her neck. The amethyst-colored tunic, belted in what would
passfor gold, had a spatter of green gems on one shoulder, and the cutout benegth the high collar
plunged drasticdlly. Her elevated shoes were tapered to give theillusion that the extraheight was dl her
own, but the hedls could be kicked off if she needed to make afast getaway.



She cuffed Anakin's shoulder. "Don't drool on the carpet,” she said. "I'm surprised you're still here.”
"Wewon't befor long." Luke pushed off thewall.

Marasmiled ruefully, sensing that he'd like her to stick around for another hour or so. Actudly, that
sounded good to her, too - but after putting on al this gear, she wanted to keep it unrumpled.

"We have an gppointment,” Luke said. "That is, two Kubaz have an appointment.”

Anakin frowned, still massaging life back into his face from wearing the rubbery mask.

"I'm just going to nose around,” Marasaid. "Seewhat | can get from that crowd down at Port Duggan,
where the performanceisgoing on."

ShereadBe careful in his eyes. Respecting hisrestraint, she didn't promise that she would. She smply
nodded.

Hislipstwitched.

She enjoyed that - communicating without wordsor the Force. "I'll send Artoo amessageif | end up
elsawhere" she promised.

Then sheredlized that she wanted to say,Y ou two take care - Smply as a parting nicety. She was getting
0oft.

She offered Luke her palm. He seized her hand, touched it with hislips, then tugged her close enough to
whisper, "Come back soon.”

Chapter 16 An aide ushered Luke into CorDuro Vice-Director Durgard Brarun's sumptuous office. Lit
by crisscrossed gtrips on the ceiling and walls, itsfocal point was adecorative air-circulation grille. Other
black grilles reached from floor to celling in freeform designs. At the room's front was a narrow counter,
like something out of atapcaf. A lone Duros sat behind it. Thetriangular CorDuro inggniaon hisright
breast had agold edging. Gray-green skin hung in folds under hischin. Over hisears, hishairless scap
wasturning pae.

He stood to greet the pair of imitation Kubaz. "Gentles, how may | serrrve you?'

Luke wasn't sure what information might be available. He meant to convince Vice-Director Brarun that
he and Anakin were harmless, trying to bluff their way into dangerouscircles.

It mattered more than ever that he succeed. Everything mattered more, now. He was hel ping to shapethe
futurein which his child would grow up.

In his best Kubaz whirr-overlaid Basic, he said, "Many of our people are homeless. Wehave set up a
colony on Y ag'Dhul, but we need supplies. | wastold there were basic goods to be bought here, for a
price

The Duros reached toward his countertop. " The price could be more than you wish to pay, gentles,” he
sad.

Two large humans appeared from behind abrown wall screen. Luke recognized the determination in their
eyes, then the hopel essness behind it. HE'd seen that mixture before - in Peace Brigade collaborators,
humans who were aready convinced the Y uuzhan Vong would win thiswar.

Thatwas an unwel come complication. Had CorDuro been corrupted? Or had Thrynni Vae vanished
because she detected collaboration on an even wider scope?

A second thought hit him like an ion cannon blagt, disrupting his other thoughts. Were the Y uuzhan Vong
aready targeting Duro, and were these their advance agents?

He scrambled to regain his composure. "We are prepared,” he whirred, "to offer New Republic credits,
Kubindi bonds redeemable offworld, or -"

A tone sounded through the room, and their host straightened. " One moment, gentles.”

Brarun touched something in front of him, eyed areadout, and half smiled. Luke sensed an urgeto send
the strangers away. He countered it subtly, suggesting that Brarun perceive his Kubindi guests as neutra
witnesses. After dl, their world was aready gone.

Brarun appeared to consider the new thought, then said, " Gentles, please lingerrr for afew minutes. | am
reminded of aguest that my staff has kept waiting, so that he will know hisplace. | shall admit him now.
Keep ill, or your escorrrtswill have to see you out.”

"Gladly," Lukewhirred, "for my people's sake."

He gestured Anakin back toward the brown wall screen. Asthey backed away, Luke evaluated the big



human guards again commanding in size, but not devastatingly brilliant. They shouldn't present two Jedi
much chdlengeif this came down to blows - which it shouldn'.

L uke sensed Jacen as he walked in, wearing a soft blue cap and a brown flight suit. To his deep concern,
Jacen neither probed nor reached out with the Force. In fact, Luke sensed adeliberate damping of the
Force dl around his elder apprentice, worse than before.

Hed told Anakin that Jacen must find his own path. He knew it with al his heart and mind, but seeing
Jacen like this hurt badly. L uke had made mistakes. He knew how painful the consequences might be.
Especidly here and now.

He stretched out and nudged Jacen.

Jacen had spent mogst of the last hour in an anteroom, waiting for the vice-director to admit him. Hed
tried to St patiently and reflect on hisvison. It hadn't exactly called him to diplomacy, but thisdidn't seem
like awrong path.

Now, like an echo out of hisvision, he sensed his uncle - there, one of the two Kubaz in the corner,
between muscular bodyguard types.

The other Kubaz was Anakin.

From hisuncle, he thought he sensed a nudge to get the Durostalking.

Straightening, he faced Vice-Director Brarun. What an opportunity! He could show his uncleand his
brother the direction his vision and conscience and experiences were taking him.

"Jedi Jacen Solo." The vice-director, like other CorDuro employees, wore ared-trimmed brown flight
auit. "Thisis unexpected.”

"Thank you for -" Jacen stepped toward the desk.

"Stop," the Duros said. "That's close enough.”

Jacen hdted. Did Brarun want him standing on this exact spot? Testing, he edged sideways. The
vice-director didn't object.

He deduced that the Duros wasn't trying to stand him over or under a Greenie-trap, but was smply
frightened of Jedi and trying to protect himsdf.

"Sir, I'm here on behalf of some very needy people. The refugeesinside my mother's dome -"
"SheisLeaOrgana Solo. Corrrect?’

Jacen's ear for accents and languages had amost adjusted to the Duros tendency to garglethelrR s.
"Yes, dr. Thoserefugees are living under unbdlievably primitive conditions. They -"

"Where are your Jedi robes, Jacen Solo? Areyou here asaninfiltrator?"

"No." Jacen spread hishands. "Not at al.”

The Duros pointed along, knobby hand down at Jacen. ™Y our supply problems are not our concern.
Perhaps SEL CORE is shorting you."

"Why would SEL CORE do that?'

The Duros shrugged e oquently. "Why not? SEL CORE decided for usthat we wanted our planet
reclamed.” Heraised ahand before Jacen could answer. "We were consulted, but only nominaly."
"Why isthisaproblem?" Jacen asked. "Don't you want it habitable, down there?"

"We," the vice-director said, "are content with our roots pulled free. That sphere of stone once anchored
us. Itsfactories became places to send mal contents and gutter-grubbers. Now those citizens are returning
to our well-run cities, upsetting our socia balances." Hetilted hislong head. "And if you restore a
habitable planet, the Y uuzhan Vong could choose to movein. If they do, the blame will rest solely on
SEL CORE." He shot a glance toward the Kubaz.

Jacen shifted hisfeet on adeep, soft carpet. "Sir, if our supply shuttles don't get through, people will start
to go hungry. We need your help. It'surgent.”

The Duros reached for the edge of his counter. A high tone sounded. The door behind Jacen swished
open. Two armed Duros stalked in.

What was this? Jacen kept his hands lowered. "Sir, I'm just asking for the chemicals we need to grow
food. | have no intention of threstening you."

"No?" the vice-director asked. "Y our enabling of Centerpoint Station, our near neighbor, changed the
power balancein our region. Jedi make me nervous. Especialy young ones who use words likeurrrgent .



Often they don't have the maturity to know when to back down."

Thank you, Kyp Durron, Jacen muttered to himself. He hoped Anakin was paying attention. "Sir, it was
no Jedi who fired Centerpoint Station.”

"A new sentiment is spreading through the New Republic. Surely,” Brarun said, "you have heard the Jedi
philosophy chdlenged.”

"I have," Jacen admitted. "Most recently, down at Port Duggan. When | arrived.”

"Ah," hesad. "Youmet my sgter, Ducilla”

"An oquent spesker," Jacen said, though the woman's philosophy might have come straight from the

Y uuzhan Vong's propaganda offices. On second thought, they probably never bothered with subterfuge.
Stll, if Magter Luke wanted information, this was going well. Now he needed to state his position. Y ou
have nothing to fear from me, Vice-Director. Y ou asked where | left my Jedi robes. At the moment, |
have stood down from my status asa Jedi in training.”

The Duros bowed hislong head and laughed bitterly. "Any Jedi whose mother is a Skywalker cannot
stand down. Ever." Hisred eyes glimmered. "It'stime you learned that.”

Jacen clenched hishands at hissides. "I'm learning to be my own man. Not just my mother's son."”
Thistime, thefour guards laughed, too.

"All right ... man,” the vice-director said. "What isit you want to offer CorDuro Shipping in exchange for
thismissing cargo?'

"Y ou don't understand,” Jacen ingsted. "Thaose supplies belong to us. They were sent by Coruscant.”
"Soredly," Brarun said, "you have come here to accuse my people of robbery.”

Again, at the back of hismind, Jacen saw the gaaxy tip toward darkness. He spread his hands and
backtracked. "I havelittleto offer," he admitted.

The Duros folded long, knobby hands on the bar-desk's surface. "Well said, Jedi Solo. Now let metell
you somethings

" am old enough to remember Emperor Palpatine. There was a human who could keep order. Maybe he
carried some programstoo far, such astrying to wipe out your kind, but | doubt that the Y uuzhan VVong
would've stuck atattooed toeinto thisgalaxy if they arrived while he wasin power."

Jacen stood silently, wondering what € se the Duros meant to tell him.

Brarun seemed to have forgotten the two Kubaz. " Some of our orbitd citiesretain drive units," he said,
"from the days when our ancestors first steered them into place. Our homes aren't locked to Duro. We
could leave and take home with us."

In that case, Jacen wouldn't put it past them to divert and stockpile refugee supplies, though they could
not admit that publicly. "In the face of apossibleinvasion,” he said softly, "you do have to consider your
own peoplefirg.”

The Duros raised his head, then cocked it in surprise. "Exactly. What use would the Y uuzhan Vong have
for mechanica habitats?!

Jacen straightened. At last, the Duroswas listening - because instead of pushing his demands, Jacen had
sympathized. "1 agree," he said. "But they destroy what they despise. There are things you don't know
about the Y uuzhan Vong. I've even been their prisoner. I've -"

"How did you get away?' Brarun demanded.

Jacen exhaed heavily. He looked down at the floor, then raised only his eyes, "My uncle came for me." It
had been spectacular. Since Master L uke was undoubtedly tracking hisfedlings, he sent a pulse of
gratitude.

"There, you see?' Brarun drew up taler. " Anyone whose mother is a Skywalker cannot stand down from
being aJedi.”

"I'mtrying," Jacen said. "'l am serioudy trying to find out what | am, apart from dl that.”

Brarun rubbed his gray-green thumbs together over hisfolded hands.

"I've seen terrible things," Jacen continued. He related some of them the dave-taking, the preoccupation
with pain. "And deeth,”" he finished. "Weve seen them sacrifice whole shiploads of prisoners. We know
it's sacrifice, not smply eimination. I've spoken with awoman who was dso their prisoner.” Danni
Quee's sad face flitted through his mind. He hoped she was safe, back on Coruscant. "1 don't think you'd



be safe, even if you took these habitats to another world. They'd shoot to destroy your technology.”
"Isthat athrest, Jedi?'

"No," Jacen exclaimed. "I'm trying to help you, Vice-Director. To warn you, not threasten you. We have
to stand together.”

"The old symbiosis dogma. Did you know that even as your water-trestment settlement tried to become
symbiotic with the Gateway dome, Gateway was trying to develop more-dependable water sources of its
own and become independent of you? That wasin your mother's weekly report.” Hetilted his head
triumphantly. "She, a Skywalker, was not working toward symbiosisat dl."

"Weare interdependent,” Jacen indsted. "Every settlement'swork will contribute to making the surface
habitable again." A bizarre ideadrifted into his head. He wasn't authorized to do this... but ...
"Vice-Director, if we settlers, the first people of anew Duro, offered to pay atariff, apercent of al future
goods, would that help ensure ddlivery? Say ... two percent?’ That seemed plenty generous.

The Duros stared over his clasped hands. Jacen held his breath. They both knew Jacen wasn't authorized
to offer this. If other settlements called this abetraya, they'd come braying for Jacen's blood, not the
vice-director's.

"Twenty." Brarun waved one hand. Out one corner of his eye, Jacen saw those big human security
guardsrelax.

"Too much." Jacen fdt increasingly awkward. His mother had authorized him to try diplomeacy, but did
that include giving away goods? " SEL CORE negotiated with CorDuro for delivery of supplies™ Jacen
ingsted. "Y our people are dready being paid.”

"And you," the vice-director said, "have been sent to me as a negotiator. Fascinating.” He raised afinger,
beckoning one bulky ade away from the two inoffensive Kubaz. " Jedi Solo, | would like to continue
these negotiations. Please consider yoursaf my guest, for the time being. Until | can contact your mother,
and Coruscant.”

Did the Duros mean to hold him for ransom, or as ahostage? Or would Brarun redly negotiate? Jacen
was glad thered been witnessesin here, though no one could cdl them impartial. He couldn't walit to tell
Master Skywalker about hisvision, too. Finaly, he might get some help settling hismind.

"I'll ask one condition, though."

Brarun'sbrow ridgerose. "'l do not believe you arein apostion to set conditions.”

"Wait. Listen. Deliver dl the supplies you contracted to take groundside, aslong asI'm your ... guest.”
Hisunclewould like that, even if Anakin wastoo young to understand.

"Y ou have no way of checking that, Jedi."

"Don't 17" Jacen looked hard into the Duros large eyes. Infact, he didn't. But Brarun didn't know that.

"Y ou must help us hold back the Y uuzhan Vong. If we can't maintain astrong front against them, they/'ll
pick usoff, one system at atime. They're dready doing it."

"Weve heard that story," the Duros said, but he waved the second guard forward. "Escort young Solo to
my guest room," hesaid. "Stay with him - outside, in the halway. | will spesk with him later.”

Jacen glanced toward the brown wall screen on hisway out.Hope you got what you wanted, Uncle Luke
, he thought, knowing his uncle would recognize only an unspoken query.

One Kubaz barely nodded. The other turned away.

Mara dropped her datapad on a console as she reentered the rental unit. A quick check of both rooms
confirmed that they were empty, and her practiced eye saw no sign that anyone € se had entered.
Sporting her new disguise around Bburru, shedd had no trouble finding a Duroswilling to talk, especidly
when she explained that she was afraid sheld wake up one morning to find Kuat pocked with refugee
camps.

The Duros merchant talked fregly, sensing apotential convert. She recorded his philosophy on her
datapad, pressing harder and deeper for clarification on doctrina points. Finally, convinced by her
eagerness, he promised to forward her the very latest "word of wisdom," which should arrivein two

days.



At that point, her ear for intelligence pricked. How, she asked casudlly, could he know so exactly?

He shrugged. That was dwaysthe day it arrived.

Marathanked him regally, departing with more information than he knew held given out.

Without bothering to lose her costume, she sat down at the rental room's data port and plugged in her
pad. Minutes later, thanks to codes Ghent developed years ago for Talon Karrde, she was deep into
Bburru's communications bureau.

Dozens of broadcasts "dways' arrived on that day of the week. Out of those, she narrowed her
possbilitiesto three that came from outsystem and one that arrived from the surface, an officia report
from SELCORE's Gateway dome, where research was conducted. SEL CORE in itswisdom il tried to
keep the Duros duly impressed with the detoxification process.

That source, she could check quickly. She keyed up the most recent broadcast. On the surface, it was
nothing more than a series of progress reports Two toxic swamps seeded with reclamation organisms.
Three enclosures drained and plowed for planting. Smal mammalsloosed on the grass prairie; that
experiment hadn't turned out so well - half died, and the other half showed no eagernessto nest and
breed.

She carried one of Ghent's decoding programsin her datapad. It was the matter of aminute to copy the
transmission and run the program. She waited while it gpplied various codes to the program, coming up
with only gibberigh ...

Until it hit pay dirt. Her hair tail fell over her face as she leaned into the datapad. One of the dirtdown
scientists had used an old Rhommamoolian military code.

Mararemembered the passionate, even illogica antagonism of the Rhommamoolians dain spiritud
leader, Nom Anor. Toward the end of thistext, she even spotted some of the exact phrasesthat Duros
orator had used at Duggan Station.

She pushed away, tilting her chinto let the hair tail settle behind her head. Someone down at Gateway - a
Duros, or someone el se with reason to make trouble in the Duro system - had connectionsto
Rhommamool, where sheld dready heard thiskind of rhetoric.

TheJade Shadow had belonged to a spice merchant before Lando's refit droids installed its camouflaged
armament. It would pass as anoblewoman's runner. As Kuati nobility, she ought to have at least one
servant, but she couldn't always get what she wanted.

Sheleft Luke amessage with R2-D2.

Han's head and shoulders glimmered over aholoprojector in one of the Gateway admin building's offices.
"Sounds exactly like Randa, crashing the comm office that way," he said. "Threaten him if you haveto.
He respectsyou."

"Heused to,” Jainasaid, "for awhile." She shook her head. Now she just wished the Hutt would leave
her done.

"Guesswe shouldn't have let him deep in our control shed. | shouldn't've even brought him aong.”
Jainashrugged. "No, you did theright thing."

"Wdll, go warn him he's headed for permanent lockup, and then keep an eye on him. Keep him out of
Leidsway. Somebody tried to sabotage her mining laser last night.”

"Then I'll stay out of her way, t0o." Jaina pulled her soft, SEL CORE-blue cap low, warmly covering her
ears, and went out.

She found Randas tent quickly. Blubbering noisesfiltered through its blue wadlls.

She pulled open the flgp. Randa sat on his deegping mat, holding aleathery bal in onelittle hand. He
twitched that hand, asif to hideit - then thrust it forward, more forcefully. His blubbering and moaning
shut off.

"Takeit," he ordered. "I expected Ambassador Organa Solo, or her security people.”

Jainarecognized the villip. Her ssomach wrenched. Randa, a spy? No wonder he'd been hanging out in
the communication centers

"How long have you been working for them?" she demanded, holding hersdlf ready to fend off an attack.
"I amnot ," the Hutt growled. "'l asked to speak with them, hoping to negotiate on behdf of my people.
They rebuffed me-"



"When?' Jainatook another step forward. "When did you contact them?'

"Yesterday."

"Only once?'

"l swear it by my -"

"Oh. Right, | believeyou," she said, loading her voice with sarcasm. " So that's why you tried to warn
Senator Shesh there were Y uuzhan VVong on the way. Because you somehow found avillip, somewhere
indde Gateway dome."

"The senator assured me that reinforcementswill arrive shortly."

Jainaworked the tip of her thumb with one fingernail. If Jacen wasright, if Shesh wasn't to be trusted,
then the woman wouldnot lobby to send reinforcements. She might even report Randato the Y uuzhan
Vong.

"I made an error,” the Hutt assured her. "Truly | did. But | have repaired it, now -"

"Do you think anyone will believe that? Give me that."

Jainasnaiched the lesthery villip. That brought her momentarily chest-to-belly with the Hutt, close enough
to catch awhiff of hisfetid body odor. Clutching the tiff villip under one arm, she stalked out of the
shelter and hustled toward the gray admin building.

Chapter 17 Marawas ordered not to land at Gateway's main gate. "The decontam areajust insde's
under quarantine,” they told her - doubtless from the evacuation of infested Settlement Thirty-two. A
young voice directed her northeast, to asmaller, blasted-out landing area that was actually bordered by
green plant growth. The scientists really had made progress here. The world was coming back to life.
Whether or not it survived could depend on what she found out.

A fringe of dender boarding tubes clustered from the northeast gate. Marawaited shipboard until
Gateway's crew connected one toShadow 's starboard access hatch, then threw athin cloak over her
finery and hurried up the synthplas tube.

Inside the huge Gateway dome, to the southwest, she spotted agray building, two storiestall, ringed with
lower congtructs. Steam boiled out of one of the outbuildings. In an open areato her left, sandy soil had
been raked into short rows that suggested settlers private gardens. To theright, behind a powder-blue
city of tents, low ruinsbit into the skyline. A distant rumble pulsed, some kind of digging or mining
apparatus.

Not bad, for arefugee city. She pulled adeep breath. It even had good air, when most refugee
settlements were stinking mudholes.

Sympathetic adminigtration.

She decided to speak with Leia before she poked around. If her mysterious contact gave her trouble, she
might haveto leaveinahurry.

The admin building's lower story was centered on astaircase instead of lift tubes, its duracrete blocks
crumbly in spots. She climbed the stairs, found a door marked ORGANA SOL O, and strodein.

A familiar protocol droid stood insde. "Good morning,” he greeted her. "I am See-Threepio,
human-cyborg relations-"

"So | see Remaining in character, she dropped her cloak on ameta-frame chair and looked haughtily
around the room. Large desk, cot, focus cooker, storage lockers - one room for al functions. But no
Leia "l am Baroness Muehling of Kuat. | wish to spesk with the administrator.”

Thedroid spread hisarms. "'l am terribly sorry, Baroness. Adminigtrator Organa Solo is engaged at
present. We have had a series of rather vexing shipping problems. Perhaps | could deliver amessage.”
Mara shook her head, |etting the masquerade lapse. "Y ou certainly can, Threepio. Tel Leiaher
gger-in-law wants two minutes."

C-3PO swiveed his head. She almost laughed at his perpetudly puzzled expression, and just how
appropriate it looked at the moment.

"| ... shall attempt to break her free ... Baroness?' His voice sounded dubious. "Wait here, please.”
"I'm not going anywhere."

C-3PO swigh-whirred out the door. He needed lubrication. If Lelawas missing little details like oiling
C-3PO, shewas busy.



The door opened again forty seconds later, and Leiahustled in. Sheld swathed her head in awhite scarf,
and her cheekslooked alittle hollower, her eyes darker, than Mara had seen before. She looked long
and hard at Mara.

"Itisyou,” shefindly pronounced.

She leaned forward and embraced Mara - cautioudy, as one overdressed diplomat would greet another.
C-3PO backed away, shaking his head.

Mara bent down to squeeze L eids shoulders. "I've got to talk with you."

"l didn't know you were insystem.”

"Jugt arrived.”

"IsLukewith you?'

"And Anakin."

"Sit down. | could stand to St afew minutes.”

Maratook the metal-frame chair, facing the large window. Steam from the outbuilding created a sort of
exterior curtain.

Leiasank into asimilar chair behind the massive desk. SEL CORE had probably shipped it. Opposite the
cot and cooking area, Mara spotted a pair of incongruoudy ornate wall sconces, crafted of dark ironin
fantagtic shapes.

"Can | get you something?' Lelaasked. "We have the basics.

"Just aglass of water."

Leiasent C-3PO to the cooking area. While he clattered and poured, Mara caught Lela up to date on
the military Situation at Coruscant. She said nothing about the Force-warm spot under her belt line.
Instead, she related what sheld heard at Bburru - and what else sheld found.

"A Rhommamoolian code?' Leias eyebrows rose toward her white turban. "I hope we don't end up with
Red Knights of Life here." Shetapped the edge of her desk with awriting stylus, and her voice turned
bitter. "From ten to thirty percent of our suppliesaren't getting through. | just sent Jacen to check on
that.”

Mararaised an eyebrow.

Lelachuckled. "Alwaysin character, aren't you?"'

"It'sasurvivd indinct."

"Don't changeit for me."

C-3PO brought over apitcher and two glasses. Mara drank deeply as L eiafinished cataloging her recent
troubles. The water tasted musty, and one admission obvioudy came hard Leia had been twenty klicks
from Han, and neither one knew it.

"Weveput it behind us" sheinssted, "but it'll take me along timeto live it down. For dl they knew, |
was back on Coruscant. | wasn't therefor Jaina."

"Jandsgrown up, Lea"

"So shereminds me. Y ou know, daughters aretricky. They're your closest friend and your worst
competitor, al rolled up in apackage that reminds you howyou used to look."

Maraamost told her.

Instead, she asked, "Who made last week's SEL CORE report about seeding the toxic swamps?”’

"Dr. CreeAr." Leiaturned to the master board on her desktop, touched afew panels, and nodded. "My
head researcher. He'samiracle worker. Why?'

That wasn't what Mara expected. "What do you think of him - personaly?"

Leiashrugged. "I'm sure Threepio tried to chase you off by telling you how busy | an? Wdll, it'strue.
And | haven't met Dr. CreeAr. He's-"

The door did open. Jainastirode in, wearing agray flight suit, anarrow-rimmed cap pulled low, and a
peculiar face mask. Marafelt awhisper of energy brush againg her.

"Aunt Mara," Jainaexclamed.

"Very good. | needed an introduction to get through to your mother.”

Jainas smilefaded. "Before you ask what's wrong, | wastoo closeto aship that blew. | should have
perfect vison again in acouple of weeks. So whatever that fancy blur isyou're wearing, it didn't even



regiser.”

Maralaughed.

Jainaswept off her cap to display afaint brown stubble. "Decontamination. Quite amark of status, in
here

Maraeyed Leidswhite scarf. "Was this necessary ?'

"Maybenot,” Leiasad, "but the gesture was appreciated. A lot of refugeesforget that my world was
destroyed twenty-five years ago. They like seeing this. It remindsthem I'm arefugee, too. We're dready
having minor problemswith the Ryn."

"Wheat arethey doing?"

"Nothing. The problem is other people. They've grown up thinking Ryn are baby-snatchers and
compulsive thieves. They're shunned. It's amazing how soicdly they take that."

"Mm," Marasaid. Her mind had shifted back to another subject. "I need to speak with your Dr. Cre€Ar,
but | won't ask for an introduction, since you haven't met."

"Il gowith you," Jainasaid. "I'm not doing anything important at the moment.”

"Can you see well enough?' Marademanded. "If this Durosis somehow connected to Rhommamooal, he
might not be much of ahost. Remember our reception there?"

Jainalaughed shortly. "Don't worry, | can use the Force to amplify what | can't see - and don't tell me
that isn't ajudtified use.”

"Itis" Maramurmured. "And | can useyou. A red Kuati wouldn't travel without at |east one servant.
I've got some things back at theShadow to dressyou up.” She shot aglance at Leia. "If you don't mind
my borrowing your assstant for afew hours."

Leaflicked her hand. "Sheisn't a my beck and cdl, Mara. Even if your children ever come home, they
redly aren't yours anymore.”

The research building was a showpiece - banks of scientific insruments and devices, dl manufactured on
Coreworlds - smooth, sterile white walls and acoustically textured ceilings. Its main floor was divided
into six laboratories, looking exactly like labs on any other world, thanksto SEL CORE. In each one,
some experiment or another was humming.

Marafound Dr. CreeAr's lab and walked in. Two aides sat at along lab bench. One supervised what
looked like atitration experiment, involving asix-by-ten array of trangparent tubes. Another poured
dollops of viscousliquid out of aflask into flat dishes.

Shewaved Jainaforward.

"Good morning,” Jainasaid imperioudy. "Isthe doctor about?"

The near tech, a hefty young man with ared mustache, set down aflask of cloudy liquid. "He's gone out.
Said held bein Sector Seven.”

Maralooked around at the scientific setup. According to thefile sheld just studied, Dr. CreeAr had
produced plants and protozoans that were creating an arable zone, gleefully chowing down on soil toxins
that would've killed everything but fefze beetles.

"Very well." Maralaid ahand on Jainas shoulder.

Jaina, dressed in the carpet-textured gown of a Kuati servant, clasped her opposite wristsinside her
long, draped deeves. Mara had found her abraided wig.

"We canwait," Marasaid.

Two hourslater, Maraleaned one arm againgt alaboratory counter and fixed a still-imperious stare on
one of Dr. Dassd CregAr's human and Sullustan aides. Unlike Leia, Mara did have the time to hunt
down Dr. CregAr, and as sheld told histechnicians severd times, she was perfectly willing to wait out
the day. She amused hersdlf gtriding around the laboratory, lifting flasks and examining culture gdls,
making the techs nervous.

Findly, another aide - who'd been trying to center arow of tiny glass tubules under an array of dender
nozzles - rocked back on his stool. He brushed hair away from hisface.

"Baroness," he said wearily, "why don't you and your servant get acouple of bresth masks out of the



firg-floor storage bin, go down through the tunnel, and seeif you can find Dr. CreeAr outsidein the
swamps?"

Now we're getting somewhere."Y ou can see | am not dressed for svamp travel.”

"The ground's dry around them. I'm sure héld be willing to talk with adigtinguished visitor."
Mararaised an eyebrow. "If he returnsin my absence,” she said firmly, "direct him to follow the ... tunnd,
yousay?'

"Down the gtairs, turn right. Last door on your right is storage, and be sure to get those breath masks.
Right outside this building, you'll see acovered stair. Admin let usdig our own route to the research
fields, since the north gate's so far out of our way. We're in the soft-rock zone. It only took a couple
days”

"Very wdl." Maraoverlaid her voice with ameasure of irritation. "Emlee, come dong.”

Jainabowed dightly. "Y es, Baroness"

Maraled the way downgtairs, found the bresth masks where the harried tech described, and headed
draight for the tunnd entry. It dropped quickly &t first, then more dowly, scantily lit by occasond
overhead glow rods.

Maradowed enough to murmur, ™Y ou'redl right with this?"

Jainashrugged. "I've gotten used to feding my way in the dark.”

"All right. Back into character, then. And stay in character unless| makeit obvious that were through
playacting.”

"Right," Jainawhispered.

Maraled on. The tunnel gradually curved right - headed, she guessed, through the soft-rock cliffs toward
the flatland she'd seen on approach.

"Wait," shemurmured.

She backstepped severa meters. Sheld heard afaint change in their footsteps echo.

At the darkest point between two glow rods, a side passage had been cut. A sheet of giff fabric, roughly
the shade of the surrounding stone, covered the passageway.

"Ah," Marasaid, dipping back into character. She pedled the fabric away from the stone's edge and
found afaint glow, illuminating anarrower passage. "Thisway, | think."

She marched five metersto a ninety-degree bend in the passage, turned | eft, and found asizable
chamber. Standing beside alab bench was atall, dender Duros, holding two flasks of opague brown
liquid.

"Dr. CreeAr." Mararaised her chin. ™Y ou are difficult to find. I hope you will make thisjourney
worthwhile"

The Duros scientist set down hisflasks. "Madame," he said sternly, "thisismy prrrivate research area.
State your business.”

The chamber'swalls, floors, and celling were bare stone. Mara spotted a deeping pad againgt an inner
wall and several elevated ... were those reagent tanks? The petcock assemblies|ooked organic. Ina
compartment along one wall, she recognized an open water-bath incubator, warmed by aflame from
below. It looked like a storage facility.

Jainashuffled forward, keeping her handsinside the drape of her deeves. "Doctor,” she sad, "thisis
Baroness Muehling of Kuat. She has come to you with agrave concern.”

Mara spotted a backless chair that had the look of a cutout shipping crate. She strode toward it and
Seated hersdlf.

Findly, CreeAr stepped toward her. Hislarge red eyes seemed to glow. "Why have you honored me
with avist, Baroness?'

"Even on other worlds," she said, "word has reached us of your fine work, your dedication. Indeed,
Adminigtrator Organa Solo calls you amiracle worker."

He spread his hands modestly.

"Duro," she sad, "has obvioudy been made adumping ground for other species. My people may facea
smilar fate. Contactswhom | met up in Bburru City say that you are aclose disciple of someonewho is
trying to turn that tide, on behalf of your own people.” In the baronessrole, she usudly got farther by



piling flattery on asubject than by bullying.

Shepiled it deeper.

From the moment they entered the chamber, Jaina had sensed something odd. She hadn't encountered
any Duros here - her med runner had been cleared directly to ground, without stopping in orbit - but she
didn't likethisguy.

Hestantly, she reached out with aflicker of the Force. How hostile was he, really?

Shefdt nothing. She couldn't even find him.

Shekept her eyes lowered with an effort. She hadn't heard of 'Y uuzhan V ong masquerading as Duras,
but if they could breed creatures that made them look convincingly human, thiswould be only asmall
gep farther. The only way sheld know for sure would be to unmask him.

One problem. The masquers activating spot was aongside the nose, and Duros had no noses.
CreeAr'sface was only ablur, anyway. Jaina hesitantly directed aflicker of the Force toward it. She
stroked the spot on hisface where she thought his nose would be, if he were human.

Nothing happened.

She tried stroking another spot, dightly left, awvay from the blur's center.

Still nothing. Meanwhile, her mind raced. What if she needed to draw her lightsaber? She could hardly
seethe guy!

He batted hisface distractedly, the way anerf herder might flick away summergnats.

But sheld practiced endlesdy against remotes, sometimes blindfolded. Remotes had no more Force
presence than a'Y uuzhan VVong.

She pressed outward again.

Mara sat stiff-backed on CregAr's shipping crate, asif it were abaronid throne. Dr. CreeAr had findly
consented to explain some of his philosophy.

"...underminelocd jurisdictions, and ... ai!"

He flung up both knobby hands, but not before Mara saw something horribly familiar. Just below one of
the dark foldsthat crossed hisface, hisgray hiderippled. A corner pedled back, exposing pale skin and
the edge of ablack tattoo.

She sprang to her feet, seized her lightsaber out of her amethyst-colored tunic'sfolds, and activated it.
Instantly, Jainajumped back, whipping her own lightsaber from her dark, heavy deeve.

Blue-gray skin kept shrinking, revedling askeletal face with bluish eye sacs. Asif hishide had turned to
liquid, the loose flap melted down inside his laboratory coat.

CreeAr stood hisground, laughing. For al Mara could see, he was unarmed.

"Don't move," shewarned him. ™Y ou're not wearing armor, and you're vulnerable.”

CregAr'slaughter died, and his paelip curled. "Mara Jade Skywaker, isit? Why aren't you dead?’
Caught off guard, Marademanded, "Have we met?'

The Y uuzhan Vong tossed back his hideous head. "No wonder the New Republic can't hold onto a
gdaxy. Evenits so-cdled heroes are stupid. Y es, we have met. I've nearly killed you."

Jainatook one step closer. "1 know that voice," she muttered.

"You should," thedien growled. "Let megiveyou ahint -"

"Rhommamool.” Jainaheld her lightsaber low. "Y ou're Nom Anor! Y ou tricked peopleinto believing you
were human, then you tricked them into thinking you werekilled.”

Heinclined hishead. "Y ou, at least, gpproach worthiness. But you are not worthy yet."

Maragripped her lightsaber, thinking back to another meeting with Nom Anor, at Monor I1. The native
Sunes had invited several hundred diplomats to the accession of their tenth priest-prince, Agaposthe
Tenth. Some trigger-poppy splinter group had threatened a minor diplomat from Coruscant, so Mara
went along as abodyguard. She'd also wanted to see Monor 1I's glittering, cirrifog-laden atmosphere.
"Y ou wore a black mask and black robes," Jainasaid. "What happened to your dave, that mousy little
man?'

The creature'slips peeled back in asneer. "Shok Tinoktin was well rewarded for faithful service."

Mara glanced around the laboratory. Even if Anor had biologica weaponsin plain sght, she might not
recognize them - but shewould love to catch him dive. Shed made a science of Somping on massive



egos, of throwing people off guard and probing for their weaknesses.

"So the petty troublemaker is making petty trouble again,” she said, raising one eyebrow.

"Petty?' He reached toward the lab bench.

"Freeze," she ordered. "Pick anything up and you're dead.”

Hisfingerstwitched toward the flask, the one he had been holding when she entered the room. Y ou
couldn't reach me before | threw this. It'sfull of coomb spores, Jade Skywalker. The spores| painted on
ahundred abominable breath masks, before that outdoor ceremony.”

Maras stomach lurched. "They didn't dl scken right away," sherecalled. Shed fdlenill two months|ater.
"The epidemiologists eventualy concluded multiple causes.” But that occasionhad been fingered asthe
sngletimeal those sick people were in one place.

He laughed. "They were meant to conclude that. The coomb spore's sheath dissolves at different ratesin
different species. Thisisyour worst fear, Jedi." Hisfingerstwitched again. "Relapse. Weakness. Deseth.
A much higher dose than before, and that wasfatd in dl other cases. All species.”

In that instant, she redlized how vulnerable shewas. If she got sick now, her child could be destroyed - if
he wasn't dready doomed.

Anor could infect Jaina, too. Jaina had other senses than eyesight, but she wasin no shape for
hand-to-hand combat against someone who couldn't be sensed through the Force - and whose wegpon
was suspended inaliquid.

"Y ou never answered my question,” he cdled. "Why areyou il dive?!

"Yourethelast onel'dtell.” Vergere was till out there - somewhere. "Get back, Jaina."

Then Maralunged, dicing low with her lightsaber. Only afeint, but instead of returning her attack, he
turned and fled - not up the passage where they'd come, but beyond the lab counter, toward asmaller
door.

He left the flask on the countertop.

Her impulse was to chase him down.Trap! her ingtincts shrieked.Don't follow!

Then her danger sense went off like asiren. She hesitated as Jaina sprinted around the |aboratory bench.
She had to make theright call. Three liveswere a stake, and only onewasin fighting trim.

"Blagt," she muttered, kicking the elevated heds off her fancy shoes. "Jaing, thisway!" She spun toward
the passage where they'd comein.

Three retorts like ricocheting projectile shots sounded overhead. Startled, she glanced up. A crack
opened in the stony ceiling. It branched, branched again, and again.

She waved Jainatoward the tunndl, crying, "Run!" A chunk of stone hit the floor beside her.
Jainareached the doorway. All around them - ceiling, walls - soft rock crumbled. Mara pushed Jaina
ahead of her, reaching deep insde hersdlf, trying to divert each sone asit fel. She split adozen with her
lightsaber.

But they fdl too thickly. Asrock dust choked off the light ahead and behind her, she pushed Jainadown,
fell on her, and pushed out with the Force. She kept the presence of mind to extinguish her lightsaber.
The noise went on, like apowerful waterfal, for several agelong seconds.

Jainarolled out from under her. Sheld killed her lightsaber, too. In utter darkness, Mara couldn't see
what Jainawas doing, but she did hear aplaintive"Ow!"

"Hit your head?' Maraasked quietly.

"Sightly." Momentary slence. "Y ou're keegping that up with the Force?"

"No. Just my radiant persondity.” She softened her voice. "Do you il have the rebreathers?”

"Yes Here"

"Kegp minefor now."

Mararoseto a crouch, planted her hands against hard stone, and tried pushing up harder with the Force.
If only asmall stone-fal surrounded them, it ought to move. Or shift, a lesst.

It didnt.

"Tentoone," she grumbled, "he brought his own kind of rock chewers here to Duro. He dug out hisown
sdetunnel - and while he did, he set traps for Leias security people.”

Jainas voice sounded sour. "Y ou retreated because of me, didn't you? We could've taken him. We



couldvekilled him, right there.

"I'll get that creatureif it'sthelast thing | do." Mara hadn't hated anyone this desperately since....

Well, since Luke Skywalker. A lifetime ago.

Luke?She stretched out and felt his concern.'m al right , she assured him,for now. Don't drop what
you're doing just yet. He wouldn't catch words, only sensation - but he would catch alot of that.
Jainasaid, "Therésagood chance the rock-fal's shorter, back the way he went."

"Point," Marasaid. "And that it's dso the way he wanted usto go." Her ingtincts had warned her, and she
would face ahundred other horrors before she let that Sithspawn expose her child to his deadly spores.
Maybe the flask held something el se, thistime, but sheld heard truth in his boast. Hehad infected her.
The sameingtinctswere findly blaring, loud and clear, that it was no Y uuzhan V ong biowegpon deep
insde her body. It wasanorma, defensdess child. A Skycrawler, asLeiahad teased optimistically,
shortly after her wedding.

She thumbed her comlink, though she didn't have much hope. "Leia? Do you copy?'

Slence

"Hello, Gateway. Thisisan emergency. Does anyone read me?"

Nothing. The stone was too thick.

"| think the air smellsstrange, Aunt Mara."

"Put your breather on." Had that flask on the countertop shattered?"We're not getting any dust through
this Force bubble. I don't honestly know what else might get through, but probably not microbes.” Then
shesaid, "I need you to join with me, so | can nudge the bubble higher in the direction we want to go. I'll
try to dide rocks off the back of the bubble while lift other rocks ahead of us, and I'll fill in those gaps
before the ceiling collapses any lower. Do you see what 1've got in mind?"

"Do you think it'll work?" Jaina sounded dubious.

Marafrowned. "I'd love to hear your better plan.”

After severd seconds, Jainaanswered glumly. "Can you picture what it isyou want to do?"
"I'mworking onit." Visudizing thiswrong would flatten their bubble of safety. She needed to move about
ahundred rocks smultaneoudy, up, over, and behind them. Then another hundred, and another. It could
take hours. "Open to me, Jaina. Theway you used to doin training."

She was glad they'd grabbed the masks.

Chapter 18 Still wearing his Kubaz disguise, Luke paused in atal resdentia tower's halway, where
Jacen had been escorted. Another sudden crisis had caught Mara unawares. Again, adrendine gusted
through him. Again, he had to fight the urge to drop everything, dash to the docks, and go to her. Insteed,
he reached deep and listened.

Detallsdidn't reach him. Her dert level dropped rapidly to her usud deadly cdm under fire. He couldn't
make out much else.

Anakin hurried back toward him. "What?" he demanded.

"Your aunt."

Luke shut hiseyes, dert for details. Earlier, hed caught the sense of danger, then anger, then amoment
of painful decision, of shoving aside her considerable pride. It was harder to flee than to stand and fight.
Didn't heknow it ...

Now he plainly caught her flicker of assurance, focused toward him. Unbesten, she was exerting herself
powerfully. He caught the image of darkness, and thousands of stones, and the daunting job of
repogitioning them.

Heformed aquery. It would take him hoursto reach her. He wouldn't hesitate to get to his X-wing,
though.

He'd barely shaped the thought when he felt Jainas presence dongside Maras. With Jainas help, shefelt
confident that she had her Situation under control.

And hischildd

He sensed her gratitude, though. That fortified him like few things hed ever felt. Reluctantly, he turned to
follow Anakin through the twisting halls of the massive resdentid complex'stwelfth story. Ashedid, he
tried threading some of his own strength - love, and calm power - into the bond that joined him with



Mara. He had no ideaiif that would give her more energy, but he sensed she was drawing something. She
could need everything Jainahad, and more. It comforted him to try, even if he had no assurance this
would work - no assurance but hisfaith in Mara, and in the Force itself.

Concluding his businesswith Vice-Director Brarun hadn't taken long. Brarun had nothing to sell, and that
seemed to confirm the theory that some of the Duros were stockpiling goods, hoping to take one of their
orbitd citiesand leave Duro entirdly.

Luke could see them doing that only if they'd sold out the rest of the system, particularly the refugees
dirtsde, laboring to build anew world. Hed sent R2-D2, plugged in back at the hostel, another message
Search CorDuro records for anything that smacked of Peace Brigade involvement with CorDuro or
SEL CORE itsdlf. He hadn't forgotten Karrde's warning that there were suspicions that the Intelligence
divison, maybe even the Advisory Council itself, had been infiltrated. Maybe SEL CORE had, too.
Unfortunately, he hadn't had the opportunity to evauate the different councilors during that last meeting.
He glanced at the tiny heads-up display insde hisgoggles. If R2-D2 found anything, he could send an
dert, then amessage that would repesat until Luke signaled him by comlink.

Firgt, though, he had to find Jacen. Luke had seen clearly, in Brarun's office, that Jacen stood at amajor
junction on hisjourney.

Forsaking the Force might not be as deadly asturning to the dark side, but that wasn't the future Luke
wanted for his nephew.

Evening had arrived, and Bburru City's big lights dimmed outsde the hallway viewbubbles. Two tal
Durosin CorDuro uniformswaited on either sde of an unmarked door around the next bend.
"Takethenear one," Luke murmured.

Gently, amogt tenderly, Luke pushed the farther guard down into a deep deep. The Duros sagged
againg the synthplas-mosaic wall. The other guard followed him down.

"Good," hetold Anakin. "Stay out here. If anyone e se shows up, put them down the same way. |
shouldn't belong.”

Jacen's host had |eft him in abedroom with alarge, round transparisted window and two hallway guards.
Standing beside the window, he'd watched the big lights fade on Bburru's centra plaza. The open space
was dmost large enough to create theillusion of aliving planet, with diagond bracing strutsthat ran from
dreet leve to thefaintly blue artificid celling. Asin the avenues, raised planters supported massive trees
that were layered with vines. It was afar cry from the jungles of Yavin 4, but Jacen was starting to
understand why the Duros would rather live here than down in the murk.

Now he lay on asoft bed in semidarkness, wondering if held done theright thing after all. Brarun didn't
seemto bein any hurry to finish negotiating tariffs.

The hall door opened slently.

Jacen did hishand under his pillow and got agrip on hislightsaber. A dark form dipped through. Jacen
saw the short trunk and goggles of aKubaz, then heard as the door did shut, " Jacen, itsme.”

Jacen knew the voice. He would've sensed the presence, if he'd been alert to the Force. Helet go of his
lightsaber, but he didn't wave on alight.

"Master Skywalker, there could be listening devices -"

"Not at the moment." Luke sank onto hisbed's foot, moving as slently asashadow. He pulled off his
trunked mask and laid it on the bed beside him. "What isit you're trying to accomplish, Jacen? How can
| hep?'

Jacen didn't need any further encouragement. He poured out hisvision, reating every detail he could
remember. When he got to the parts about Luke in shining white robes, a magnificent warrior of thelight,
his uncl€'s cheek twitched and he looked away, seemingly embarrassed. Most vivid of dl wasthe voice,
though - and the command to stand firm.

"I didn't," Jacen said. "I dipped. | fell, barely on the dark side of ... of the balance point. Everything
darted to dide. Everything." He shuddered, remembering the stars turning dark. "Do we have theright,”
he asked, "to usethis.... magnificent, terrifying light ... asif we werein charge of the universe?'

Faintly lit through the window, L uke frowned. " Jacen, the Forceis our heritage. Unlesswe useit, we
have no better way to safeguard peace and justice than any police group.”



"Many Jedi are misusing their powers.”

"Not dl," Luke answered softly.

"| want to reach them," Jacen said. "I'vefindly had timeto think this through. I'm margindly famous, just
because of you and Mom and Dad ... and Anakin," he admitted, "and Jaina. If | go out on alimb, if |
refuse to channd the Forcein aggressive ways, other Jedi would have to pay attention.”

"It'sanoble cause." Lukesweight shifted on the bed. "But are you ready to stake your life on it?"

Jacen had thought about just that. "Yes," he said. "Eveniif | died, my death might wake up the rest of the
Jedi. It might prick their consciencesinto redlizing they can't just blast around with al the power at their
disposa, without suffering consegquences.”

"Butit'syou,” Luke said gently, "who would suffer the consequences. Not any of the others.”

"| can't do anything about them. | can only offer mysdif.”

Hefdt hisuncles scrutiny. "Never forget that it's one thing to lay down your life when you haveto. But to
choose death when you could've escaped - that diminishesusdl.”

Jacen frowned. He didn't want to overestimate hisimportance, or the other Jedi's willingnessto pay
attention. "We're developing bad patterns,” heinsisted. "We're dipping past everyone dse'slaws, and
those laws are the foundations of society and security. We're leading the charge back into the dark times,
into the surviva of the meanest. Well beruled by bulliesif thisgoeson.”

"That isan excdlent point,” Luke said. "Be careful, though. If you fed thiswrong about using the Force
aggressvely, then you can't Smply cut back. Y ou don't fedl confident about deciding what useis
aggressive. You're afraid to act, afraid that your actions will have repercussions beyond imagining.”
"Yes," Jacen exclamed, "yes, that'sit!"

"Inthat frame of mind," Luke said, "to direct the Force at dl iswrong.”

"At dl?" Jacen pulled himsdf upright. That put his head and shoulders out of the bed's heet field, giving
himafant chill.

"Every act that doesn't come out of absolute faith can lead to fear and darkness,” Luke said sternly.
Jacen's memory fled back to hisuncle's academy, to the praxeum, to countless conversations. "I have
been imagining terrible consequences of making mistakes," he admitted. "Don't you see? Thisiswhy I've
hoped that you wouldn't reestablish the Jedi Council. We must be answerable to the Force itsdlf, not a
group of fdlibleindividuas. If we can understand it well enough to useit, we ought to be able to useit
rightly. Or else decide not to useit at al.”

Hisunclelooked puzzled. "Doesthat follow," he asked, "from al you've been tdling me?

"It hasto," Jacen mumbled. "Somehow, it dl hasto fit together.”

"Be careful your pride doesn't destroy you, Jacen.”

Jacen gripped the bed's thin privacy cover. "Pride? Y ou told us that power, driven by vengeance, led to
pride - and the dark side.”

"Therésamore subtle pride," Luke explained. "Y ou're claiming to be too humble to use the Force, aren't
you?'

Jacen thought hard. Was he?

"Maybe you're the only Jedi who's perceptive enough to redlize that what weall do iswrong -"

"No," Jacen interrupted. "1'm the one who was warned. Y ou're not doing anything wrong -"

"But if it'swrong for you," Luke said camly, "shouldn't you be warning the rest of us?'

Jacen dumped againgt thewadll. "That'swhat | wastrying to tell you. That's exactly what I'm trying to do."
"They'renct lisening,” Luke said softly.

Jacen fdlt asif he'd been kicked.

The silhouette laid ahand on his shoulder. ™Y ou're dedling with the very heart of what it meansto be Jedi.
Be careful about sacrificing your gifts, to help others see the truth as you perceiveit. That'stoo closeto
the kind of sacrificesthe Y uuzhan Vong practice. They serve extinction.”

Jacen shivered. "'l don't want to even get closeto that.”

"Y ou see your heritage as agrave responghility. Y ou've caught my attention, Jacen. Y ou've shown me
that we should make much more of the ethics of using our powers, when training our gpprentices. Thank
you."



Jacen's cheeks twitched. He couldn't help grinning. What an honor!

"Do you have any leading?' Luke asked. "Where your destiny could be taking you next? Y ou don't have
to fulfill it al today, you know.l never dreamed, at your age, where mine would lead me. What's your
next smal sep?"

"l think," Jacen said dowly, till stunned by his Master's show of confidence, "that if | can, | should
convince the Duros to support the New Republic by keeping their promises.”

"That could be," Luke said gravely. "But there could be treachery in high places. Y ou can't negotiate that
away."

Jacen's ssomach tightened. "Is that what brought you and Anakin to Duro?"

L uke nodded. "An apprentice vanished here. Now we find CorDuro isn't making ddiveries. And | just
met two humans who remind me very much of Peace Brigaders. Artoo's seeing what he can get off
Bburrusmainframe.”

If Brarun had Peace Brigade connections, this "house arrest” wasn't safe. " Thanks for warning me."

"Y ou have to choose. Use the Force, as you've been trained to do - or leave it alone. Y ou can't just cut
back."

"All right, then," Jacen said. "I'll leaveit done."

He saw his uncl€e's dack-faced astonishment, but only for an instant, and he barricaded himsdf againgt the
sensation. He had to prove - to Luke, to himsdlf - that he was utterly serious about his commitment.
"Thiswill put you in harm'sway, Jacen. People will assume you can get out of Situationsthat you can't
handle anymore.”

"Just tell them why, Uncle Luke." NotMaster Skywaker , thistime. Not if he really meant to go through
withthis.

"Do you have acomlink?" Luke asked somberly. Even without using the Force, Jacen heard regret and
concernin hisvoice.

Jacen shook his head.

L uke tossed something onto the bed between them. "Keep it hidden. If we find out anything, well cal.
Maybe Brarun's not corrupted. If you want to stay here and try to talk senseinto him, that might help.
But be ready to get out quickly.”

"I WIlL"

"And get somerest. Don't try to save the whole galaxy yoursdlf. Believe me, it doesn't work.” Hisuncle
rose off the bedside, smiling faintly. "I have to warn you about one more thing. If you choose not to do
what you can do, you will endanger the ones you love mogt.”

Jacen shivered again. "Have you seen the future?”

Luke shook hishead. "It'sjust a... afeding,”" he said. "May the Force be with you, Jacen." He dipped
his mask back on, and then his goggles. Immediately, he drew out a second comlink. "Got it, Artoo," he
sad.

"What?" Jacen asked.

"We might have a bresk in our disappearance case ... findly."

With that, L uke left the room - headed out, Jacen knew, to try to get justice for one person. Not the
whole galaxy, a all. Just one person, one Situation, one a atime. Just as held ways taught his students.
Jacen rolled over. Could hereally stop using the Force? Trying to silenceit fdlt like putting on ablindfold
or plugging hisears. He would haveto live that way, for therest of hislife.

Jainahad learned to adapt to diminished vison.

But Jainawas getting her vison back.

And when he shut hiseyes, he fill saw agdaxy diding into darkness.

AsSunulok 's crew prepared her to depart Rodia, Tsavong Lah'saides called him out of abriefing. In his
communication chamber, hisNom Anor villip sat on astand, waiting. The moment he dipped into the
chamber, the villip spoke.

"Warmadter, | have excdlent news. My naotebe wingling organisms successtully brought down



Settlement Thirty-two, and now, the young Jedi coward has been detained by one of my contacts, on
board the abomination they cal Bburru City."

Tsavong Lah did not spesk. That newswas not worth interrupting his briefing. He knew full well that the
measter shapers who provided Nom Anor with detoxification organisms had aso created the winglings.
"Even better," Anor continued, "1 have just sent two other Jedi, members of hisfamily, to the gods. His
gster, and their aunt - the notorious Mara Jade Skywalker."

Tsavong Lah crossed hisarms, irked. His shipboard coven of priests had findly decreed that the portents
for his ultimate success would improve with everyJeedai that he, persondly, sacrificed.

"Y ou saw them die?’

The executor hesitated. "They tripped a stone-fal trap they cannot escape. Without vonduun crab armor,
even our bodieswould not survive that.”

Tsavong Lah'sfighting nailstwitched. "We have seenJeedai cal on supernaturd abilities.”

"| set thistrap with Jedi in mind - set it, actudly, for Ambassador Organa Solo, in case sheintruded in my
private place. Evenif they survived theinitid crushing, they will die dowly now. | am confident that such
mass cannot be cleared aside. Organa Solo and her investigators till have no clue that the one-fal is
anything but anaturd collgpse.”

And Nom Anor, the Trickster's disciple, remained under orders not to tip hishand. If the women were
dead, the gods would not be displeased. Tsavong Lah nodded.

"Can your Bburru agent'sJeedai prisoner be sedated for breaking and study? We still must develop ways
to kill them easly." Hewould not insult Y un-Y ammkaby offering aknown coward in sacrifice,

"l have suggested that my contact hold him, pending your arrival. Meanwhile ..." Nom Anor's cheek
pouches crinkled with pleasure. "1 have arranged for riots."

Nom Anor'sfield of expertise. "Those will focus the Duro system's attention on Bburru until we bypass
them.”

"Y ou repeat my thoughts. | will time the outbreak to honor your approach.”

Tsavong clicked hisfinger claws againgt each other. Riotswould create new martyrsfor Nom Anor's
latest imitation religion, sending the gods another round of sacrifices. No wonder Y un-Harla, the
Trickster goddess, favored Nom Anor. Even mighty Y un-Y ammka sometimes bowed to her pranks.
"Areyour agents prepared to deal with the planetary shieds?"

"Whenever you order it."

Y es, maybe thisinterruption was worthwhile after al. " And the young Hutt?' the warmaster demanded.
"Haveyou disciplined him?'

"Agan, | await your order.”

"Again, do not insult the Great Ones by offering him. Hutts are beasts and gluttons. Save him for the
nutrient staff. Our new daveswill commemorate our arriva with arich feast.”

Anor'svillip head inclined.

"Y ou promised the Duros we will leave them their dbominable habitats, if they lay down their wegpons?”
"Asordered.”

Tsavong Lah smiled dowly. Nom Anor's promises weren't worth the breath that delivered them.

Y un-Harlasurely loved that.

Creeping forward over gouged stone, Mara bresthed shallowly through her borrowed mask. The Force
bubble overhead lost precious millimeters with each group of stones she conveyed over the top. She felt
Luke's distant touch again, and apulse of strength with it. Thanks, Skywalker , she shot back at him,
feding alittlelimp. Therewasatimefor gratitude.

She did wish shed gone for Nom Anor, though.

Sure. Then wed dl three be dead.But if he'd caused her disease, though, maybe he would know how to
make sure she was cured. Shed liketo figure out how to get that information from him. Preferably just
before she showed him what justice meant.

Jainas body felt warm aongside her own. So did Jaina's anger.



"Don't worry," Maramuttered through her rebreather. "I'll get him. Just not thistrip.”

"By thetime we get out," Jainamuttered back, "hell be five worlds awvay.”

"Explains plenty, though." Another dozen rocks clicked down into place behind them, and Maradithered
forward a centimeter. When she raised her head, even dightly, she bumped rock. " About Rhommamooal."
"Finaly," Janaagreed. "He'sjust been tirring up trouble, not caring who getskilled.”

"Didracting usdl from their red invason vector.”

It was better to keep talking than think about the dowly flattening bubble. She hated to admit it, but Luke
might have caled this one right when she assured him she didn't need help. If they ran out of space, she
would have Jainadip into a hibernation trance, and then sheld call Luke - and hope he could get here
before her air ran out, because she couldn't do hibernation hersdlf, not if she hoped to keep the unknown
weight of rock from smashing them. She had to stay conscious.

"And the droid burnings,” Marasaid. "Remember that?"

"D'you think thet flask redly was..."

Marahad given that more thought. "No." He hadn't known she was coming. "But I'm sure he has more of
the stuff." Coomb spores, whatever that meant.

"You don't think hewaslying, then?'

"Not thistime," Maramuttered. She had felt the weird weakness again, in his presence - faint, but strong
enough to confirm hisdlam.

"Hey, | caught awhiff of good air." Jainas voice came through clearly. She must have pulled off the
breath mask.

Mara kept her own mask on. Another group of rocks lifted. She caught aglimmer of light through the
gpace beyond them. "Almogt," she grunted.

It was hard to keep stones moving dowly, now. The menta image of dying within half ameter of freedom
kept her focused. Moving the last stonestook over an hour.

"Okay," shesaid at lagt. "Rall forward. | want you right up here." She pushed Jainaagaingt the bubble's
fore edge. She gathered her legs and arms underneath her, knees and el bows bent, and took a deep gulp
of the strength flowing in from the distance Ready, L uke? She formed the wordsin her mind, wryly
recognizing asecret double meaning.Push!

"Now!" She shoved Jainaclear. Then sherolled free, ignited her lightsaber, and deflected the last fdling
gones They fell glowing aong their cut surfaces.

Jainas scalp bled from a cut near her right ear. She whipped out her comlink. "Gateway Security, thisis
an emergency. | need Administrator Organa Solo on the line - now!"

Therewas no answer.

"Back up thetunnd," Mara ordered.

Chapter 19 "Okay, Mara, what isthis?' OverShadow 's comm unit, Leias voice had adeadly edge.
"How did you find him out?"

Maradtill woretheremainsof her Kuati costume. Sheld blasted off without waiting for clearance, once
she understood that things were about to bresk in Bburru. Jaina sat next to her, wearing abrown flight
suit from one of Maraslockers.

"Simple" Maraanswered. "He wasn't there through the Force. That's why he avoided you. Jainafound
the masquer disengage spot. When he started to ripple, we went for our lightsabers.”

"How long did hethink he could stay out of my way?" Leids voice muttered in Maras headset.
Maradidn' like the obvious conclusion He hadn't thought he would need to avoid Leiamuch longer.
"Grab him. Don't let him out of Gateway."

Leids voice sounded weary. "The dome's too crowded for sensors or scanners to pinpoint one person.
By now, he could be out in the swamps - or even underwater, from what Danni told us about their
breathing devices. And now we know he's got his own way of tunndling. He might even beintheold
mines”

"Can't dways have what we want,” Jaina muttered.

Mara shook her head.

"We cert ... derstand Rhommamool better, d ... we?" Interference ate into the transmission asthey



soared through Duro's atmosphere.

"Losing you," Maracame back. "I'll send what | can from Bburru.”

Mara cut the transmitter, leaned back in her chair, and checked her readouts. Then finally, shelet hersalf
relax enough to check the spot between her hipbones. It was till an dmost imperceptible tingle.Y ou've
got agood grip , she complimented ... him?Keep hanging on. Theride could get alittle bumpy.

"Didn't ask about me, did she?' Jainaraised her head to stare at Bburru, growing on the fore screen.

"I would'vetold her if you'd been hurt.”

"Some women shouldn't have children.”

Maradrew up straight, and a back muscle twanged. She must've overstretched it, scrabbling along on
the stony ground. "'l can't believeyou said that."

When Jaina pursed her lips, shelooked avery young seventeen. "To her, I'm an inconvenience. 'Winter,
take Jainafor awalk.' Threepio, tell Anakin astory.' 'Here, Chewbacca, watch the twins.™

"And how many mothers gave up a seet on a shuttle headed for safety this year? Put their kids on board
and stayed behind, to die or be endaved? Sometimes staying with your child isn't possible.”

"Then mothers who are too important to raise their kids should just sign them over and go off to work."
Mara, who had only vague mental images of her parents, dropped her voiceto anicy dto. "For such a
meature young woman, you are being surprisingly childish.”

Jainaran ahand over her bare head. It was starting to show afaint brown shadow of regrowth. "I'm also
being honest. Mara, | nearly died at Kalarba. | lost an awfully good friend at Ithor. She gave up
everything, to give families achance to survive somewherese.”

"And your mother is giving those survivors somewhereto live. This planet ishope, literdly and
symbalicaly.”

Jainasighed heavily. "Poor Mom. She's got ahdf-blind, stubborn daughter who can't fight anymore and
ason who's afraid to be a Jedi. Good thing Anakin came aong.”

"Y ou've got atemporary weskness. Filethis away for your future, Jaina Solo. It'sdl right to takerisks
for yoursdf. But never, never commit someone € se to hand-to-hand combat if they've had their fighting
edge blunted. Do we understand each other?

Stars appeared as they broke through Duro's opaque atmosphere. Mara switchedJade Shadow 's comm
unit to her private frequency. "Luke," shecalled.

He answered. "Mara. On your way?'

Of course, hefdt her getting closer. "We met an old friend," she said grimly.

They docked theShadow at Port Duggan. Marathrew on ahooded cloak over the remains of her
costume and led Jaina back to the cheap rental unit. As she dipped through the door, she felt a hesitant
touch - Luke's, making sure she was dl right. She ran the same check hersdlf, just to keep everythingin
perspective, as he embraced her.

Anakin sat on the near cot with his eyes shut, passing his lightsaber grip from hand to hand behind his
back - avery young Jedi's equivaent of fidgeting. A strand of dark-brown hair drooped into his face.
Jaina dropped onto the near cot and frowned at him, then over at Luke. "Did you tell him?* Jaina asked.
"Anakin, Nom Anor didn't die on Rhommamooal after dl. He's here, and he'sa 'Y uuzhan VVong agent.”
"Onemoretidbit,” Marasad, staring straight at her husband's eyes. "He clams he infected me with this
disease. At Monor 11."

She hadn't wanted to transmit that over the link because she wanted to see hisreaction, and he didn't
disappoint her. Heraised hishead, eyeswide, radiating adepth of fury sherarely saw in him. He
controlled it ingtantly, of course.

"What do you think?" he asked, once again projecting that Jedi Magter calm.

Marahad crossed her forearms. She clenched her opposite elbows. "He might know how to tell if I'm
redly cured. | would loveto go back for him."

Luke's cheek twitched - again, the reaction so subtle that Jainaand Anakin missed it entirely. "So would
[," hesaid, "but if you've confirmed a'Y uuzhan V ong agent downside, thet fits what we've been finding.”



He gave her a sketchy report, implicating CorDuro Shipping in the downside colonies shortfalls- and his
own suspicions. By digging back through layers of encryption in atered shipping records, R2-D2 had
discovered that the Port Duggan branch of CorDuro Shipping wasin fact diverting SEL CORE and other
supplies to another Duros habitat - but recording the supplies as sold offworld, in case SELCORE
enforcers got suspicious.

"We aso checked every lead Tresina Lobi gave me, and Artoo's been searching the port authority's
records.”

Maraglanced at the little droid, who stood at a data port. "Comparing arrivals with departures?’

Luke nodded. "And tracing them both back. We're trying to verify a connection with the Peace Brigade.
And possbly alink to SELCORE itsdlf."

If Karrde's suspicion proved correct, and SEL CORE or other high-level councils had been infiltrated, the
New Republic was in worse trouble than anyone suspected. No wonder Luke seemed agitated the small,
jerky hand movements, the set to his chin, and most of dl, the edginess that was getting through to her on
the Force.

"Thrynni Vae vanished in a seedy area of Port Duggan,” he continued. "No surprise, redly. Anakinand |
just looked it over. The tapcafs are quiet. Almost too quiet.”

R2-D2 squealed softly.

L uke straightened. "Got something more?' He leaned toward the readout over R2-D2's data port, and
Marabent close.

Letters appeared, scrolling rapidly. It started with alist of entriesthat had been deleted or dtered in some
way recent hires at Port Duggan, arrivas back haf ayear, vistorslogged into Vice-Director Brarun's
office. Severa names regppeared.

Under that list, R2-D2 had tracked the frequently mentioned names travel backward and forward. For
severd, thetrail vanished after three hops. Two, though, had traveled to Ylesaand back - severa times.
Those entries were flagged.

Next appeared a security file from Duro's communication repeaters. Very few droidsin the New
Republic carried the programming it would take to dice into that log. The links between hereand Ylesa
showed multiple hits.

"What'sthere?" Anakin asked, peering around Maras shoulder. "That's clear out in Hutt space.”

"The Hutts used to run adave-snaring scam there," Maramurmured. "And your dad clamsit's a Peace
Brigade hot spot." Sheturned to Luke. "So maybe Thrynni was abducted there?"

Luke hesitated for several seconds. "It's the best lead we've had, but | hate to send anyone on awild
yunax chase."

"I'd guess Vice-Director Brarunisin thisup to hisbig round eyes,” Marasaid. "Add thisto the diverted
goods ending up at Urrdorf, and an influx of Durosthere -"

She caught agust of concern out of Luke.

Jainaspoke up from beside the window. "Let me guess. All their brightest and best, suddenly taking
vacationsat lovely Urrdorf."

Luke turned away from the readott.

"What?' Marademanded.

"Jacen'swith Brarun. He could be in danger.”

Jaina pushed away from the window.

Lukeraised ahand. "Not for awhile, though, | think."

"Brarun's being cagey?' Mara demanded.

Luke nodded. "Were dl seeing the same pattern. Someone is about to sdll out the SEL CORE refugees
and make arun for it. For the moment, Jacen wantsto stay where heis.”

Mara shook her head.

"Weve got to call for another downsi de evacuation, and somehow do it without tipping off the Peace
Brigade. I'd guessthey've promised the Y uuzhan Vong severd thousand prisonersfor sacrifice.” Luke
rubbed hischin. "Unless..." Hetrailed off.

Maracleared her throat.



"Unlessit's not the refugees they mean to sacrifice, but the Durosin orbit. They could use the refugees as
daves. Weve seen that before. And think about this. If the Y uuzhan Vong occupied Duro, they could hit
the Core from here."

Marafirmed her lips. Worse and worse.

"Mara, Jaina, did you get any kind of information on SEL CORE while you were down there?'
Marafrowned. "What do you mean?"'

"They may have beeninfiltrated,” he said.

"Let methink." Marashut her eyes. "Nothing obvious so far. Just what seemsto be anormal set of
bureaucratic problems.”

Luke laid ahand on R2-D2's dome. "Artoo, you can break into the outsystem military net, can't you?"
The droid warbled in amagjor key, sounding confident.

Luke pulled acomlink out of one pocket and handed it to Anakin. "And | want you to connect thiswith
Artoo's manipulator arm.”

Whisgtling cheerily, R2-D2 plugged himsdf back in. Marawatched her husband. In Lando'sterms, ten to
one hewas going to try to contact the military on Coruscant without alerting SEL CORE.

She wrapped her hand around his arm, squeezed tightly, and headed for the refresher to clean up and
wash thetint out of her hair.

When she came out again, Luke was sitting close to R2-D2's temporarily modified manipulator arm.
"Hamner," Luke said urgently. "Kenth, are you there? Thisis Skywalker."

A deepy groan came out of the comlink. Luke smiled ruefully up at Mara, then turned back to R2-D2.
"I'm sorry," he said. "Kenth, we're getting indications that the Y uuzhan Vong could be getting ready to hit
Duro, and it'stoo vitd asystemto lose. If millions of livesweren't reason enough, it's actualy insdethe
Core. From here, they could block trade on the Spine, too."

"I know, | know," the deepy voice muttered.

"Isthere any way you can get a battle group sent?’

She heard another groan. "Try SELCORE -"

"Therésagood chance," Luke said, "that SEL CORE is part of the problem. | know, the forcesare
aready spread thin. Do what you can, Kenth. May the Force be with you.”

"Right." Hamner's voice was heavy with gatic. "Y ou, too."

L uke thumbed off the comlink. "Good," he grunted, straightening his legsto stland dowly. "Well done,
Anakin. Y ou, too, Artoo."

The droid trilled. Anakin took back the comlink and sat down on the bed, fiddling with its components.
Luke dumped againgt thewall, bowing his head, rubbing his eyes.

"What'swrong?' Maraasked. "Y ou got off awarning."

He shot Jainaaglance. "Jacen,” he said smply. Then he crossed hisarms. "And I'm not looking forward
to flying escort to another retreat under fire."

"I don't even have aship here," Jainacomplained.

"I've gotShadow , and I'll need acopilot,” Marareminded her. "Stick with me.”

Jainanodded somberly.

Anakin snapped the cover back onto the comlink and handed it up to Luke. "Before things get wild,"
Anakin said, "we ought to try to find Thrynni VVae again. We didn't accomplish much by going out in
diguise”

Looking amused, L uke pocketed the comlink. "Do you think we'd do better, declaring ourselves?”’
Anakin squared his shoulders. "I don't liketo skulk.”

Maralaughed shortly. "Y ou need the practice. But it isn't dways necessary. Jainaand | could use arest,”
she added. 1t'd been along day.

"All right." Luke pointed across the room. " Artoo?"

Thelittledroid gavearising chirp.

"How many security people are on duty at SEL CORE's transshipping dock, in the next hour?
R2-D2'sinterface did back into place and rotated. He made contented chuckling noises. Then he
peeped a short, cheerful signdl.



"Fve" Luketold Anakin.

Anakin graightened histunic. "We can do that."

"Without making enemies,” Luke emphasized. "Were going to be civilized.”

"In other words," Anakin said, "were going to act like Jedi Knights.”

Durgard Brarun embraced hiswife, then handed her the controlsto their hovercart and said, "I'll join you
assoon as| can." He hated to lie, but she never would've left Bburru for Urrdorf without that comforting
fasehood.

Shefollowed their son and daughter-in-law up the ramp, onto the regularly scheduled shuttle.

Now everything wasin place. When Brarun had heard SEL CORE was |ooking for aplace to locate
millions of refugees, he'd had the same reaction as most Duros Not on my planet! A second reaction
formed dowly. If the Y uuzhan Vong ever started looking in this direction for an advance base - and heldd
never doubted that day would come - then thousands or millions of refugee lives would make excellent
bargaining materid.

To hismind, they were doomed anyway. They'd just managed to delay their fate for amonth, maybe a
yedr.

S0 he grabbed the SEL CORE contract and bought off afew votesin the Duros High House. He
encouraged Ducillas theatrics, knowing other Duros didn't want the refugees here. Someday, his people
would thank him. His Peace Brigade connections assured him that the Y uuzhan VVong admird, or
warmagter, probably would spare dl twenty orbital citiesin exchange for those refugee lives.

Just in case, though, hed arranged afamily vacation on Urrdorf.

The servant who brought Jacen's next meal wore a CorDuro uniform, but hisflattened skull was abrilliant
shade of turquoise. Silvery brow ridges tapered into prominent bulges on both sides of his forehead.

A Sunes?

"Just st it there." Jacen turned away from the round window and motioned toward along table alongside
his bed. "Who are you? Do you want something?'

The Sunes set down the covered meal pouch. "My nameis Gnosos, though | don't expect you to
remember that. More important, | have agift." He held out a turquoise hand.

Jacen gingerly took adata card from the brightly colored dien. "And thisis-?" he asked.

"It contains my voiceprint, which will key ahoverpod in dip thirty, in the second-floor garage. | think it
likely you will need to leave Vice-Director Brarun's hospitdity in ahurry.”

Startled, Jacen touched hislipswith onefinger and gestured toward the listening devices held found - but
hadn't deactivated.

The Sunes spread his hands. "My people can overlay our speech or another's with ultrahigh-frequency
noise. That disrupts such devices as the ones that concern you.”

Intrigued, Jacen dipped the data card into a pocket. He tried, without using the Force, to get aread on

... Ghosos. The Sunes carried an air of serenity Jacen hadn't seen in anyone, even hisuncle, sncethe
fird reports of Y uuzhan Vong intruders.

"Why?' he asked. As he spoke, Gnosos's mouth opened dightly, but Jacen picked up no sound in his
own range of hearing. "I mean, thank you," Jacen continued, "but -"

"Asthe Maker gave me, | givetoyou."

"Maker?' Now Jacen remembered. The monotheistic Sunes went through a dangerous metamorphosis
between their juvenile and adult stages. Supposedly, surviving that change predisposed them to believein
life after deeth.

"Maker and Giver." The Sunes spread his hands. "To my people, the univers's endless variety impliesa
master Maker, one with afine and glorious creativity and affection. And a sense of humor, aswell."
Lumpheads, the Imperials had caled the Sunes, for those prominent crania bulges. Jacen patted the data
card in his breast pocket. "Maybe thistime, the joke will be on CorDuro Shipping.”

Hisvigtor spread long, smooth hands. "An excdlent thought." He hurried out.

And what eerietiming, Jacen reflected. If his guest's theology had anything to do with redlity, then the



Force not only refused to be abandoned, but something or someone was taking afirm hand in showing
Jacen the next logica step.
"Thank you," Jacen mouthed the words silently.

Luke swiped hisID past areader at the hoverbike stall just outside the hostdl, rented two units, and
straddled one. Driving conservatively, he and Anakin stepped off a Duggan Station ten minutes later. For
the moment, peopleignored them. Workers of several species, followed by droidsin al states of repair,
crowded the dock areaand its rideways.

So many worlds were endangered. He had just afew monthsto find asafe place for one small child -
and, wighfully thinking, her mother. He knew better than to go beyond wishing to hoping, though. Mara
wouldn't take their child into danger, but she wouldn't avoid an enemy that must be fought, especialy
now that she'd seen the enemy'sface.

He strode beside Anakin. Tresinahad come back here once, after Thrynni vanished. By then, their
contact had vanished, too. As L uke and Anakin approached the area R2-D2 had targeted, L uke noticed
lessfoot traffic. A few heavy loaders passed by, motors laboring, cargo-bay doors shut.

Around the second bend in this corridor, his danger sense started its odd, subtle vibration at the back of
his mind. Just ahead, a chest-high barricade blocked the corridor. Patrolling the narrow gap, three
hulking Gamorreans and a Rodian stood in CorDuro-brown flight suits. The Gamorreans uniforms
bulged on them like overloaded shipping sacks. The Rodian'slooked half-empty.

Five, R2-D2 had told him. The security team's supervisor was keeping out of sight.

Softly, Luke reminded Anakin, "Don't antagonize. But cover me." Then he picked up his pace, to arrive
severa meters ahead of his apprentice.

The Rodian moved forward - athin one, who looked asif hed dwaysbeenill. "Restricted area,” he
wheezed. "Unless you got authorization, thisisn't your street.”

L uke reached into a breast pocket. Simultaneoudly, he stretched out with the Force, gently brushing up
againg the guard's memory. "I'm looking for amissing person. My group on Coruscant would appreciate
your help." He handed the guard asmall holocube.

It wastoo easy, redly. Like Gamorreans, Rodians were notorioudy weak minded, their reactionssmple
and violent. Asthe guard clenched the cube, theimage of the Jedi apprentice's bloodied body, dumped
out asideairlock, hit Luke like ablast of pain. From her wounds, he knew her death hadn't come easlly.
May the Force be with you, Thrynni VVae!He struggled momentarily to regain his own baance. In reviving
the Jedi, hed put out the call that Thrynni followed - to die for someone ese's freedom.

Hedidn't look forward to telling TresnaLobi.

He made himsdlf concentrate on the refugee crigis, and the possibility of imminent attack. "Thank you for
helping. I'm sure you'd like meto leave, now." Luke backstepped, then started to walk away.

Anakin hung back about four meters, balancing his weight on both feet, keeping hishandsloose at his
sdes. A good covering stance, if alittle obvious.

"Just aminute," adeep voice gargled behind Luke.

Luketurned dowly.

The security team's fifth member had arrived amae Duros, unusudly tall, dressed in red-trimmed brown
coverdlswith the triangular CorDuro Shipping insggniaon hisright breast. Luke heard more foot-shuffling
behind his back - even behind Anakin, judging from faint echoes. Several more minds suddenly nudged
his awareness.

Luke kept hishandslimp at hissides, but he reached out in dl directions, getting agrip on the Force
between himsdlf, the deck, the bulkheads - and the CorDuro employees. Ten of them, now.

Hetook a split ingtant to make sure none of them was amasqued Y uuzhan Vong.

Then he made the dightest bow to the supervisor. "One of my people went missing severa weeks ago.
I've been inquiring into her whereabouts. Weve spoken with Vice-Director Brarun about this.” Literdly
true, but his conscience twinged a implying Brarun authorized thisinvestigation. Even after dl these
years, he despised shidding alie behind "acertain point of view."



"Would you care to comewith mewhile| check that?' The security super phrased it like aquestion, but
his body language offered no quarter.

"No, | would not," Luke said softly. "I am sorry to have inconvenienced your staff.”

Heturned away a second time. He took two steps toward An akin.

His|eft foot was touching down when Anakin's lightsaber cleared the pocket where held hiddenit. It
ignited with asnap-hiss recognizable anywhere in the New Republic. Beyond Anakin, agtartled Rodian in
CorDuro brown-and-red backed away.

Displaying hisempty hands, Luke kept walking.

"Takethem," the supervisor growled.

L uke spun around, activating hislightsaber. Two Gamorreans headed toward him, two toward Anakin.
The rest of the CorDuro people hung back. Anakin's eyes gleamed, his chin set with satisfaction. The
guards brandished local-made blasters, offering the Jedi little challenge.

But Luke didn't want to make enemies. Now he would see how well he'd trained Anakin. He calcul ated
the oncoming guards angle and then reached out with one hand, beckoning subtly. All four converged on
him.

He somersaulted out of their midst, leaving them to pile up together, while he landed lightly between
Anakin and the supervisor.

"We're not going to hurt them," Luke said, "but you can't hold us."

To hissatisfaction, Anakin held his ground, ready to strike - but only if necessary.

"Skywalker," the supervisor muttered, "so it isyou. A word of advice, then.”

Lukeraised hishead.

"Get out of Bburru. Y our kind isn't wanted here."

Luke spread his hands. "We will, as soon as we finish our business. One of your employees, there,
remembers the woman I'm looking for."

"So you want to talk with him?"

"He remembers seeing her dead.”

The supervisor'slips pulled back in ahumorless smile. "Then kill him. Fair'sfar.”

Luke shook hishead. "I expect you to discipline your own staff. | will check back."

Again he turned on one hed and waked away. He felt Anakin follow, disappointed but dert.

Anakin was young. He wanted to make a stand, just as Jacen wanted to make a difference.

Theimage of Thrynni Vag's bloodied body thrugt itself back into his mind, and for one moment, Luke
wondered how he ever would face hissister if any of her Jedi children met that fate.

Chapter 20 Leiahad barely stopped moving, or giving orders, snce Mara had transmitted the
information that Dassid CreeAr was actuadly Nom Anor, the unmasked firebrand from Rhommamool -
and aY uuzhan Vong. Breathless from running to the research building and back, she sank into achair in
her communication center, near the main gate and quarantine area. C-3PO stood at another terminal,
running duplicate analyses of every lab result CreeAr had ever reported. How much of the reclamation
had he sabotaged? she wondered. All that work, that sense of accomplishment - afuture for exiled
refugees! Had he planted destructive organisms out there? And -

"Theresthe source for our white-eyes," Han's voice said over the comlink. He'd hidden theMillennium
Fdconin plain sght, on anearby bluff. SELCORE had left a pile of anthracite out there for emergency
fuel, and theFal con - now matte black - al but vanished from view. According to the best current
reports, the Y uuzhan VVong did not seem to have sensors that would detect it.

"And weve dtill got over athousand people in quarantine. Y ou know," she said, "the smplefact thatNom
Anor 's here makes thisworld look more like atarget than ahaven.”

"Don't get excited yet, sweetheart -"

"The Y uuzhan Vong didnt invade Rhommamool," Randaingsted.

The Hutt pressed himsdlf againgt awall, cringing and flexing hislittle hands. Sheld thought about locking
him up permanently. It didn't fed right, though. The Hutts were also refugees. She would never trust him
again, but she wanted him where she could watch him. She was determined to accord him the same
sympathy and respect she'd give, say, a Ranat. So she dlowed him limited freedom, and an escort



Basbakhan.

Han must've overheard. "They didn't haveto. They just sood back and watched the locasburnitto a
cinder. And look how far he's gotten with the Duros.”

C-3PO bent over his console, silent - as ordered. Hed recited the odds of annihilation until shefinaly
threatened to shut him down.

"Going to talk to the Duros High House?' Han asked.

"Soon as| can get aclear transmission to Coruscant. And after | make sure our people downhere
haven't been talked into murdering each other. Last night | had three reports of Ryn out skulking.”
"What kind of reports?’

"Conflicting. | put out that they're probably just rumors, somebody trying to start trouble." She hesitated.
"Whereis Droma, anyway?'

"He'saround.”

Skulking, Lela concluded, and thistime she was glad. "Han, we do need contingency plansfor
evacuation. We're warehousing half a dozen shipsthat SEL CORE didn't want to risk taking up again. |
don't think Jaina finished checking them out. Tell Droma-"

"If SELCORE mothballed ships here, they're ours now."

C-3PO's head swiveled. He pantomimed frantically with both hands.

"It'sdl right," Leiatold him gternly. "Good, Han. We're down to saving as many livesas possible....
aready. Start putting people on board. Especidly theVors."

"And dl the droidswe can find," he said. "If the Vong get here, they're scrap. That includes Goldenrod.
Get him over here. In pieces, if you haveto."

Lelaturned down the comlink. "Go on, Threepio,” she said gently. "Get shipboard before the Y uuzhan
Vong show up. We need you."

He was dready shuffling out the door.

"So Admird Wuht has a soft spot for injured military personnd?* Mara asked softly.

"Seemsto.”

Jaina sounded fully awake again, lying on one of the hostel's other cots. The moment Luke and Anakin
had gone out on their reconnoiter, Jaina had falen ingtantly and blissfully adeep. Fighter pilot's habit.
Maragot up off her cot, feding considerably less chipper, thinking about things she should've done
before sherested. At that rate, of course, she never would lie down.

"Artoo, get mealink to Admirad Wuht's office."

R2-D2 whistled a smart sdlute. Shortly, an aide'simage appeared over the in-room holoboard.

"Y ou have a Situation developing, Mgor." Mara sketched out awarning.

The military aide answered gruffly. "Y ou may think our people are guilty of complicity with the Peace
Brigade," hesaid. "That is not true. We didiked being told to open our doors to refugees, but we would
never conspireto sl their lives. Wewill cal for aprompt investigation of CorDuro Shipping.”

"There might not betime for that," Marasaid. " Get your battle group on dert.”

Luke and Anakin returned shortly with the bad news about Thrynni V ae, and the quickly changing mood
of Bburru City.

And dinner. Maradug in. "Then we'd better get Jacen and go for Anakin's X-wing."

"Good." Anakin sad, haf anutrient bar muffling the word.

Maraeyed Luke over a hdf-eaten kroyie drumstick. "Jainaand | can fire up theShadow while you and
Anakin spring Jacen.”

Luke shook his head dowly. "They're watching for me now, but they don't know Jainaand Anakin quite
owdl.”

Marafrowned. "What are you saying?"

"You and | can create adiversion. Thereve been demonstrators outside Brarun's home, down at the
plaza. WEll go talk with them ... openly. While we do, Jainaand Anakin can dip in and pick up Jacen.
WEll rendezvous &t the dock.”



R2-D2 bleeped.

"Okay," Luke sad, "we won't leave you done. Y ou're with Maraand me. Whatever happens,” he added
softly, "no Duros are to be hurt unlessit'slife and death for us. Anakin, Jaina- understand? Y ou'll follow
about ten minutes behind us'

They nodded.

After washing up, Luke and Mara descended the lift.

"How's Jacen's mental state?' Maramurmured. "Have you contacted him, since ..." Shelet her voicetrail
off.

"He didn't answer when | comlinked half an hour ago. Brarun's people might've taken it avay."

And he wasn't going to intrude on Jacen's emotions from the distance? Mara nodded. All along, shed
advised Luke to use the Force cautioudy. Sheld never dreamed Jacen would take it thisfar.

Again, they rode hoverbikes. Luke rented one with asidecar. He helped R2-D2 wriggle into place
before he climbed aboard.

Mararented a second bike, atwo-seater with room to carry Jacen. "Ready,” she said, settling on the
narrow forward saddle.

She sayed hdf alength behind Luke, dightly to hisright, flowing with inward traffic on the avenue.
Under abank of lights so high overhead that theillusion of daylight dmost convinced Mara, Bburru's
centrd plazawas dominated by four tall housing stacks. The buildings rose as high asthe diagona

braces, set up a midplazalike four long spokes of awhed. A green park surrounded them. Along one
building, acrowd had formed around a platform that was considerably taler than the one Marasaw at
Port Duggan. From severa directions, Duros were hurrying in on foot and by hoverbike.

L uke swooped toward a parking stal near apair of treesthat drooped from their weight of dangling
moss and vines. Maraleft him to scout the situation and found another stall some distance away.

She hoped her guesseswere wrong. If the Y uuzhan Vong struck here, these Duros were probably just as
dead asthe refugees.

Luke strolled to meet her. Thewind had disheveled his hair and put color in his cheeks. Sheliked the
effect, and shelet her starelinger just long enough to make sure he got the message. An answering
warmth blossomed up from the Luke-place at the back of her mind.

"Jacen's up there, | takeit?' Sheturned and eyed the building nearest the demongtrators. Obvioudy, thelr
show wasfor his benefit.

Now she recognized the Duros onstage Brarun's sister, Ducilla. "One, aone, is strength. One, alone, is
unity." Her voice, clearly audible asthey walked out onto the plaza, fell silent. Duros backed out of Luke
and Marasway, nodding their long heads and creating a path. Maraknew full well that she and Luke
were |etting themsalves be surrounded, but she didn't sense danger yet.

They approached the chest-high platform. Two larger, heavier Duros stood behind Ducilla, sporting
brand-new Merr-Sonn blasters.

No wonder Duros were backing away from her. Amused, Mara kept severa paces distance from Luke.
They might both need room to swing lightsabers.

Close by, Duros made shushing noises as L uke stepped into an open space below the platform.
"Anindividud, aone, can be strong,” he cdled back, and Marawas surprised by how well hisvoice
carried. Ducillamust've set up atransmission field so she could work the crowd. "But how much stronger
aretwo," Luke asked, "who can watch out for each other?"

Ducillaslipless smile broadened. "The Jedi,” she said, mocking him with asingsong. "The ultimate
disciples of interdependence. Y ou are weak because of your diversity. You pull intoo many directions.”
Marawouldve chalenged that statement, but Luke used it asalaunch point. "There are people dl over
the New Republic, diverse people, who desperately need help. Won't you set aside your frustrations for
alittlewhile, and lend ahand to people weaker than yourself?*

Behind Mara, there was a chorus of shouts. "SEL CORE had no business-" "Refugeesin our system
make us bait for a Y uuzhan Vong drike-"

"If you've cometo Duro hoping to bring usback in ling," Ducillasaid, soreading her hands, "I think you
can see you made amistake.”



"No mistake," Luke ingsted. " SEL CORE has offered your home planet back, in exchange for your help
shuttling goods down to its surface ... for which your brother's shipping concern is being well
compensated.”

Her gray cheeksflushed darker.

Lukewent on. "SEL CORE istoo thinly spread to set up its own shuttle ships. It'seasier to bring in big
freighters, and count on your distribution network -"

The Duroswhistled him down.

Maraglanced up at the housing stack, trying to sense Jacen's presence behind any of the large round
windows. Hewas there, al right, but she couldn't pinpoint the spot. R2-D2 stood where L uke had | eft
him, between the sdecar bike and a blocky automated street cleaning unit, its massive sveeper ams
folded up dongside the bulky digester. Jainaand Anakin were just arriving from separate directions.
Jaina parked her bike and disappeared into the housing stack. Anakin dipped into the crowd and started
pressing forward.

Marafrowned. Those were not his orders.

Ducillaraised her head. "Jedi," she called, "have preached their philosophy of light and darkness, of
knowledge and wisdom, and what have they given us? Violence and fear!"

Murmurs surrounded Mara

"Domination, suppresson.”

Themurmurs grew louder.

Luke's glanceflickered sideways. He undoubtedly sensed Anakin coming, and that odd, €lated
determination the boy was broadcasting. Luke's chin firmed, making him look irritated - but just for a
moment. Then hislipstwitched.

"How many of the New Republic's problems - right now - could be traced to the Jedi?" Ducillacalled.
And how much of what you're saying, Marawondered,could be traced to Nom Anor?

Anakin reached the platform, set both hands on its edge, and vaulted into a Force-boosted somersault.
He came down between Ducillas bodyguards, who reached for their blasters. Almost casudly, Anakin
swept one of the Duros off balance with hisleft foot. The other guard fired, but Anakin's lightsaber was
aready out. He diverted the shot, then swept in and diced the blaster in two.

Stangthe kid, anyway! What was he trying?

Luke vaulted onto the platform, shouting, " That's not what we came hereto do.”

To Maras utter shock, Anakin spun around and dropped into adueler's crouch. "That's right," he
shouted. "Thisiswhat we cameto do."

AsLukedrew hislightsaber, Anakin smiled sardonically.

Mara backstepped. They were both out of their minds!

L uke stepped in, siweeping hislightsaber in awide arc, dow and flashy. Anakin parried gracefully, locked
blades, and held the pose.

Then she understood. Anakin was challenging L uke to stage a demonstration, taking advantage of
peopl€'s fascination with lightsabers. She tended to forget that most citizens of the New Republic went
their lifetime without seeing even one - let done two at once, expertly handled. As Luke's green blade
crossed Anakin'sfaint purple, she haf smiled. Durosall around her pushed toward the platform.
Shewondered if Luke would make aspeech while he had their full attention. As Lukelightly pushed
Anakin away, a Duros woman standing near Mara nudged her companion, smiled, and then turned back
to watch. Marasent out aForceflicker hersdlf, launching the second guard's Merr-Sonn out of his hands
into avine-draped tree. She ached to join them on the platform, but that would be pointless. She could
accomplish more here as a sentry.

Luke and Anakin moved through a half-dozen basic drillsin order, trading the lead, dropping in and out
of deep stances, rising into dramatic blocks. The upstaged Duros orator and her bodyguards backed
away. One guard pulled out acomlink and turned his back. Maradidn't like that.

Abruptly, Luke broke out of the classic sequence. Making a surprise rush, he swung low. To parry in
place would send Anakin off balance.

Instead, Anakin hopped back, locked blades, and stayed on hisfest.



Mara saw pride and praisein Luke's dight, somber nod.

Anakin pressed the unchoreographed attack, following dashes with short, chopping strikes. Marawas
struck by theintensity, the balance, the sheer accuracy of Anakin's use of the Force to anticipate Luke,
pressing his attack beyond obvious blocks and parries. When Luke mounted awild, sparkling offense,
pushing Anakin past anything the young Jedi had faced before, Maraknew he, too, was impressed.
Sheld worried about the Solo brothers rivalry. Now she saw that practicing against Jacen - so Smilar in
syle, so different in execution - had matured Anakin tremendoudy.

Only one problem. The crowd was growing, and as Ducilla's bodyguard returned his comlink to his belt,
Mara guessed L uke's audience wouldn't remain unarmed for long.

Jacen was watching the crowd watch the practice dud when afaint tapping caught his attention.

He pushed away from the transparisted window. He'd never deactivated the listening devicesin here, but
now he had a hunch - not the Force, just a hunch - that with Luke, Anakin, and Marain plain sight,
twelve floors down, this could be Jaina

He made afast circuit, gathering the snoops before he touched the door's interior opening pandl.

It did open, and hissister dipped through. "Hey," she said.

He poked his head out the door, glanced left and right, and spotted his guards, dumped comfortably
againgt thewall. Shaking his head, he tossed the snoops onto one guard's lap, then stepped back into his
room and sent the door shut.

"Hey," heanswered. "Nice of you to vist."

Shed thrown on avest over her brown flight suit and black utility belt. He dso noticed the close-fitting
cap.

"Gredt harr."

She glared at him. Held left his own cap on the bedside. " Speak for yoursdlf. What are you doing here,
waiting for Hoth to melt?!

"Vice-Director Brarun did send down amessage that Uncle Luke had been spotted, out at the docks.
Hewantsto talk with usal. Want some cold kroyie?"

"Y ou've got to bekidding." Jainastrode across to hiswindow. Instead of looking out, she stood
alongsideit and cautiously peered up, down, and to both sides.

"The only guardsareinthe hal. Werein the hdl," he corrected himsdf. "Doesn't look like they gave you
any trouble"

"Asguards go, they weren't red impressive.”

"I think," he confessed, "that their only red job isto let Brarun know if | decideto leave.

Jaina pointed down at the platform. He could plainly see the green and amethyst spark and flash of
lightsabers engaging. "Seethat?' she demanded. "That's going on in your honor - adistraction, so | can
get you out. We're headed back down to Gateway."

"Isit necessary? I'm waiting to talk to the Vice-Director -"

Shewhirled around. "Are you even marginaly aware of what's going on around you?"'

"How about you?" he asked softly. "How's the vison coming back?'

"Well, for onething, I'd forgotten how big your nose and chin are getting.”

He snorted softly. His featureshad matured, this year. Hers had looked womanlike for three or four years
- one of the temporary injustices of having afemaetwin.

"Ligen," shesaid. "Aunt Maraand | just exposed a Y uuzhan Vong agent down at Gateway, and he
nearly killed us both." She snatched off her cap to revea a synthflesh strip above her right ear. "And
Uncle Luke just found connections between your precious vice-director and the Peace Brigade.”

Jacen felt hisingdes shrink. "That's why Brarun's anxious to get a Jedi in custody? Because the Peace
Brigade hasfigured out that the Y uuzhan Vong want to neutrdize us?'

"Givethe boy ameda. And meanwhile, you're just Stting here, blind to it dl. Aren't you listening to the
Force at dl? Can't you tdl? Something's about to happen. Again.”

Hethrust both handsinto his pockets, fedling guilty. "Actualy, | ... decided to stop using it. Completely.



Uncle Luke chalenged me, and | ... I'mtired, Jaina. If | can't fight darkness with darkness, then maybe
can't fight violence with violence. | just fed like I'm ... waiting for something to happen.”

Her eyebrowsrose. "What's going to happen is another invasion, Jacen. And you're coming with me,
whether you want to or not." She flipped back her vest and laid one hand on a holstered blaster.
Startled, he sat down on the bed. "Y ou'd make me come with you?'

Jainadrew the blagter, and he saw that sheld set it for stun. ™Y ou may want to set yourself up asatragic
hero," shesaid, "but it isn't going to happen. Y es, idiot brother. | would make you come.”

He half smiled, dmost rdieved. The universe had been knocked out from under him, and hisvison
beckoned him to adestiny he didn't understand, but Jaina hadn't changed. Sheld just matured.

"I'll come," he said, reaching out one hand.

"Going to shoot back, if somebody shoots at us?!

"I guess!'ll haveto. But maybe nobody will." He pulled out Gnososs data card. "Weve been offered the
use of ahoverpod.”

"Whose?' Jaind's eyes narrowed.

"A Sunes.”

"One of those strange preachers?’

Jacen shrugged. "I've never heard of one of them going to the dark side.”

Frowning, Jainaflipped her hand on the blaster's handgrip and gave it to him - then reached across and
pulled asecond blaster from her utility belt's cross-draw holster.

Then she peered out the window again. Her frown dackened. "Uh-oh," she said. "Maybe we aren't going
anywhere.”

If Luke had hoped to make a speech, it was too late. Mara heard someone behind her fire awespon - a
little BlasTech DW-5, by the sound of it. Luke swept in and deflected the bolt.

Mara spun around. Spotting the Duros gunman, she plunged through the crowd. Leaning her weight into
his balance was easy. She threw him gently to the ground and disarmed him.

Then she heard someone fire a degper-pitched weapon. A shout went up, inarticulate, plainly hostile.
Maradidn't need to check her danger sense. Newly arrived agitators had turned a harmless crowd of
fascinated spectatorsinto a sharp-toothed beast of amob. Duroswho'd looked friendly almost knocked
each other down, hurrying out of the middle of it.

Someone grabbed her |eft arm. She stepped sideways and used his momentum to toss him amost
casudly against another Duros, who went down. Two more, from behind she crossed her arms through
the leader's, ducked, and felt him dlide over her back into his partner'sface.

She flexed her hands. Shewas sick of watching Luke and Anakin have dl thefun, anyway. It felt
unconscionably good to cut loose - and with so many Duros close around her, they couldn't fire wegpons
without hitting each other. So it was hand-to-hand, and Mara could do that in her deep. A high
roundhouse kick, fueled by her fury over having to retreat from Nom Anor, sent another holdout blaster
up onto the tree limb.

If shefell, though, her child could get hurt. She focused quickly and surely as each threat presented itsdlf.
Blaster after blagter flew into the vine-draped tree. A half-dozen Duros rushed her. She let them get close
enough to grab - then legpt clear, aiming hersalf toward the street-sweeping machinery and R2-D2. Not
far behind her back, she sensed another knot of closely controlled violence Luke and Anakin, likewise
headed out of the mob's center.

Another crowd of Duros bore down on R2-D2. His domed head spun left, then right. Helet out a
frightened squed.

Maratook the offensive, using the Force to toss Duros aside. One of R2-D2's attackers made a grab.
Mara saw the flash of an electric discharge, and the Duros jumped back. Another Durostried to grab
him, and R2-D2 shocked that one, too.

Then agroup of them clambered up the street-sweeping machine, and it roared to life.

Jacen and Jaina avoided the lift and tiptoed down the emergency stairs. With only two flightsto go, Jacen



heard rustling noises below. He backed into Jaina, who'd donned her enhancement mask. The footsteps
plainly were coming up toward them.

Then the sound stopped.

Jacen pressed againgt the exterior wall, close to histwin. He double-checked the unfamiliar blaster,
making extrasure it was set for stun.

By the time he lowered it, Jainawas pushing away from the wall. She placed two hands on the banister,
legpt gracefully, and vanished.

Jacen pounded down the next flight after her. He heard a blaster below hisfeet, and less than a second
later, he spotted three Durosin CorDuro Shipping uniforms - two sprawled in the stairwell, one dashing
for adoor. Jacen stunned that one. Jaina had aready fdlen past thislevel, legping out of the stairwell's
core, headed for aside door.

Jacen followed, not liking what they'd done - not at al. Thiswasn't fair! He was Jedi, trained to fight to
protect others. And himsdlf.

"Thisway!" He waved Jainatoward a service garage, then pressed the data card into awall dot.

A two-seat hoverpod in the nearest row rose on its repul sors.

The street-sweeper swung out along metal arm, aimed at R2-D2. Mara couldn't get therein timeto stop
it. R2-D2 flew into the air, and an angry cheer erupted.

Behind R2-D2, Mara spotted a pod soaring off the housing complex's second floor. She confirmed
Jacen and Jaina on board, then stretched out to nudge L uke. He and Anakin were holding their own,
keeping the Duros distracted, laying them limp on the pavement, if necessary.

Mara vaulted onto one of the hefty diagona bracesthat rose up from street level. She made sure she had
agood grip, then reached out with the Force toward R2-D2.

He changed coursein midair, swooping around like ablunt slver missile.

Duros scattered out of hisline of fal. The mob surrounding Luke and Anakin ssampeded aside.

Luke broke into a sprint, headed away from Jacen and Jaina's escape route, toward the hoverbike Mara
had parked. Anakin followed, still gripping an ignited lightsaber. Maraguided R2-D2 toward them, then
carefully set him down, facing in their direction. Ingtantly, he extended histhird tread and rolled forward.
She exhded heavily. The key to "sze matters not” was realizingshe hadn't lifted him at al. The Force had
energy to spare - but directing its flow il tired her. She dropped lightly onto her feet and then pounded
after Luke. Right in front of her, Anakin deflected adirt clod with hislightsaber.

"Get Artoo hidden,” she ordered him. "Weéll draw them off."

L uke climbed onto the hoverbike and fired it up. Mara sprang onto the second seat. Luke took off so
fast she had to grab him with both arms.

"Not exactly - the digtraction - we had in mind," she puffed, setting her chin on his shoulder.

"Anakin changed thingsalittle. Not badly, though. Just alittle hazy on the escape plan.”

He circled back, buzzed the crowd chasing Anakin and R2-D2, then headed up the nearest boulevard,
toward ashopping strip. Mara craned her neck to look back. Anakin ducked around a building, out of
her line of Sght. The crowd came on, following Luke.

"How are we going to get to theShadow ?' Keeping one arm around Luke'swaist, she corralled as much
aspossible of her streaming hair with the other hand.

“I'll think of something."

"Think fast, Skywalker." She knew how much he was enjoying this - but she wastired.

Shedill couldn't say it, though.

Chapter 21 Jacen leaned into an inadequate flight harness as Jaina piloted the borrowed hoverpod up a
boulevard lined with manufacturers offices. Sheclaimed she could seedl right.

As she rounded one corner, three pods marked with CorDuro's triangular insignia swooped after them.
"Don't dow down," Jacen told her, "but -"

"What makes you think I'd dow down?'

"But wejust picked up three more shadows," he said. "They've got CorDuro markings."



"Meaning what?' Jainaaccelerated toward the approach ramp for the public pod-driver bound for Port
Duggan. Fortunately, there wasllittle early evening treffic.

"Meaning don't go that way!" he exclaimed. "Get usto a private dock. We won't be able to get anywhere
closeto main shipping.”

"That's where Mara docked theShadow ," she growled, but she changed course without hesitating,
blasting long a second-story level, scattering gray-skinned pedestrians. "Just tell meif I'm about to hit
anything smal.”

Glancing at her enhancement mask, he gritted histesth.

"Right," he said. "Okay, what was it you found out about Thrynni VVae and CorDuro?!

"And the Peace Brigade, we think."

She related a sketchy story, constantly interrupting herself to swerve, jink, and dodge traffic. From her
flying, he had to conclude that shecould see. Modtly.

"All I cansay," shefinished, "isthat Thrynni's dead, Brarun's on somebody's payroll - not SELCORE's -
and Mom's scrambling refugees onto evac ships. Again.”

"Wed better find one uncorrupted government officia, report Brarun, and -"

"Oh, sure," shesaid. "Theréstimefor that."

Jacen glanced back. "They're till with us.”

"Got any ideas? Or do we just walit for the speed police to get abead on us?!

"Givemeyour comlink,” hesaid. "I'll seeif | can get Uncle Lukeor Aunt Mara."

Asthe comlink chirped, Mara pressed into a doorway and turned her face toward the degpening
shadow. Luke's warm back pressed up againgt hers. For the moment, they'd eluded attention.
"Marahere" she sad softly.

"We're on our way," Jacen's voice said, "but we can't get to theShadow . WEll take something else and
mest you down at Gateway. Areyou al right?’

"Well." Maracurled her fingers around the comlink. "We've been ..." Screamed at, sherecalled -
taunted, vilified. Shed fet Luke's anguish. These were people he wanted to help. "Busy,” wasdl she
sad. "If we make any public move, theriotersarelikdly to turn violent. Weretrying to get invisble
agan.”

"See you downdde, then."

Bburru's daylights were fading. Mara could barely make out R2-D2's domed top. Anakin stood sentinel
over him, inaplanter. They'd findly lost their last pursuer in thisresdentia corridor.

Mara pocketed the comlink.

"Okay." Luke held his deactivated lightsaber in hisright hand. "L et's see what Artoo can find us.”
Thelittle droid had derted them that their hostel room had been entered, snoops and homing devices
planted in their belongings. Not amajor concern, but a nuisance. Thisroute was closer to theShadow ,
anyway. They would just have to do without disguises.

A little farther up the avenue was another public termina. Maratook the sentry post thistime, while Luke
covered R2-D2's unauthorized breach. Only afew seconds later, he waved her down out of the musty
bushes and strode off with R2-D2. She followed about four meters back, and she felt Anakin follow at a
amilar distance. A group of Duros passed on the corridor's other sde. She felt Luke using the Force to
cloak their sdein darkness.

R2-D2 had found a vacant apartment with an outside door, where they could lie low, grab a snack, and
wait for Bburru to cool down alittle more before heading on toward theShadow .

Asthey paused in the entry, Anakin looked disappointed. " Go on ahead, then,” shetold him. "Make sure
it'snot being watched."

Looking pleased, he grabbed a handful of concentrates and headed ouit.

Mara sank down in anarrow, built-in dining booth.

"Move" Luke said gently, Sitting down on the bench's edge. "Please.”

She scooted aside and rested her head on his shoulder. She wouldnot fall adeep. There wasn't time.
"Fedls strange, doesn't it?" she asked.

Luke dipped hisarm around her shoulder. " Something wrong?'



"No," shesad wryly. "It'sjust disconcerting.”

"Oh. To stand back and | et these young people take up the torch.”

Maranodded. "Weve still got so much to teach them. They're not ready.”

Luketightened hishand on her shoulder for an ingant. "I wasn't ready,” he said flatly. "At least you were
well trained. | can't believe the trust Obi-Wan must've had, when helet Vader ... Father ... strike him
down, on thefirst Degth Star.”

"Trugtinyou," Marasaid.

"Andinthe Force." Luke rested hishead againgt hers. "Y ou'reright, thisisn't easy. But that's why I'm not
asworried about Jacen ... as Jainais.”

"As| am," she admitted.

"The Forceisstrong in him. We want to show him the right path, and welll do our best to influence his
choice, but intheend ..."

"Itshislife” Shefought back ayawn.Stang , shewastired! "And Anakin's, and Jainas. | hope you
haven't been trying to read their future.”

Luke shook hishead. "I tried once, about aweek ago. The future has dways been in motion, but now it's
pinning so fast that everything contradicts everything e'se. And only one future will actualy play out.”
"Uncanny, it it?"

Luke nodded. "Mara, you're exhausted. Would you let me refresh you? With the Force, | mean.”

"I knew what you meant."Farmboy , she wanted to add, amused but touched.Always the innocent, even
after dmogt saven years of marriage.

And even &fter that long, she till hated giving in, to him or anyone, but she'd taught the Solo kids that
teamwork meant helping each other. The hardest part about giving in to Luke wastaking thefirst step.
So she usualy reached out to him firdt.

"Yes" shesad, and it cameout likeasgh. "Please.”

It came at the edge of her spirit, like atouch of white-hot light. It Soread strength, and unwavering
approvd, and alove as degp and as strong asaMon Cadamari tide. She plunged into it, inhaled it,
bathed init. She reveled in the surge of renewal, and then she splashed it back at L uke as hard as she
could.

When she opened her eyes, she waslying beside him, twining her arms and her body with his, and hislips
were pressed tightly to hers.

She shut her eyes and drew him closer yet.

Jacen braced himsdlf as Jainajinked past commercid buildings. This part of the city'slayout just wasn't
complex enough for shaking off pursuers, and the hoverpod's engine had no guts at dl.

What did he expect a preacher to own?"Try to get out of their line of Sight,” Jacen suggested. "Then put
it on autopilot landing cyde, and well bail."

"Oh, greet idea. Stdllar.”

"Got a better one?"

She rounded a corner into astraightaway, poured on speed for several seconds, then ducked up aside
dley.

"Nope," shesad, flicking levers. "Out."

She popped the hatch on the pod, which was still streaking up the dley at an impressive speed, pushed
oneraised button, and jumped.

Hefollowed, falling hard without his Jedi skills. At least held been trained to roll gracefully, absorbing
most of theimpact.

"Thisway," he caled.

Jaina pressed to her feet and followed him into a gap between buildings.

"Areyou okay?' he demanded.

"I'm not the idiot who's refusing to use the Force."

They waited several minutes, but pursuit didn't come.



Hetried phrasing it differently. "How well can you redly see?!

She gtraightened her mask. "l flew, didn't 17"

"Yeah, you did. Pretty well."

"All right,” Jainasad. "Were going to be Durosfor awhile."

She must've blurred their faces, because they had no trouble getting to a private dock, where shedid a
hand acrossan ID reader, and they |eft on asmall private shuttle.

Jacen buckled in. His conscience jabbed him. Besides piggybacking on Jaina's Force use, thiswas
Seding.

But he didn't want to go the long way around, to get to the rattletrap shuttle he/d brought up from
Gateway dome.

Jaina set acourse that was little more than a braked fall from geosynchronous orbit.

"Look out below,” he murmured.

They were on fina approach when the comm unit hissed. " Shuttle on approach vector,” amalevoice
sad, "decelerate and identify yoursdf. Thisdomeison dert.”

"Thisis, um, NM-KO two eight,” Jacen said, frowning at Jaina as he read off an ID plate. "Decelerating
now." Then he added, "Is Administrator Organa Solo available? Mom, are you there?'

The next voice was hismother's. "Jacen,” she exclaimed. "Are Jainaand Anakin with you?'

"Jugt Jana"

"I takeit shesflying,” Lelasaid. "Sow it down just alittle more, Jana. How many passengers could you
queezeinto that shuttle? Isit hyperspace-capable?”

That sounded ominous, after what Jainahad told him. "Lookslike..." Jacen eyed the control panel, then
peered back over the seats. "Room for four or five, and thereisahyperdrive.”

"Good. Park it ..." Lelagave landing instructions. To Jacen's surprise, they were to head for the main
entry. Gateway must've canceled the quarantine.

Jainadipped thelittle craft under the edge of afog-shrouded landing bay next to ablast crater. Figuresin
orange chem suits swvarmed severa freighters and haulers, cleaning Duro-crud off rectennae and
viewports, scrambling in and out of access hatches. Jacen took one last breath of good air, then followed
Jainatoward the nearest boarding tube.

At itsinsde end, he heard his mother give a curt order. He turned left, toward that voice. Insdea
duracrete-block room that'd been off-limits during quarantine, three doping consoles with holographic
displays clustered under asmall screen representing loca space. The room smelled like someone had
eaten alate dinner in here. His mom bent over one comm unit, wearing awhite scarf wrapped around
and around her head - and her lightsaber, dangling over her SEL CORE-blue coverdls.

Too bad about her hair. If she'd waited afew days, she might've kept it - with the quarantine cancel ed.
She spun around. " Jacen, Jaina, good. Load up that shuttle and get offworld. | don't think we've got
long."

"There'sroom for you on board." Jaina pushed forward. "Y ou, Olmahk ..." She glanced toward the
room'sinner corner and the ever-present gray shadow. "And maybe two others.”

"l can't leave yet. Get away now, before the Y uuzhan Vong get here.”

"They might not be coming."

Recognizing the new voice, Jacen turned around. "Hello, Randa," he groaned.

The other Noghri, Bashakhan, stood beside Randa.

Lelashrugged. "He's staying out of the way. Take him with you. Asafavor to me."

"I'mgaying,” Janasad flatly, "if youre saying."

"Please, you two," Lelasaid. "Before -"

She never got to finish that sentence. At the far edge of the small local-gpace screen, awave of
unidentified ships appeared. Until the DDF's threat analyst painted them friend or foe, they shone white,
but Jacen had little doubt that the enemy had arrived.

"Too late," Jainamumbled.



On-screen, blue grids that represented the planetary shields sprang up around one after another of the
orbita cities. Off to Jacen's right, another comm unit - evidently Gateway's ground-orbit link to Bburru -
emitted a staccato buzz, followed by acurt feminine voice.

"Attention, al downside residents. Thisis Duro Defense Force. Take emerrrgency shelters. Do not
attempt space flight. Thissystem isunder attack.”

Lela spun back to the other console, swatted a control, and leaned down. "Attention, Gateway dome.
Thisis Adminigtrator Organa Solo. If you have boarding orders, report to your transport immediately. If
you have not been assigned to atransport, get to your assigned emergency shelter. Do not stop for
belongings.

"And herewe go again," she muttered aside.

Jacen pushed forward. "What can | do?"

Dark circleslooked like they would swalow his mother's eyes. "Find your dad,” she said. "He's not
answering the comlink. Jaina, how are your eyes? Can you run acomm unit?”'

"Fine. Yes." Jainadropped onto the chair Leiavacated. "Um ... Mother?!

Her tone of voice made Jacen turn around, too.

"What?' Lelademanded.

"The planetary shields are up around every habitat, now - except three. Bburru, and the city on either
sdeof it

Jacen eyed the display. Blue gridlines surrounded orbital cities and the domes directly benesth them, ina
ring around Duro's equator - except for the zone over Gateway.

Heintercepted hissgter's stare. " Sabotage," Jainaexclaimed. "Mom, were ground zero."

"Go, Jacen. Get out of here,” Leiaexclamed. "Tell your dad.”

Jacen dashed out the door. Mixed-species knots of people hustled shoulder to shoulder, traveling againgt
him toward the main gate. He stopped to hoist a frightened Chadra-Fan child onto his shouldersand help
her find her family. In the midst of agroup of humans, awhite-haired man carried the black whisperkit
over one shoulder. Three children followed closdly. The smadlest child laughed at the smal creature's
quizzica face. The two older children had wide, haunted eyes.

So the kit hadn't been shaved, either. That made Jacen dmost irrationally glad.

In the Tayana digtrict, Ryn congregated around one of the larger ruins, where ajagged, two-story wall
still stood mostly intact. The ground shuddered underfoot. Jacen broke into arun again.

Ontop of agrowing pile of reddish-brown rock rubble stood his dad - wearing an ancient gornt-hide
racing helmet, athough wisps of hair stuck out at front and back. This had to be another solidarity
gediure.

More rocks spewed up from behind the pile.

Jacen ran up. "What can | do?" he shouted.

The roar from below was amost deafening. It had to be the tunndling equipment, digging a hiding place.
"Good, you're back." Han wiped a grimy deeve across one cheek, then shouted again. " Somebody
stepped on my comlink. Whoever can't get into ships or crawlers, send them thisway. Romany's people
started atunnel three days ago.Skulking ," he growled. "'If we can't get these people off Duro, welll at
least hide 'em in the mine complex. Come on up, lend ahand.”

From her post in the comm center, Jaina called takeoff orders. Two freighterslifted smultaneoudy,
loaded past capacity with frightened refugees. At the sametime, three crawlerslumbered off toward
Thirty-two and the Ryn caravan ships. She half heard Jacen's voice over Leid's comm station, announcing
held found their dad. Between transmissions, she fiddled with the small local-gpace screen.

Sheraised her mask, experimenting. When she squinted just right, she could focus the glowing pips. As
expected, the incoming swarm suddenly painted itsdlf red. It swept in, an offset-wing formation. A swarm
of blue dots - Duro Defense Force - deployed into combat flightsjust off Bburru habitat. And Anakin
had shown her atrick, once.

The screen blanked. "What are you doing?' Randa demanded.



Then the screen blinked on again, displaying twice the field of space it'd shown before. Randas howl
became acry of admiration.

Jaina straightened her cap, watching one arm of the red arc split off and double back. One of the
unshielded Duros cities, Orr-Om, had drifted off its geosync point. She wondered if its stabilizers had
been sabotaged, besides its shields. Green speckles flew off its docking bays, civilianstrying to evacuate.
Around them swarmed red bogeys that had to be skips. The speckles vanished almost as quickly asthey
appeared.

Shefdt less guilty about swiping that shuttle. It would've been vaped if any Duros launched it now.

She clenched both fists anyway. In her mind, she was grabbing stick and throttle, coaxing everything she
could wring out of her X-wing's sublight engine. She couldn't gand thid!

But she couldn't look away, either. One of the larger bogeys doubled back toward the drifting habitat.
Disbelieving, Jainawatched the bogey ram directly through its outer docks.

She gaped. What kind of beasts had the Y uuzhan Vong brought thistime?

Half a dozen blue dots went after the big red bogey. The others hung back, defending Bburru and its
shipyards. From the planet's other side, the Mon Cal light cruiserPoesy accel erated toward this quadrant.
Jaina had looked up its tech specs. With fourteen turbolasers, eighteen ion cannons, haf adozen heavy
tractor beam projectors, and fabulous shidds, it ought to make a difference.

Then abizarre, heavily accented voice thundered over severa comm channels. "Return to your citiesand
settlements,” it said. "We offer you peace. Return, and we will speak with you. Attack or try to flee, and
you will be destroyed.”

Leiapushed back from her transceiver. "They've learned to transmit on our channds,”" she exclaimed. "If
that meansthey can listen in, too, we haven't got achance.”

Jaina stared at the screen. Severd freighters had popped up toward orbit, some from Gateway and some
from the other unshielded refugee settlements. Those closest to the gpproachingPoesy went unchallenged.
Two that had barely made orbit, departing Gateway, were surrounded by red coral skippers. One turned
back.

"Coming back in," avoice said out of Jainaslink box. "If we keep running, they'll blast us, too."

"Copy," Jainaanswered. "Landing crater twois clear for you."

If sheld been in command of that ship, though, she would've kept running. Sheld rather diein space,
trying to get somewhere, than wait here for the Y uuzhan VVong to make her adave.

Most of the red swarm came on, virtualy unchallenged. It wasn't abig group, but Duro wasn't mounting
any defense of the refugee settlements, only the orbitd cities. Kenth Hamner's reinforcements, if they
came, would arrive too late to help Gateway. The enemy force had atarget lock on this dome.

Sheld bet anything thiswas Nom Anor's doing.

A wheezing Mon Ca voice made her receiver buzz. " Administrator Organa Solo, thisis Commodore

M abettye.Poesy has been ordered by Admira Wuht to stand down and withdraw to our previous
gation. | am sorry. We will support you aswe can."

Jainacouldnt believeit. Had the Vong bought off Admiral Dizzlewit, too?

On the other hand,Poesy couldn't have reached Gateway's quadrant before the Y uuzhan VVong did, or
launchitsfightersin time. By holding that point in orbit, it could till defend severd evacuating settlements.
The enemy's main force seemed to be shapes that the sensors represented as bigger than skips, but
smdler than cruisers. Landing craft? she guessed.

"All evacuation ships" Leiacaled into her pickup, "you're on your own. If you think you can make
hyperspace, go! If not, do whatever you can to savelives." Sheflicked atile on the console. "Gateway to
all crawlers. Don't turn back. Get to Thirty-two. Were ground zero." She turned on Jaina. "Where did
you park your shuttle?!

"l just sent it off," Jaina admitted.

Lelahestated only asecond. "Good girl," shesaid. "'l can't get through to SEL CORE now. We're going
underground.”

"Andwe aren't quite done," Jainaexclamed. "Look!"

On the loca-gpace screen, asingle white "unidentified” craft blasted down from Bburru City, headed



toward Duro's south pole.

"Got to be Aunt Mara," Jainasaid. "They dropped off Anakin's X-wing down there."

Leiasmiled grimly. "Two X-wings and MarasShadow ? I'm glad they're here, but we could use Rogue
Squadron. I'd even take Kyp's Dozen if they showed up.”

Ten yorik-tremalanding craft dropped in formation toward Duro's surface, each captain keeping the
other flattened ovalsin view asthey decelerated through hideous mists. The ultrasengtive eyes of each
living yorik-tremamoved congtantly, tracking the wedges of deadly corad skipper fightersflying escort. In
thisamosphere, it wasdmost ablind fall.

Tsavong Lah stood behind his pilot in the smal forward compartment of the lead lander. Beside him,
cradled in ablastula, was a specidized villip. A second creature gripped it, surrounding it like ahusk that
dangled along straight tail. A meta-rich diet had deposited conductive materid in the oggzil's vertebrae,
cregting aliving antenna, a meansto send villip-gpeech over frequenciesthat the infidels used, just as
Tsavong had been promised. A master shaper waited back at theSunulok for his praise - if it worked -
or else hisreduction in caste. There were many former shapers among the Shamed Ones.

Tsavong stroked the villip, careful not to didodgeits oggzil companion. He dready wore atizowyrmin
oneear.

"Citizens of Duro," he addressed the villip, "we have no interest in your mechanicd cities, only the planet's
unwanted surface. The ychna, our servant in orbit, will destroy any of your other monstrosities that
threaten us. Stand ready to send down a del egation to consummeate your surrender, with your ... in your
... iIn persons.” Thetizowyrm had some trouble with that phrase. He gave the villip asharp pat, and it
shrank again.

Oncethey'd passed through the worst mists, he stared out the mica-scale viewing pand between the
yorik-tremas ablative, regenerative ventral surfaces. He'd ordered his coral skipper pilotsto make a
symbolic sweep, afirst step toward cleansing the planet that would be his next staging point. The

cora skipper fighters swooped down, launching deadly accurate plasma streams at monuments too huge
to have been crafted by hand tools. Black and gray stone shattered into shards. A massive, flat-topped
ruin fell benesth their deadly fire-flow. Three smal dome shelters collapsed. In the distance, atrio of
dow-moving mechanica vehicles, undoubtedly full of infidels, crawled awvay from the target dome. The
coraskippers attacked. Y ellow-green flame erupted from the crawling vehicles.

"Toyou," Tsavong Lah murmured. "Y un-Y ammka, accept those lives. In return for that gift, grant us
success.”

Hisyorik-tremashuddered asitslanding claws seized the ground. Ignoring the settlement's artificial
boarding tubes, he ordered molleung worms extended from the yorik-tremas sides.

One of hislieutenants gave his cadre of landing troops - young warriorsin unscarred armor - fina orders.
One group, assigned outdoor duties, dready wore gnullith bresthing aides.

"Degtroy only those who threaten violence," the lieutenant ordered. "Gather any who lay down their
weapons into a holding and purification area." Helooked up to Tsavong Lah.

Thewarmaster raised hisarmored armsin benediction. "Go with the gods" he said. "All glory to you."
Heturned to avillip-choir view of loca space. The native defenders were settling back into their landing
bays on board their abominations. The crippled mechanicd city drifted. His native agent there would
meet the gods escorted by an entire city, once gravity caught it.

Satisfied, Tsavong Lah turned to adisplay table of small, dedicated villips. He stroked one.

"Off-load Tu-Scart and Sgauru,” he ordered, "and release them."

Chapter 22 Even without a copilot, Mara could call on most of Jade Shadow 's capabilities. Lando's
techs had ingtalled pilot-controlled AG-1G lasers - nearly as powerful asthe AG-2Gs hed put on
theMillennium Falcon, yearsago - plusafull KDY shielding suite. Shada had shown up with agift from
Taon Karrde, two Dymex HM-8 torp launchers. Mara hadn't asked the former Mistryl Shadow Guard
where they came from; she'd smply specified that they, too, had to be pilot-accessible. Now, just so
long as nothing went wrong with life-support - which she would need athird arm to reach - shewas



amogt as single-handedly capable as Luke and Anakin in their XJ X-wings.

Sheld dropped Anakin at his ship, down near the pole. Now she keyed her heads-up display to paint him
and Luke silver-blue. In the distance, beyond Orr-Om's degth throes, L uke turned tightly to take one
more strafing run at the monster coiled around it.

Sharply tapered forward from its tandem power core and drive unit,Shadow flew amost as smoothly
asJadesFire, if not quite as nimbly asthe X-wings. Maraclenched stick and throttle, diving into
atmosphere again. Down in the opaque goop, her port and starboard visual scanners were useless.
Long-range sensors, mounted just below her heads-up, showed atrio of mismatched but aerodynamic
craft risng to meet her.

Duro Defense Force dready had been driven back to defend the other orbita cities, and their few
B-wings had flown straight into the enemy's attack wing and been shot to pieces. Nimbler DDF E-wings
and loca Dagger-D police ships harried the landing force's cora skipper escorts, but plainly, this small

Y uuzhan Vong force meant only to establish a beachhead - too quickly for Gateway to evacuate. Now
the dome dwellers were hostages.

As Maraclosed with the skips, she eyed her long-range scanners. About thirty degrees across Duro's
surface, aconvoy of three freighters and a dozen smaler craft popped free of the toxic clouds and
dashed for open space. A tetraformation of coral skippers blasted toward it.

"I'm there," Anakin announced.

One of the silver-blue pips on her screen headed toward the convoy.

Her own trio of skips came straight at her, firing molten projectiles and streams of blinding plasma.
Lando's new service droids had fittedShadow with a stutter trigger, and Maratargeted the lead craft as
they came on, weakening its dovin basal defense aswell as she could.

"Luke?" she called, pulling back on her stick and setting an evasiveroll as she pulled for black space.
Twinion drives responded smoothly. "Want to lend a hand here?!

"Onmy way," he came back.

She had time for only afast glance at her long-range scanner. The slver-blue pip streaked away from
Orr-Om, headed straight for her.

TheShadow shivered dightly with unevenly absorbed energy. Marajuked into arisng reversd, then
snap-turned to port and was rewarded with a broadside shot at one coral skipper. Again she pounded its
shielding, decelerating and rotating s multaneoudy, keeping that one skip dead in her Sghts. Her brackets
went live around it, adead lock-on, but she wouldn't waste atorp until ... until ...

Not this passl The enemy pilot's friends were headed back, dmost in range. High behind them, where
they couldn't see him, Luke swooped into position.

She knew exactly what he wanted from her. Playing her etheric rudder, she set aspinning dive. The
cora skippersfollowed like hungry mynocks.

One hard turn to starboard put them squardly in Luke's sights. His X-wing pounded the lead skip. The
second broke off. Marajinked hard, came back, and put the torp right where she wanted it.
Multicolored cord sprayedin dl directions.

Luke had taken up position on another skip'stail. The coral skipper decel erated hard, a maneuver
guaranteed to make an inexperienced pilot overshoot, putting him precisely in the enemy'ssghts.

That X-wing pilot was anything but inexperienced. "Cut speed, Artoo,” Mara heard on the private
frequency, and the X-wing cameto areative sanddtill, till in killing position behind the coralskipper. His
lasers showered it with deadly firepower.

Maravaped it with asecond missile.

At that ingtant, her threat board went red. Cora skippers weapons didn't set off torpedo-lock darms, so
she had only amoment'swarning. She dammed the throttle forward, pushed down on her stick, and
danced on the rudders.

"Got him," Luke announced.

And Mara came about asthe last coral skipper was jetting off toward open space.

"How'd you do that?' she demanded.

"He must've been chasing you on full power. That would distract adovin basa just as badly as projecting



full shields. | think," he added. "Where did they come from?"

"I was headed for Gateway. Hoping to give Leiatime to get some more evac ships headed out.”
"Leidsgoneinto hiding," Luketold her. "We can't do her any more good, here ... yet. She needstimeto
get people on board.”

"AsK her if itd help if we keep the landing party looking up, instead of searching for her."
While she waited, another voice gargled out of her comm unit. "All forces, thisis Admira Wuht. Y ou
have been ordered to disengage and withdraw. Noncompliance will result inimmediate disciplinary
action.”

Sheld st her transceiver to listen broadband, even though she was tranamitting only on private frequency.
That order confirmed what Duros squadron leaders had been caling.

"They'reout of their minds," she growled.

"No," Luke came back. "I mean, yes, you'reright. But Lelawants usto hold back alittle longer. She
thinks she's got a better chance of getting her refugees away if the Y uuzhan VVong don't know we're il
hanging around.”

"All that through the Force, Luke?" she chalenged him.

"Not with words, exactly. I'm interpreting alittle.”

"Still soundsreasonable.”

Their furball with the coralskippers had set her on avector toward Orr-Om. The monstrous Y uuzhan
Vong creature had attached itself to one docking area. As Marawatched, it appeared to bresk off
another vast hunk of superstructure with its wedge-shaped head. It shook that vigoroudy, let go, and
then darted back and forth, gobbling up whatever it had flung into space.

Shekeyed her sensorsfor atight-beam view. "Looks like the cresture's got some kind of pouch clinging
toitsdorsd area," she said. "Maybe life-support, over ablowhole."

"All forces," the static-charged voice repeated, " stand down. We have been threatened with a second
grikeif we do not disengage.”

"Stang," Marawhispered.

Luke murmured back, "Wuht swallowed it - the threet of further attack, the promise that they only want
the planet. HE's going to settle for a stalemate. I'm reading a deactivation order on everything that gets
docked."

Marafelt her eyeswiden. Full deactivation would drain off the ships power and send their pilots and
even their crews home. "They're not even going to try to help Gateway evacuate, and now our people
are prisoners down there." She pushed theShadow 's sharp nose back down.

Then she changed her mind. Gateway's fragile dome protected several thousand refugees from corrosive
amosphere, and she'd seen theinvaders biotechnical breathing apparatuses. Oneill-planned attack -
even by three Jedi, coordinating their strike through the Force - and the refugees would suffer, while their
captors were only inconvenienced.

Sheld had arun of unbreskable situations lately! Sheld never been so frustrated.

And...

"They've got their beachhead," Luke echoed her thoughts, "but that's the low ground. Were still holding
theheight.”

"Which makes sense,”" Mara pointed out, "only if they -think they've got an even better vantage.”

"If they've got more shipscoming in.”

"Exadtly."

"Leidd better hurry." Hiswords, her thoughts. "Maybe Hamner will get usreinforcements herein time.”
"Luke," she muttered, "with Fey'lyain charge, it could take another week."

On her heads-up display, one dark-blue blip dowly shrank in the distance. It had been one of Leids
freighters, loaded with refugees. Her scanners showed six breaches dong its port side. It spun dowly as
atmosphere and debris vented into space.

Leiawould need the Duros full support, the moment she got her other evac ships loaded, and before the
Y uuzhan Vong's second force arrived.Before their groundside force figured out what Leiawas up to, and
smashed the last evac ships.



Marawondered if she could talk senseinto Admiral Darez Wuht. If she didn't fed any duplicity in him,
she could tdl him - quietly, without tipping off thetraitord - that he had reinforcements on the way.

If she docked theShadow , though, she ran therisk that some bantha-brained idiot would power it down.
In the distance, Anakin picked off asecond cora skipper as the convoy accelerated toward hyperspace.
"X-wing, stand down," Maras comm unit growled.

She dapped it off.

Luke came aongside her, setting adow arc toward Bburru. " CorDuro and the Peace Brigade have
Wuht in atight spot.”

"Wuht can't honestly believe they only want the planet, can he? Either he'satraitor, too, or ... well,
somebody's got to get that stand-down canceled. I'll try, on Jainas behaf. She said he'd shown her some
sympathy. But | don't want to get marooned.”

"I could dock inyour hold again.”

"Then stay aboard, in-dock?' Maraasked. "Take off if you have to, come back to fly cover for meif you
can?'

"I don't like that much, either." But they had to do something.

"I'll talk to him," she decided. "If they fed threatened by Jedi, you're the ultimate threat. But I'll tell him
not to give up. That reinforcements are coming.”

"We haven't heard back from Hamner."

"So we don't know if he's been turned down,” she pointed out.

She vectored away from Bburru, putting the widest possible angle between any hostile eyes and
herShadow . They didn't know she could carry an X-wing, and she wanted to keep that little secret.

L uke tight-docked the fighter, off-loaded R2-D2, then made hisway to the triangular cockpit. By then,
she had Bburru on visud.

"Port Duggan,” she transmitted, "request permission to dock."

"Any further discusson?' Borsk Fey'lyasviolet eyes shone vindictively. No one se & the table spoke.
"Y our vote, then."

Kenth Hamner remained at attention, but he had |ess hope than ever. Senator Shesh of Kuat had spoken
persuasively, regretfully, citing excellent reasons not to pull asinglefighter off any of the other shipyard
systems. Councilor Pwoe of Mon Calamari reminded the council that others, notably the Hutt Randa
Besadii Diori, had recently cdled in false dertsfrom Duro.

As hefeared, the vote went againgt him.

Hekept his shoulders at adignified brace. "1 will notify Master Skywaker," he said, "but you'd better
remember thisday, al of you. If Coruscant fallsto Y uuzhan Vong forces based on Duro, you will regret
thisdecison.”

He pivoted on one hed and |eft the chamber.

"Thisway," Jacen shouted.

"Get to the admin building,” Lela caled behind him. He shouted back over his shoulder, "No! Dad'sgot a
tunne garted.”

Jaina pounded along beside him. Evening had fallen, but the overhead lamps stayed on - probably an
emergency measure. Leiafollowed with Olmahk and severd others, up alane in the deserted Tayana
digtrict. Asthey approached the tallest ruin, Jacen glanced back. Dark figures swarmed in through the
main gate.

"Thisway." Jacen led to the far Sde of the rubble pile.

Inside the tumbledown building, Dromals furry, mustachioed face peered out, his blue and red cap il
perched at arakish angle. He waved a bristly arm. Jacen dashed forward, glad that Droma had held out
until the quarantine was canceled. His next thought he hoped dl that shaving and isolation redly had been
pointless, and that no one would carry the white-eyes offplanet on an evacuation ship.



At the rubble pile's edge, Jainatripped and went down, scraping her hands and knees. Jacen helped her
back to her feet.

"I'madl right," sheinssted. She scrambledinsde.

Jacen stood in the roofless entry, momentarily at aloss.

Then he heard scrambling and puffing noises from hisleft. He spun in that direction, following Jaing,
who'd heard them firgt.

Two falen duracrete dabs|ay on the floor. He saw a gap between them, wide enough to squeeze
through. The scrambling sounds were coming from down there.

"Jacen," hismother'svoice cdled. "Jaina?'

"Coming." Jainadropped to hands and knees beside the gap, dipped in feetfirst, then vanished.

Jacen followed, dropping into darkness. He amost pitched forward, but someone caught him.
"Thanks" he puffed.

His mom's voice answered. "Go. Hurry."

Jainashuffled forward. He imitated her gait to keep from tripping on falen stones. The passage dropped
steadily, toward adim glow on rough-cut rock.

Jainarounded the corner first. Jacen followed. He thought he heard Leiabehind them.

Inasizableroom at the T junction of two tunnels twenty Ryn huddled. Some wore blue SEL CORE flight
suits under their culottes and vests, their faces amost humoroudy stubble-covered. A pair of glow lamps
threw faint shadows on the rocky walls. Up the right branch, he heard muffled voices and saw alonger
lineup of faces - many shapes, shades, and sizes - disappearing in adark distance.

The digging noises came from up the T's other branch. At the junction, Han stood next to another Rynin
SEL CORE blue draped with culottes.

"Romany?" Jacen murmured, not quite sure.

"Hey, baldy." Y ep. Romany'svoice,

Han stepped to Leids side. The flap of his battered |eather helmet dangled alongside his chin. "End of the
line, for the moment.”

Leapulled away, glowering at Jacen. "Theres atunnd punched through to the old mines, from the admin
building -

Han raised ahand. "This one's dmost through, and the VVong are more likely headed there. I'm in charge
of thisgroup. They've been running chewers down here day and night. Only about four metersto go, but
if we run machinery now, well bring sacrifice hunters down on our heads.”

Leiaglanced up thetunnel. "Y es, butwe were using the mining laser. It'son arepulsorded. And I've got a
GOCU transmitter set up over there, patched through to a surface antenna. We could've transmitted out,
over there"

So that was why she'd kept it guarded. "Want me to go back for the laser?" Jacen offered.

"No," said Leia- and Han.

"Now it's pick work." Han jerked his head up the left branch. "We're taking shifts. Well bethrough inan
hour, maybe two."

She sank onto arock pile. "I can't Sit and wait that long,” she muttered. "Did you hear, Han? They got the
crawlers. All three"

"I heard." Han looked away. Jacen thought held seen afurry ghost peer out through his eyes.

"But Luke and Maraaretopsde,” Leiareported, "with Anakin. They'll give us an escort outsystem if we
can get these people to ships. And | need someone on that GOCU link."

Jacen nodded. Along one wadll of this stone chamber, the Ryn had piled water containers and crates
labdled TRAVEL BISCUITS. Among the refugees - mostly shaved, but some as hairy asever - he
spotted two human families. A huddle of Vors, too. Asusud, the mothers held their children close, away
from the Ryn - but thistime, they'd trusted the Ryn with their lives.

Abruptly he missed someone. "Where's Randa?’

"Hedidn't follow us?' Leiaasked. "Frankly, | wasn't watching him. Bashakhan will kegp an eye on him.”



"l don't even care," Jaina said, and no one contradicted her.

Jacen edged toward Han and Droma, who were talking with Mezza.

"From the other end,” Mezza said, "weve traced aroute to the SEL CORE ship lot. The minute we break
through thisrock, there are people on the other end who can get usto atransport, thanksto Leias map.”
"Map?' Jacen asked.

"Of the mines. From the Duros archives.” Leiaraised adatapad. "Listen, Han. Out below the bluffs, just
out of the marshy area, we did some camouflaging ourselves, weeks ago. Weve il got one of thefive
big haulersthat brought in dmaost everything for our origina building Site. It'sungainly, but it made
hyperspace getting here. It'd hold about two thousand, according to my figures.”

Han sat down on the floor beside her. "What'swrong with it? Why didn't SELCORE take it back? Why
didn't it take off dready?"

Jacen watched his mom squint, frown, and shake her head. "I don't remember. I'm sorry. Threepio
would know."

"He'son theFalcon ," Han said.

"Canwecomlink him?"

"Youcantry," Han sad, "but I've got him running preflight. I'll check out the hauler. What did you do,
bury it?'

Leianodded. "Piled harvest debris on top. Our scanners would find it in a heartbest, but the Y uuzhan
Vong might not have thought to look down there by the bluffs. And we know they don't have the
technology.”

"They've got technology, sweetheart. They just build it in different ways."

"Maybe," she said with exaggerated patience, "they won't have found it yet. | don't know. But it'd bea
lot faster to get there aboveground than by following this." She brandished her datapad map of the mines.
"Skulking! Our specidty,” Dromaput in.

Han broke alopsided smile. "Not to mention ship repair. Okay, Mezza-Romany. Dromaand | are going
to go check out a hauler. As soon asthe pick people break through, start people moving through the
minestoward the bluffs, and station someone at Leas transmitter - but watch those sde tunndls.™
"Right," Jainaput in. "Nom Anor could gtill be down here. And if heis, he could Greenie-trap more
calings”

A few refugees stared up at the stone overhead.

All expression faded from Leidsface. "A couple more hours, you said, till they're through?”

Mezza nodded.

Leiastood up and brushed rock dust from the seat of her SEL CORE coverdls. "Almost midnight,” she
sad. "Therdssometime.”

"For what?' Han demanded. "Hey, Leia. Stay right here. | just found you. | want to find you again, when
| get back.”

Lelacompressed her lips. "Thanks," shesaid. "Redlly, Han. Thank you - but you'reright. You'rein
charge of thisgroup, and | left something important over at admin.”

Han scowled.

Nom Anor led Tsavong Lah toward the |aboratory built-thing, taking such obvious pleasure in waking
unmeasked that the warmaster briefly wondered what it would be liketo live most of hislifein aninfidd's
guise, and pitied him.

They strode up the sandy main road between hideoudy ugly constructs, past athree-sided built-thing
filled with monstrous machinery. Sgauru and Tu-Scart, the huge Beater and Biter creaturesheld ordered
released, attacked the nearest wall. This symbictic pair could destroy artificia constructs within minutes.
As soon as his own energy-creating creatures nested down and started to feed, he would put Tu-Scart
and Sgauru to work on whatever abomination the infidels used to fud the overhead lamps.

Tsavong Lah turned to an aide. "Dig the pit here," he ordered.

A contingent of warrior escortsfell out of the group.



Near the dome's north edge, Nom Anor led him into a construct shaped like one of their ugly bricks. In
the main hdl, he heard dashing and clanking noises.

"My coworkers," Nom Anor said proudly. "When | unmasked, | told them that those whom you found at
work, helping remove poisons from the planet, would be specialy honored.”

"All accepted?’

Nom Anor blinked his genuine eye. "Two refused to work any further,” he admitted. "Evenwhen |
offered them full honor, and ... amnesty.”

"Amnesty." Thetizowyrmin Tsavong Lah's ear didn't trand ate anything he could comprehend. "What is
Anor smiled. "A word likepeace , with two meanings. They defineit in away we do not. Something like
... ‘mercy"."

Thetizowyrm didn't trandaethet, ether. "Explain ‘'mercy'.”

Nom Anor paused at the entry to aroom built around along table. Tsavong Lah saw two infidels seated
ingde, wearing spotted white gowns.

"Totheinfidels," Nom Anor answered, "it seems generousto let them escape destiny.”

"It isnot possible to escape destiny. Degth isinevitable. How it isfaced ... that is all-important.”
"Incredible though that may seem, they do not understand.”

Tsavong Lah shook his head. "Then wewill give your co-workers better than they deserve, asthanksfor
their tirdessefforts.”

"Y ou speak my thoughts," Nom Anor said.

"Perhaps some will volunteer to assist withour research?' There were never enough volunteersfor that
noble work, but his staff had brought the requisite planters and cora seeds.

"| offered that option. Sadly, al declined. Perhaps having directed research makes them reluctant to
contribute as participants.”

Tsavong Lah shrugged. "Then we shal consecrate this built-thing for your future use.” Heturned to his
black-robed priestess. "V aecta?”'

The hunched, older woman had followed them, leading her ritual musicians. She stepped forward,
carrying atranducent bivalve shell againgt her robes.

Tsavong Lah reached ingde, wriggling hisfingers, caling one of the tkun creaturesto hishand. Hefdt the
delicate touch of afurless nose, then the warmth of furry coilswrapping around hiswrist.

Hedrew out his arm with the crimson tkun coiled around it. Master shapers had recently created the
species, responding to the need for quick, efficient - but spiritudly sgnificant - individua sacrifices.
From another aide, the priestesstook awad of tishwii leaves. She arranged them in awater basin, then
held aflint spark against them and dropped them into the basin to smolder.

"Bring thefirst researcher,” Tsavong Lah said.

Chapter 23 Han wrapped an arm around L eias shoulders and pulled her close, momentarily resting his
chin on her white turban. "Take care of yoursdf, then."

"You, too."

Jacen's parents kissed each other - barely apeck at first, and then Han leaned into it. Leiawent up on
her tiptoes. Jacen lowered his eyes, caught Jaina's glance, and haf smiled.

She nodded.

But Han's expression was grim as he and Droma headed back up the entry. Jacen watched until they
disappeared. His memory fled back to Belkadan and amarsh full of villips, and he wondered what the

Y uuzhan Vong would do with the Thirty-two reclamation project. Maybe they had creatures who could
livein poisoned water.

Lelastared at her feet, grimacing.

"Mom," Jacen said gently. "Y ou don't look redl diplomatic.”

Sheraised her head. "Y ou don't think you three get dll your grit from your father, do you?"

"Whatever youregoing to try," Jainasaid, "I'm with you."

Leids amilereflected Janas. For three seconds, al the gaps and irritations between them fell away. They
looked like conspirators. Sisters.



And since they thought Jacen had gone soft, hesaid, "Soam 1."

Leiawrapped a hand around his forearm and one around Jainas, and squeezed. "First ..." Sheraised her
voice. "Mezza, Romany, we did drill out some other bolt-holes, and | have three maps. | need someone
to get to that transmitter and someone else to pull people out of those holes. Either to here or to the
admin building, and from there to the haulers. Well have to ask for volunteers -"

A Sullustan girl rocked forward and stood up. Her mother - or grandmother? - opened her mouth, then
plainly decided againgt objecting. Then severa others volunteered.

Leladistributed her datapads, keeping one back for Mezza and Romany. Close by, the
rhythmictick-clink of pickswent on as the volunteers headed out.

Then Leia crouched beside Jainaand Jacen again.

"I'vegot anides,” Jainasaid softly. "We could do alot of damage with that mining laser, if the Y uuzhan
Vong haven't found it."

Leianodded, then glanced up at Jacen.

"Isthat too violent for you?' Jaina demanded.

"It'srescue” hesaid. "It's defense. Aslong as I'm not manipulating the Force -"

"If the repulsor cart hasn't been sabotaged, you won't haveto.” Leiapeered up the sde tunnel, a the
refugees packed insde.

To Jacen's surprise, Leids snuous gray shadow-guard dipped forward. "Think about this" Olmahk said
inalow, mewling voice. "If the laser isfired, that will bring the Y uuzhan Vong down on us. That post
should bemine. | clam it asmy due, Lady Vader."

Leidsfrown twisted sideways. "Y ou're probably right," she said, but Jacen guessed she had every
intention of firing it hersdlf.

His memory served up avivid image of the gdaxy, tipping toward darkness. "Look," he murmured, "'|
know you dl think I'm crazy. But are you sure theré's no chance of negotiating? Mom, yourea
professond -"

"So | know when it won't work," Leiasaid wearily. "When your contact parties don't come back dive,
the enemy won't talk. Y ou don't waste more contact parties.”

Stll, maybe hecould ...

"Don't eventry it," hismother added darkly.

Maybe she wasn't afully trained Jedi, but she had no trouble reading him.

She pushed up to stand again, then beckoned the Ryn clan leaders closer. "Mezza, Romany, you've done
an excellent job of gathering people. If | don't see you again, thank you. Y ou'rein charge. May the Force
be with you.

"Jaina, you're with me. Jacen, you follow."

Olmahk came alongside Jacen. They hurried back to the dabsthat concedled their entryway.

Han listened carefully from under the fallen duracrete dab for two minutes before deciding to poke his
head out. When he did, it was with ablaster dongside hisear.

Under the big emergency lights, nothing moved.

He knew exactly what Leiawanted to do sabotage the Y uuzhan V ong operation herself, no matter what
it cogt her - or him. Call him sdlfish, but he wanted her dive. Not adead hero. With or without that
gorgeous hair, she had the spark that lit afirein him.

Helooked dl around, then clambered out. He eyed al corners of the ruined building while Droma pulled
himsdlf out of the bolt-hole.

Then he edged close to the door and glanced out. The dome that had previoudy been ahive of activity
was amog till. He heard clanking and crashing noises from some distance away, but the hum of voices
had ended. He didn't see any motion close by, either. He would have given alot for alife-forms sensor.
And while he was wishing, aturbolaser would be nice.

Dromacame up dongsdehim.

"It'd be shorter to cut closeto the admin building,” Han murmured, "but ..." He didn't bother finishing the



sentence. By now, he just expected Dromato do that.

"Safer dong the dome's edge.” Droma bolstered his blaster.

Han did the same. The Y uuzhan VVong were probably wearing battle armor anyway. One shot, and
they'd hear him - and all come down on him.

He paused, shocked by his own thoughts. Where was the old Han Solo who would've charged right in?
Maybe he had died with Chewbacca. "Right,” he said. "Kegp mein sght, but if they get me, tdl Leia...”
Dromadidn't finish that one.

"Nah," Han said.

Bending low, he sprinted to the next ruin, then dipped inside. One room was dusty; the other, cluttered
with someone's abandoned possessions. At least it had aback door. He emerged on the other side.
Thistime he spotted a massive, muscular-looking figurein black armor sauntering past, carrying an
armload of surviva gear - looked like two lamps and asmall cooker. Han ducked back inside, spotted
Dromadipping in through the front door, and caught his glance with a head shake.

Hewaited until the looter passed, then hustled on.

They made their way to the end of ruined Tayana, then stedlthily through the tent city. At one point,
hearing footsteps, he flattened himself on the ground and peered out atear in onetent'swall. A line of
prisoners shuffled past, heads down. Someone was crying. Three Y uuzhan Vong followed the column -
armored, unfortunately. Han clenched both figts, longing for the good old days, for Imperid
stormtroopers with known weak spotsin their armor - and for Chewie.

Hed logt haf himsdlf, but he fill had his luck. They madeit to within sight of the dome's northwest entry.
The last good cover was a power station,luckily still standing.

AsDromaeasad into its shadow behind him, Han observed, "They must not be knocking out everything
technica until they can bring in their own power source -"

"Whatever that is." Dromanodded.

From this point, they had a clear view toward the research and construction area. A crowd milled inthe
open street. Han spotted humans, Ryn, Vors, afew Sullustans, and afamily of horned Gotals. Severa
black-armored diens cameinto view, dragging a brick-loading machine. Han gaped at their strength. As
they drew even with the milling crowd, their leader dipped out of position and got behind it, pushing with
the others. Abruptly it vanished. Two seconds later, there was another loud crash.

"Not everything," he muttered, "but they're getting agood start.”

He turned back toward the gate. Three humanslay sprawled on the ground, looking to Han asif they'd
been shot from behind, trying to reach the gate.

Had the VVong posted a sniper, or were these bodies | eft from the enemy's arrival ?

"May they dancethe gtarsinjoy," Dromamurmured.

Dance the stars? That was anew one. Han knew Droma's people were a bunch of romantics -

Then he saw the creatures. Coiled around Gateway's construction shed was something like agigantic
snake, darting its head from sde to Side, feeding. A second creature clung to itstop coil with powerful
rear pincers. Like astretched-out Hutt with armored white segments, it reared up, flailing stubby front
legs against the construction shed, and then it lowered its huge head to crash against the duracrete shed.
Debris tumbled down on both of them. Out of the upright creature's mouth lashed dozens of tentacles. It
looked for all the thousand worlds like an everted Sarlacc asit gobbled up the shattered duracrete.
"Sithspawn!" Dromawhispered.

If Han had been even remotedly tempted to go in that direction, he wasn't now. Turning back toward the
northwest gate, he picked up a stone and chucked it out into the open area.

Nothing happened.

"I think," Dromasaid, "were better off to run for it."

Han clasped Dromas forearm, wordlessy closing his hand on the bristles. Then he sprinted for the
arched tunnel where gray dome met sandy ground, pausing only to scoop up the environment hood that
onefalen human clutched in agtiffening hand. Heflung it on asheran.

Hed nearly reached the gate when something whizzed past his ear. Panting, Droma plunged into the
cramped airlock alongside him. He too wore ahood. Han dapped the cycling control, seating hisair



mask.

A palm-szed creature zoomed past his ear, sprang off the lock's rear wall, ricocheted off the front, then
whizzed toward him again. It grazed his hood as he sivung his blaster like aclub.

Got it! It fel to thefloor, hissng and szzling asit spun. Its edges |ooked like sharpened sted. He patted
his head and came away with ahank of hair, cut through with the hood and helmet. If he hadn't dug out
this ridiculous helmet, held be bleeding like astuck gornt.

He stomped the creature as the gate's outer door did aside and Duro's ugly gray fog swirled in.
Dromagingerly picked up the biggest remaining piece. "Might need aknife. Thisll do."

Then they were running for the bluffs edge. From behind came weird, watery-sounding cries.

Han turned, aimed, fired. He caught the lead warrior guard square in the face, at the very center of a
star-shaped thing that looked like agrowth on itsface. The dien jerked and tumbled backwards.
Another weak spot! His luck was holding. Encouraged, he sighted on the next onein line, fired, dropped
that one, too.

At that point, he expected the rest to turn tail and run. Instead, they rushed him.

Hey, thisisn't fair'Han shot the breath creatures one at atime. If these people wanted to die, he didn't
mind obliging them. Hejust didn't intend to let them return the favor.

Hefollowed Droma down the bluff, bearing east over tumbled rocks. He hadn't seen Leia's big marshes
before. From thisdightly elevated vantage, they looked like adouble line of square and triangular curbs
that enclosed raised ponds. The nearest ones were green, the farthest ones toxic orange or eerily glowing
brown, and between them he could see dl shadesin the process of changing. Alongside those marshes,
he spotted a pae-green pile of mowed grasses.

The cargo hauler should be undernesth. Droma reached the pile and burrowed in without hesitating. Han
followed, depending on his breath mask to keep out hay dust. Within moments, he was buried so thickly
that hisworst fear was suffocation. He nailed deeper, then even deeper.It'd better be herel

Hisleft hand hit something hard. On ahunch, he ducked down and crawled forward, pushing hay away
infront of him, kicking it out behind him. It reminded him of svimming.

Moments later, the debris thinned out. He emerged into a square, metal-roofed cavern.

"Dromal" he shouted. Down here, his voice took on adight metalic twang. He could seethe Ryn's
slhouette, adarker smudge against grass-filtered light. " Get down here!™

Theair actudly smeled good through his mask. In such atoxic environment, there probably weren't
many bacteria of the right kind to rot clippings.

"Comeon!" hecdled again. "Moveyour fuzzy tail!"

Findly the Ryn flailed down into the low cavern. He crab-crawled sdewaysto where Han lay. By then,
Han had taken agood look.

"If I've got my guess,”" he said, "it'san old TaggeCo WQ 445. A big box-shaped scow. Sitting flink."
"Not my first choice for agetaway ship,” Dromasaid.

"Mineeither. But it'sdl they've got." Han frowned. Leia hadn't said whether she had anyoneto fly this
bucket, and he was itching to get to theFalcon . "The engine ought to be about there," he said, pointing
past hisleft foot. "And the service hatch should be ..." He scooted three metersto theright. "Not much
farther thisway."

It took Droma afew moment's deft work, using the dead razorbug, to pry open the access hatch. After
that, Han wasin his element. He found an emergency cache next to the hatch, pulled out a pair of pocket
lights, tossed one down to Droma, then started for the cockpit. First things first Run the diagnostics, seeif
this beast redly could be trusted with a couple thousand lives.

Remembering the captive mob outside the research building, and the pit into which machinery was being
flung, and the mongters at the congtruction shed, he swalowed hard. There wouldn't be many livesto
saveif hedidn't hurry. "Come on, bristle-face. Move."

A rasping Duros voice guided Marato dock theJade Shadow in dip 16-F, back on Bburru's familiar
Port Duggan arm. The same voice instructed her to power down al onboard systems.



"If they're scanning for life-forms, you might bein trouble,” she said quietly.

Luke crouched besde R2-D2, finishing afew fina programming details. Normally,Shadow ‘s onboard
computer handled security. With the ship powered down, R2-D2 would fill that gap.

"l don't think s0," Luke murmured, straightening. " Just hurry back."

"Y ou don't need to say that twice." She hesitated, getting agood look into his eyes, checking his
emotiond date.

Heraised one eyebrow. "Take care ..." he began.

Shefrowned.

"...of thelittleone.

Her mouth quirked sdeways. "I'll accept that as a polite way of saying, 'Get here on the double,
mother-of-my-child."™

L uke touched her shoulder with one hand. She aso felt amore subtle caress. She returned it.

Then she hustled out through the hatch, dapped the external hatch control for the sake of Bburru's visua
monitors, and strode up the Port Duggan arm.

No morefiguresin CorDuro brown patrolled. She saw only a Rodian, hurrying inbound like hersdf. Then
she passed a security post, manned by two of the CorDuro guards that L uke and Anakin had
encountered.

"Where you docked?' the skinny Rodian demanded.

"Sixteen F," Marasaid sharply.

Another guard dipped out of the post, headed back the way she'd come.

She amiled grimly. That hatch release had peculiar camouflage. They could go at it with alaser torch and
gtill not get on board.

When she stepped off the shipyard corridor's rideway, the big open areawas a so deserted. Even
Ducillas podium stood empty.

She turned around and spotted a transparent lift tube. R2-D2 had shown her areadout of Duro Defense
Force's command pogt, located on a superstructure over Duggan Station. She stared up the lift tube -
way up - to asmdl platform just under the habitat's main structural supports. Two tdl, gray guards stood
outsde the tube's base.

"l need to speak with Admiral Wuht," she said.

"Heisnot available" the near guard answered.

"So | assumed." Maraglanced upward again. Too far to jJump - maybe Luke could make this one, but
she couldntt.

"Ligen," shesaid quietly. "I only want to talk with him. I'm not going to harm him, but if you ingst on
getting in my way, | can promiseyou Iwill hurt you." She added an overlay of Force energy. Too much
was a stake, too many liveson theline, to hold back. "Let methrough,” she said firmly, barely raising her
hand to gesture.

One guard touched the lift control, opening the door. The other pulled out acomlink and turned aside.
Maratossed her head, marched onto the lift, and punched for the command level.

Chapter 24 Leiadid into the upright gap between the number-one hydroponics complex and her
adminigtration building. Here, the duracrete wallswere less than half ameter gpart, just close enough that
areasonably agile person could climb them chimney-yle.

She bolstered her blaster, then pushed one foot and one hand against the right wall, one foot and one
hand against the |eft wall, and started up.

Though the duracrete was rough enough for hand- and footholds, chimneying meant holding her wrists
and ankles at anglesthat brought on adull, throbbing ache. Using Jedi techniquesto ignore that pain, she
kept climbing. Finally, she stretched out prone on the roof and peered north, toward the construction
barns.

Motion caught her eye amost directly below. A pair of Y uuzhan VVong hauled atravoidike cart down the
admin building's main steps. Her breeth caught as she recognized Abbela Oldsong's pae-blue shoulder
wrap, bunched around one limp form that lay on thetravois. Leialeveled her blaster at the nearer dien's
neck, a thejoint in itsarmor, then lowered her weapon. Abbelawasn't bresthing. Something likea



crimson snake had wrapped tightly around her neck.

Leiagrimaced, glad that the woman lay facedown. Other limbs, human and nonhuman, stuck out beneeth
Abbelas body. Leiawondered if they'd been sacrificed to some horrible, so-called god.

She was barely aware of Olmahk creeping forward to lie beside her, hislean gray face coming leve with
hers.

"Keep your head down, Lady Vader."

“lam.”

Then she saw one of her block-stacking machinesjerking forward, being dragged and shoved instead of
running under its own power. Ahead of it, between the construction shed and garden plots, lay adeep
new pit. Y uuzhan Vong swarmed its edges, degpening and enlarging it with what looked like picks and
staffs, but were probably creature-tools. West of the pit, hundreds of refugees sat close together.
Although the evening was dipping toward midnight, no one lay down. As Leawatched, another group
joined them. Y uuzhan Vong on lizardlike beasts patrolled the area, and near the construction shed,
something moved.

Then she saw the upper creature's tentacled heed, attacking the wall in afrenzy.

She clenched afist. Where was SEL CORE now? Senator Shesh sat on Coruscant while Leialay here,
watching dien biocreations shatter SEL CORE's haven.

Not adone, though. She heard more soft scuffling behind her, then Jaina crept up on her sscomach.
"Remind you of anything?" Jainaasked, adjusting her mask one-handed.

Leianodded. "Rhommamool, and apit full of droids. We've got to get those people out of there.”

"With what?' Jainaasked bitterly.

"Just help me get the mining laser up here,” Lelasaid. "They Hill haven't shut down the main power plant.”
"Wheat about lifting something out of that pit," Jainasuggested, ""using the Force? And just dropping it on
them? They wouldn't have aclue wherewe are.”

"We could smash them,” Lelasaid, "or we could try to get some prisonersreleased.”

"How'sthat?'

AsLeaexplained her sketchy plan, Jacen scrambled up ongside hissigter.

"Weneed you," Lelasaid bluntly, hoping he had finaly settled his mind. She explained what they wanted
to do.

Jacen stared out over the scene. His eyebrows lifted, and he looked bitterly unhappy. "Mom, | ... |
can't," he murmured. "Jaina, you know size doesn't matter. Y ou can do it. Draw on my strength, if you
want to. But thisisit. Thevortex, the critical moment. | canfed it. | don't ... dare ... misstep.”

"Either help usor get out of theway." Jaina's brown eyes blazed. "Deserter.”

"OImahk can't use the Force, and he's no deserter.”

Lelafrowned, hearing the frustration in Jacen's voice. Sheld never refused to use the Force thisway. Still,
she hadn't kept up her training. She'd obvioudy set Jacen alousy example, and he wastaking it one step
further.

Jaina crept forward another half meter, almost to the roof's edge. One earlobe poked out from
underneath her sky-blue cap.

"Okay, Mom. Just lean into the Force, then lean into me. Y ou can do that."

Leasfrustration eased a bit. Jaina had figured out how to take charge, even how to give her mother
orders without rubbing Leids nosein her relative ineptitude.

Leiapushed down insde hersdlf, toward the sensation of purelife that awayswas there - not a
nothingness at al, but a spot that teemed with power and life. Even with hope, she sensed, asshe
reached out from that spot toward her daughter. For once, their smilarity worked for them instead of
dividing them. Jaina seemed to wield Leia's Force energy easly. Slitting one eye open, determined to
watch - though she didn't dare to stop concentrating - Leia saw an ore-smashing droid rise out of the
congtruction shop.

Y uuzhan Vong on that side of the pit scattered. The monsters snapped at it but missed. On the other side
of the pit, refugees jumped to their feet. Their guards somped toward them, turning their backs on the
disagter that sailed through the air.



Lelawent cold as the Force stopped flowing. The machine smashed to ground, catching at least five

Y uuzhan VVong warriors undernegth it. Other diens dashed into nearby garden huts, pitiful shelter.

A Vuvrian legpt to hisfeet and shouted, "Run! Scatter!"

The throng seemed to explode. People dashed in dl directions. Aliensriding their saddled creatures
brought some down, but others sprinted, singly and in groups, out of the herders range.

Leiahoped some would find the bolt-holes. Deeply satisfied, she exhded and eyed her daughter. Jaina
had rolled onto her back, panting.

"Well done," Leiamurmured.

Jainasmiled crookedly at her, then eyed her brother. "Thanks so much, Jacen.”

Helay prone, staring down his blaster sights, biting hislip.

"All right," Lelasaid. "The admin building's main shaft goes straight down three levels, below ground. The
laser should be under guard on the second leve.”

"Should be," Jaina muttered. "What do you bet Nom Anor sabotaged it?'

"Maybe not," Jacen ingsted. "Olmahk and | will cover you."

Good - except for one morething Lelahad to say. "Listen,” she muttered. "I'm point on thismission, and
I'm coming back up here. With Olmahk," she added, staring down her scowling bodyguard. "If anything
happens, get away. Before we move the laser, I'll show you theway out. Y ou're my hope for our future.
Both of you, and Anakin, and your whole generation of young Jedi. If you carry it on, | can - well, just
don' fail the people who are counting on you."

"Comeon," Jaina snapped. "Weve got work to do."

Exactly the right touch. Jainawas right No more time for the overture. On with the show.

Leiajumped from the hydroponics plant's rooftop to awindow ledge on the admin building. From there,
it wasaquick scrambleinto avacant office.

Abbdas.

Fortunately, the Y uuzhan V ong seemed to be congregating at the pit. The office was empty. She
congdered unhooking her lightsaber, then decided sheld leave lightsaber work to Jacen and Jaina.
Drawing her blaster, she started down the dark stairs as silently as possible.

Oneflight below ground, Leia paused with Olmahk and waited for her twinsto catch up.

"Laser," she murmured, pointing toward aside chamber.

Two blurred smudges marked the dust beside it, and she knew Abbelas guards had met their mistresss
fate. Between those smudges, not quite so close to the laser, a broad swath had been swept in the dust,
asif an even larger corpse had been dragged away.

Randa? she wondered. Where was Basbakhan?

"But I'm going to show you theway out first,” shesaid.

Jainashook her head. "'I'm going up to the roof with you."

"No." Holding her blaster at the ready, Leiaslently pushed the next door.

A storeroom filled with storage crates - nitrates, potassium compounds, micronutrients - wasdimly lit by
aglow lamp near the exit. Lelasaw no sign of intruders. Even the dust had a spackled, untrodden look.
Leia stepped through, toward a hatch that 1ooked like one more permastone panel. She tugged it dightly
open and jerked her head aside.

"Tunnd. Tothemines," she murmured.

Jainarolled her eyes. Jacen frowned at histwin, crinkling hislips.

Lelaled theway back out. From a canister bes de the metal-sheathed power conduit, she took a handful
of sand and strewed it out onto the floor, masking their footprints.

Olmahk lingered at the door. As Lelaopened it again, she heard harsh voices from the main level and
heavy footsteps going up the steps. She held ill and waited. In aminute or so, the voices stopped.

But were they redly gone? Sheld gotten used to being able to sense living presences through the Force,
Around Y uuzhan Vong, shefelt haf-blind.

She glanced aside a her daughter, wearing her mask, then at her son, with his cap pulled down snugly.
She pushed the door the rest of the way open.

No one challenged her.



She led across the open area, headed toward the |aser.

Sheld aimost reached it when a harsh shout spun her around. A Y uuzhan Vong warrior in black armor
stood on the stairs, sweeping something off abandolier.

"Go!" she shouted. "Back!"

Shefired off ashot, but her blaster bolt only glanced off hisarmor. She aimed under hisarms, at the
known weak spot.

A gray streak vaulted past her. Olmahk plunged toward the Y uuzhan VVong's throat.

A second alien vaulted over the bacony, hit the ground running, and came a her. Lelafdl against the
duracrete door, damming it shut with her children on the other sde. She didn't stop firing until the alien's
hands closed on her shoulders, wrenched her away from the door, and then drove her against it. She
crumpled into darkness.

Jacen pounded down the laser-straight tunnel, chasing Jaina. Sheran asif she had an assassin droid a
her hedls.

"Do you have any ideawnheat direction werre going?' he demanded.

"North. When we hit the main mines, bear to theright, toward the transmitter.”

The main mines. Was Nom Anor still down here?

Jacen grabbed her hand. Jainaamost yanked it free.

"What?' she demanded.

"Weve got to go back," he said. This made no sense, but at the back of his mind, something huge and
white was spinning. "We can't leave her.”

"What? Hello. Duro to Jacen. She sent us away. She's getting real good at that.”

"Thisdoesn't fed right." Jacen listened hard, to the place insde himsealf where he used to find wisdom. It
lay silenced.Help , he begged.What do | do?

"Thisdoesn't fed right," he repeated. " Go ahead, get to the freighter. Warn Dad what's going on, call
Lukeand Mara. Tell them I'm going back.”

In the distance, there was a throbbing head. Leiadidn't want to get anywhere near it, but something kept
pushing her closer, until findly shewent insde.

Then sheredized shewaslying on her back, eyestightly closed. Memory returned in pieces. Shedidn't
move, barely dared to breathe, waiting for some hint, some clue, of where shelay. Shedidn't fed any
bonds, any shock cuffs, any binders - anything amiss except that horrible headache, centered behind her
left ear.

She did know enough about using the Force to turn that down afew notches.

Then shelistened hard.

"Get up, Adminigtrator Organa Solo.”

The voice seemed to echo, and she recognized it. Shelay <till amoment longer, reaching out with her
other senses. All other humans must have fled the building. Most vitaly, she couldn't fed Jacen or Jaina
close by. Either they'd escaped, or ...

No. The Y uuzhan Vong hadnot killed them.

"Weareaware," thefamiliar voice said, "of when you regained consciousness. Get up. Show the courage
that provesyou worthy."

Then sheknew the voice. Sheld heard it over her comlink, but never in person.

She opened her eyes. They showed agray, weirdly danted duracrete ceiling.

Stairwell. Sheld been felled outside the storeroom. At the edge of her vision, duracrete spirded up into
the distance.

A Y uuzhan Vong stood between her and the nearest gray wall. He was smaller than many, with most of
his head covered by tattoos. Wheat little hair he had grew in ablack tuft at the back. Heworea
khaki-colored tunic over athinner-looking version of the black body armor. But hisface ...

The nose was barely present, like two dark holes opening directly into his skull. Theright eye was pae
blue, with the eerie stripe of afdine pupil. Thething in hisleft socket was no eye. It looked lesthery,



except at the center, where averticd dit split it like another pupil.

The creature held her lightsaber in one hand.

"Dr. CregAr, | presume,” she said. "Or should | say, Nom Anor?’

"We have met," he said, stretching hislipsin aparody of asmile.

She sat up, rested her back againgt arough wall, and straightened her head wrap. Now she saw three
more of the alien warriors, one standing guard on the next landing up, two more behind her ersatz
researcher.

"S0 you solved our problems,” she said, "using Y uuzhan Vong biotechnology.”

"Inpart,” hesaid. "I have dabbled in the kind of alchemy that can change your more useless microbes
into powerful tools."

"Y ou made Marasick. But here, you were only stdling. Digtracting us.”

"You learnwisdom."

"l suppose,” she said, dso staling - in the hope that her children would be far awvay before the diens
redlized she hadn't come alone.

Alone? What about Olmahk?

For her to be here, they must have killed him.

Chewie, Elegos, Abbela, and now Olmahk. Again, they made thiswar persond.

"l suppose,” shewent on, "you actualy have everything you'll need to clean up Duro yourselves."
"That isnothing to you. If thewarmaster choosesto do so, hewill."

Warmaster?"Who isthat?'

Thedien'slips drew back, exposing even more of histeeth. "Get up,” he said, "and I'll show you."

Her legs moved stiffly. Nom Anor and his muscular cronieswalked her up the stairs, into her own
office-quarters.

The aien who waited between her equipment lockers and her desk was half a head taller than even his
tallest guard. Large, rust-colored armor scales covered his body from neck to knees. Hislips had
multiple dits, his dongated head was tattooed, and a channel-like groove crossed the top of his head,
amost from one ear to the other. She didn't want to guess how he'd gotten it.

A smdler dien, with painful-looking black burn scars crossing her cheeks, offered the warmaster
something on atray. As he picked it up, pinching it delicately between clawsthat extended from each
fingertip and knuckle, she saw that it looked like aworm.

She glanced aside. Shed |eft her bunk rumpled, rising in ahurry. The remains of her breskfast ill sat on
aplate beside the focus cooker. On her desk's other side, near thetall aien, her equipment lockers hung
open. Mogt of their contents lay on the duracrete floor, smashed into atangle of ruined components.
Thebig dientilted hishead dightly and let theworm dideinto his|eft ear.

Lelashuddered and planted her feet a shoulder's width apart. She needed to stall him long enough for
Luke and Marato get back with reinforcements. Long enough for the refugees to escape.
"Warmadter," she said, "your seizure of thisdome, this planet, is utterly illegd. Y ou may not -"
"Silence" he ordered.

Over hisleft shoulder, one of the dark iron sconces till hung on her wall. Something about the intruder's
presence seemed to turn its abstract form into a misshapen, multihorned head.

Leiahad faced down Borsk Fey'lya. She'd defied Grand Moff Tarkin and a dozen other petty tyrants,
but this creature lived by utterly different standards of respect and behavior. Shemust get through to him.
To stop thekilling, once and for al.

"Sir," shesaid, "we are both leaders. Our people respect us, and we have many thingsto say to each
other. My nameisLeaOrgana Solo."

"I know who and what you are. | have vowed to my gods to sacrifice you and your kind. Y ou will merely
bethefirgt, and surely one of the most famousleedai | give them.”

Leids scomach churned. "'l am not Jedi,” she said. "Not redly."

"Our reports say otherwise.”

"Y our reportsarewrong. | have alittletraining, but that'sdl. In this gdaxy, we have learned to live
alongside each other. Surdly, you -"



"Wedo not live Sde by sdewith impurity,” hesaid. ™Y our civilization is built on abominations. Y our
gdaxy ispolluted. We have cometo cleanseit, so that others besides our warrior caste may occupy it
and live cleanly here. It isour destiny, according to Supreme Overlord Shimrraand the priests.”
Degtiny?She shuddered. "Like thisworld," sheingsted, sweeping ahand aside, "pollution can be
cleansed without killing everyonewho livesinit."

"It will be cleansed,” he answered. "All that mocks lifeis an abomination. Do you not understand
that,Jeedal Organa Solo? Y our machines mock life. They are abominable. An affront to life. Aninsult to
the gods, who created all that exists by sacrificing parts of themsdlves.”

Understanding flashed through her. These people believed that their own creators had mutilated
themsalves. Naturdly, they tried to follow that example.

"We admire your creature-servants,” she said cautioudy. "We are deeply impressed by your
biotechnology. May | suggest that you, too, have much to learn from us?"

"Wearelearning," he said somberly. "We have seen that you deny the dl-transcendent redlity. Instead of
learning the most worthy way to meet it, you forestdl it, or pretend it does not ultimately own you ...
forever."

"We have a so developed servant-creatures capable of hedling,” she said, rising to the argument. "We call
them bacta. Other servant-creatures help us make food, and -"

"And gtill you mock death and try to evade its servant, pain. Death, Leia Organa Solo, isthe highest truth
of theuniverse”

"No," shesad. "Lifeisthe highest truth.”

"Degth endslife.”

"There can be no desth where there has been no life. Life binds the galaxy together. Life-"

"Silence, blagphemer!”

Theforce of his shout drove her back haf astep, but Lelawasin her eement now. "Sir," shesaid,
determined to try angle after angle until she forced hisvison open ahair, just ahair. "You and | can
speak because we are dive. Your gods-" Yes, hed definitely mentioned gods, plurd. ™Y our gods can
only be served by theliving, not the dead.”

"Y ou know nothing.”

Heturned dightly aside and said something in astrange, guttura language. Behind her, one of her guards
laughed horribly, and she realized she must've said something that seemed unutterably stupid from their
point of view.

"What isit you want, here at Duro?' she asked.

"You," hesaid, "who mock death, will meet it very soon. Then, for Yun-Yammka - the true master of
war - wewill purify thisworld of the abominable machinesin their orbits”

TheDuros cities, sheredlized with asinking sensation. Millions of lives.

"Wewill preserve the people you cal refugees, though. Their labor is needed for the task of cleansing this
world." He nodded at Nom Anor. "Finally, Duro will become our platform to take other worlds. The
onesyou cal the Core.”

Leidshead fdt light, asif it were floating over her shoulders. They meant to take everything - and she no
longer doubted that they could.

"Sir," she said, "even the gods can't want you to remove dl other life from the -"

"Y ou do not speak for the gods! But soon, you will speakto them. Tell my magter, Yun-Yammka, that
more of your kind - moreJeedai , our most powerful enemiesin thisgalaxy - will crawl into his presence.
Give him that message when you meet him, Ambassador.”

Chapter 25 One of Leids captors stalked closer, brandishing a creature with atiny body and long,
outward-curving claws. Did they mean to sacrifice her here and now? Leia back-stepped.

"Wait," sheexclaimed. "I want to know more about these gods of yours.”

Thewarmaster's laugh was a horrible bass rumble. "That iswisdom spesking. Therewill betime.”

The other dien seized her left arm. The creature he held took her wrist between one pair of claws, then
grabbed her other arm, holding her as effectively asapair of stun cuffs.

The warmaster said something in that other language, and one of her guards grasped her left elbow. The



last she saw of the warmagter, he was ddlicately pulling the long worm back out of his ear.

Her guards took her to a storeroom, shoved her in, then spun her around. One took hold of the creature
that held her hands together and plucked it off. Then he gave her another shove and shut her into
darkness.

Shelet hersdlf stand motionless, unthinking, for one moment.

She couldn't escape the sensation that she'd evaded death by micrometers.

Then something moved in the shadows to her |eft. Something huge.

She shrank away.

"It'sonly mysdf," ablubbering voice rumbled. "Y our fellow prisoner.”

"Randa?' she demanded. "I suppose you went to them, offering to ship prisoners - and they threw you
back."

"No, no, | swear by my kgjidic! | tried to reach your mining laser. | meant to sacrifice mysdlf, and kill as
many of these despicable creaturesas| could.”

"Oh, certainly,” Leiasaid. Sheld known too many Huttsto believe this. "Y ou meant to sacrifice yourself.”
"Butitistrue" he moaned. "I deserve nothing better. My repentance is Sincere, my mortification utter and
complete. | -"

"Mortification?' Leatried giving the door ashove. Nothing happened. "Where's Basbakhan?'

"They took him," Randa moaned.

"He's dead, then.”

"No, no."

They took a Noghri alive? Sheld thought that couldn't be done. She wiped a sheen of sweat off her
forehead.

"What were you doing with that villip? Answer me, answer honestly, and maybe I'll believe you. Maybe."
He gave alow moan. Then he mumbled, "I tried to bargain. | tried to get them to promise my peoplea
safe world. Would you not try to do the same?"

Was there anything, she wondered, that might buy aworld's safety?"In exchange for what?' she asked
curtly.

Her eyeswere adjusting. Now she could see along, bulbous tan-colored shape, pressing up against the
storage closet's other corner. She couldn't tell if he'd been hurt, and she didn't much care.

Helicked hislipswith hisfat, pointed tongue. "They want Jedi," he said. "They know nothing about the
Force. They want to find out what makes you powerful.”

"So you tried to sell meto them? Isthat what you'retelling me?' How utterly appropriate, then, that
they'd locked him up with her.

Heflattened himsdlf on thefloor. Sheldd never even imagined what aHutt might ook like in abject misery.
"No," hesaid. "Not you. Jacen."

Her son? This... Huit ... had offered her son to the enemy? Her hands flexed, her spine siraightened. She
would've crossed the closet and tried to take him with her bare hands, but it'd taken achain to kill Jabba
and alightsaber to finish Beldorian.

Randa probably didn't know about Beldorian, but it was common knowledge she'd killed Jabba. "How
dareyou," she said through clenched teeth.

He pulled himsdf even farther away. "Now you understand,” he said, "why | tried to sacrifice mysdf. Not
that you believe me." Hisvoicefdl dismadly into the bassrange. "Not that you ever trusted me, or you will
ever believe meagain. | wish, oh, I wish | could convince you how sincere my repentance -"

"No," shesaid, "I don't, and | won't, and you can't.” On the other hand, she had seen tracks that looked
asif Randahad been dragged out of the laser's storeroom. "But go ahead, tell me another lie to passthe
time. How did they catch you?'

"| was bending over thelaser, trying to activate the repulsorded -"

"Which you couldn't do," sheinterrupted. "I coded it to my voiceprint.”

"Ah-h." Hemadeit along, sobbing sigh. "I am glad,” he said, "to have been ableto tell you this. If no one



else ever knows, and we go to our death together, at least | -"

"Oh, shut up," she muttered.

Sheleaned back against the stonewall. Her |eft shoulder hit a power-cable conduit, and she shifted to
get comfortable.

She couldn't. The warmaster had told her he would destroy al the Duros cities, then drive on to
Coruscant. Only one conclusion was possible he had more forces on the way.

Bburru, and CorDuro Shipping, had consistently cheated the refugees they'd been contracted to aid.
Evidently, though, it wasn't the refugee population in imminent danger of being daughtered, after dl - but
the Duros themselves!

She shut her eyes and reached out for her children.

She sensed Jaind's subtle resonance at some distance. Jacen's might be farther away, or closer - damped
down. In the mines? she wondered. Or till in her secret tunnel ?

She scratched her shoulder absently against the power conduit - then spun around, grasping it in one
hand. It ran from the closat'sfloor toits ceiling. She thought back, imagining the admin building in her
mind which roomslay above her, which ones below. This conduit ran through the storeroom that opened
into her tunndl.

She bent down and swept the floor with both hands.

"Isthere someway | might help?' Randa asked.

" want apebble,” she snapped. "There are dways pebblesfalling out of our duracrete. The factory never
quite got the formularight -

"Here, Adminigrator.”

Something fell dmost into her 1ap. She groped toward the noise it made, found the pebble, and seized it
in one hand.

"Thanks" she murmured.

She tapped out adistress signa in the old Mon Cal blink code. Naturaly, no one answered.

She stood up, flattened her pams against the closet door, and gaveit another push. It still didn't budge.
"| tried that, too," Randa offered. "Buit if you think my weight, added to yours, might -"

"No," she said. Maybe hewas sincerely repentant. For the moment.

Or just suitably scared of her.

She sat down again.

She had only onething l€eft to try, but she hesitated. If she called Jaina or Jacen back through the Force,
they might endanger themsdves.

Oh, right, her inner voice mocked.Asif Luke doesn't dready know I'm in trouble. She'd sent Jacen and
Jainaaway, though - ingsting they save themsdlves - and shed meant it.

But if Luke aready knew ...

She sat down and relaxed deeply.Luke, she cried silently to her own twin.Luke, hear me....

She sensed no answer. Maybe he wasin hiding, too.

Curled up onJade Shadow 'spilot's chair, Luke fdt atendril of energy brush againgt him. Alert for
scanners from off-ship, he ducked down into the Force and | et the probe pass over. Asit faded, he
touched it cautioudy to confirm its eectronic, impersond nature.

Instead, he caught the faint sense of Leia, and danger, and warning.

Chagrined, he reached toward her. He instantly recognized the sensation of being trapped - and thistime,
shewasin urgent peril. She wanted to make him understand even more, but the rest of it came through
garbled. Battles - awarmaster - athreat to Coruscant.

Hejumped off the chair and strode &ft, toward his X-wing.

Halfway to the hold, he hated. Save hissister? Or stay on station, for the sake of hiswife and child?
Marahad told him to take off, if he had to.

Hetried to get some guidance from the Force. Surprisingly, his clearest impression was that this wasn't
Leiasmoment at al. Her destiny was established, but within the next hour, Jacen must stand firm ... or
fdl utterly.

Drawing down deep into the Force, Luke stretched out toward Jacen, and thento Leia. Was she



doomed? He couldn't tell. Jacen remained closed off to him, walled inside his own barricades. Luke's
shoulders dumped.

Jainaresponded ingtantly, though. He even fdlt the assurance that Jainawas aready returning to try to
help her mother. Linked with her, now, circumventing the irritation Jainausualy showed toward Leig,
Luke sensed her love for the woman who was so much like hersalf. Her first friend, her role modd.
Maybe Jaina could get through to Jacen, too.

Hereached for Lelaagain. If shewere ddiberately opening hersdlf to him, he might be able to catch
some memory, some image, that he might relay to Jaina. He had to save her, and Jacen.

The only clear image in her mind showed her tapping against a conduit with apebble, and alocation. He
sent that to Jaina-

Then he caught awhistle fromShadow 's comm board. He hustled back to the pilot's chair.

"Skywalker," he answered.

"Luke, it'sHamner. I'm sorry, but it isn't good news."

"No reinforcements?'

"None. Sounds like you'd better evacuate, if you can.”

"Good try, Kenth."

Luke sensed a shipyard crew approaching in the corridor outside. He pulled back into hiding, closing his
hand on his comlink. He had to get Hamner'sword to Mara.

Wasn't there some way to help Jacen and Leia?

Jacen pulled himsdlf into the smallest possible shape and waited for heavy footstepsto passby inthe
garwell. Five minutes ago, sick of dinking and wondering, held reentered the admin building.

He'd found the smashed bits of a U2C1 housekeeping droid, plastic legs and shredded tubing scattered
inthe stairwell. Then thisempty cubicle, exactly large enough to hold such adroid. Something nibbled at
the back of his mind. Once again, something enormous was trying to break through, something out of the
infinite. A warring urge tempted him to smply spring out of the cubicle and have donewith dl his
sruggles.

Wait. The sensation came through plainly.

Anguished - dmost angry, now - he dug hisfingernailsinto his anklesWait for what? he screamed back.

Han leaned againgt a stone wall. Returning toward the underground gathering place from Gateway's last
hidden hauler, hedd found Leias GOCU antenna. He promptly patched in his comlink. He got no answer
from Leiaor Jaina, but C-3PO picked up.

"No sign of 'em, Threepio?"

In hismind he saw the protocol droid, perched in theFalcon 's offset cockpit, standing watch out on that
bluff.

"No more of the dien ships have appeared, Captain Solo -"

"Check the sensors. What's on approach?”

Brief pause. Behind him, Han heard the soft shuffling of hundreds of feet, refugees making their way past
him, up the tunnel toward Droma.

"Nothing, Captain. For the moment, it still gppears asif the enemy has deployed only the small task force
"Good enough, Goldenrod. Beready to fireit up the second | get there."”

Hetried Leiaonce more, then flicked off the comlink and stuck it deep in apocket. He didn't like her
slence.

One of the shaved-down Ryn paused dongside him. " Get through?' Han recognized Romany's voice.
"Yegh. Doing dl right?* Han murmured.

Romany's blue jJumpsuit sagged on hisarms. He brandished his own comlink. "R'vanna says the last ones
have gotten down into the tunnel.”



"Good enough.”

"Where are your children?’

"Probably with their mother.”l hope. Han peered ahead. Just beyond this point, they were entering the
most dangerous section, where the ancient mining tunnel joined Leias scientists recent dig, connecting
their [ab with the marshes. Here, if anywhere, there could be atrap -

Asif on cue, he heard a softcrack overhead. Then acrackle that seemed to go on for afull minute. Gravel
sprinkled hisleather helmet.

"Don't panic,” he muttered to Romany. "Not yet, anyway ..."

Unbelievably, no one cried out. Far behind, a section of ceiling dumped itsalf on refugee heads. He heard
gasping noises, saw and felt apress of bodies surge toward him. But even the children stayed quiet.
"What'd you do to them, Romany?" he demanded.

The Ryn shrugged. "They know if they're heard, were al dead. They've been running so long they're
darting to get good at it."

Mentaly Han cursed the Y uuzhan Vong. He turned and moved on.

At tunnel's end, daylight shone faintly. Dromahad scavenged an old cargo-stacking frame off the hauler
and painstakingly pushed it dong the cliffs base toward the tunnd. Ashe moved it, he - and agrowing
number of refugees - kept stacking hay over it, creating atunnd. Han was able to move thislargest group
yet onto the hauler without being seen from outdoors.

Asthey streamed past - human, Vor, Vuvrian, here and there a Gotal and a Sniwian - he ducked against
the hay framewith Droma. Now that it wastime to say good-bye, he didn't want to do it.

Neither did Droma, evidently. "If we can break orbit, I'm going to head out the Trade Spine.
Senex-Juvex might till be taking refugees.”

"Y ou've changed,” Han said bluntly. “"What happened to the loudmouth | met back a Ord Mantell?*
"Guess hedied,” the Ryn said somberly. He pulled off hisred and blue cap, knocked straw out of it, and
replaced it at the usua angle. "With about half of hisclan.”

"If | find any stragglers, I'll put 'em on theFacon .

"Right,” Dromasaid. "Y ou know," he said wistfully, "I redlly wanted to meet Luke Skywalker."

Han laughed shortly. "Y ou did. On board theQueen of Empire-"

"Not totalk with him."

Han shrugged. "I'll send him along someday.” He backhanded the Ryn's bristly upper arm. "Keep your
scanners up.”

"Y ou know, Solo, for such amouthy human you've got agood heart.”

Theling's end passed them by. Dromafell in with the Stragglers, hustling them adong. They'd agreed he
would wait for Han to signa when theFal con was ready to run for open space. Han would escort him to
the jJump point, then head in his own direction - with Leiaand the kids. He thumbed the comlink, but
once again, none of them answered.

He was turning toward the tunnel when Droma came dashing back. "Comm unit's dead,” he puffed.
"Transmitter seemsto be functioning, it'sjust the voice pickup. Let me patch in your comlink.”

Han hesitated, then decided he could talk to the kids from theFal con - and it was high time he got there.
He handed Dromathe link. "We were about even on that running rescue total,” he said. "'l think you owe
me, now."

"Put it on my account,” Dromasaid.

Leids prison door opened wide enough for aclawed hand to reach down, leaving a pitcher of water and
abowl full of something that squirmed. Randa snored softly in his corner. She sniffed the water. It
seemed dl right. Shetook a cautious taste, rolling the Sip over her tongue, listening hard for the infant
danger sense that protected Luke and Mara so effectively. She sensed no warning, so she drank thirdtily.
Then she considered the bowl. No matter how hungry she got, she couldn't facethat .

She nudged Randal's midsection with her foot. "Hey," she said. "Dinner.”

He came awake quickly, blinking his huge black eyes.



"It's something you'd like." She shoved the bowl into his smal hands.

"Oh," heexclamed. "It'sbeen solong."

She turned away, repulsed by his appetites.

A faint pinging that had gone on for severa secondsfindly caught her attention. It seemed to be coming
from the conduit.

She pressed closer. In blink code, she heard letters formed by long and short groups of pings. R-M-E.
Pause. C-A-N-Y-O-U-H-E-A-R-M-E. Pause.

By thistime, she'd found her pebble again. She pinged back, "W-H-O-I-S-T-H-I-S."

"Jaing," the answer came. "Wheat floor you on?'

Exultant, Lela stretched out through the Force. There, indeed, was her daughter. From Jaina's mind came
images of Luke hiding shipboard, docked at Bburru, and of Mara spesking with the Duros military
command - but nothing from Han. For secrecy's sake, Jaina had switched off her comlink.

Laborioudy, Leiaspdled out the warmaster's threefold threat as she formed explanatory imagesin her
mind. The othersmust know about the incredible danger to the Duros cities, word for word, exactly as
the warmaster threatened. Also the impending endavement of refugees, and the promised strike on the
Core.

"Warn Mara," she concluded, diding back into sgnaling mode. "Use GOCU transmitter. Hurry, then
come back. Randa prisoner also."

Jainapinged back, "Get you firg."

"No. No. Warn Marafirst. Get Han, come back,” Leia answered.

Silence. The warm echo at the back of her mind faded, cooled, vanished. She counted off amost a
minute. Then, "OK," Jaina pinged back.

Leiasank back down, dropped the pebble, and rested her elbows on her knees.

Four armed Duros waited for Mara at the top of the lift.

"Charming," shesaid. "A welcoming committee. | need to spesk with the admira.”

"You're under arrest,” the Duro wearing the most stripes on his collar snapped.

"On what charge?' Mara demanded.

"Tregpassing on military property, to sarrrt.”

"Mm." Maraflexed her hands, holding them closeto her blaster and lightsaber. "Tell you what. Y ou can
try to lock me up, in which case either you'll end up on thefloor or ese as Y uuzhan VVong sacrifice bait ...
or you can take me to see Admiral Wuht firdt. If he till wants melocked up, I'll go peacefully. Think you
could handlethat?'

Thelead Duros eyes blinked once. "Thisway," he ordered.

Shefollowed him, ready to make abreak the moment he took awrong turn. But less than aminute later,
the escorts marched her into a private dining room, where a Duros sat next to two burly humans. The
Duros charcod-gray uniform had filigreed epaul ettes, white shoulder cords, and arow of stars around
hiscollar.

"Admird," Marasaid. "My nameis Mara Jade Skywalker. | urgently need to speak with you."

Admiral Wuht cocked hislong head to one side. He glanced at his human guests. "Interesting,” he said.
"These gentlebeings just predicted that you, or one of your kind, would force your way in to see me
within the hour. And here you are.”

Maragot agood look at the humans. The nearer one wore close-cropped hair and sat with his shoulders
dumped. The other had abizarre, distant look in one eye, probably amalfunctioning prosthetic. They
openly wore the clagped-hand Peace Brigade insignia, one hand recognizably human, the other hand
completely tattooed.

They dways|eft off the claws.

"Good," she said. She leaned both hands on the back of the nearest repulsor chair. "Admird, | don't
know what you've been told about the chances of asecond Y uuzhan VVong attack on this system, afina
one, but we have reason to believe it'simminent.”

"They are coming to take possession of the planet's surface," the dump-shouldered human said. "They
have no interest in the Duros cities, and there is no reason we cannot coexist peacefully with them.”



Maraglared. " So you sold them what, half amillion refugeesto be sacrificed?!

He spread his hands. His bad-eyed friend dipped both hands under the tabl etop.

Maragot agrip on her lightsaber, beneath her long tunic. "I know you've been told to believe they have
no usefor your orbitd cities, and that they'll leave them aone," shetold the admird. "'l assume you
struggled with the decision to let them take hundreds of thousands of lives, down there, oncethis dime got
to you. But your own people are your priority, and thisiswar. Am | close?’

The dumped one crossed hisarms. "I think it'stime you left, Green Eyes.”

Mara shook her head. "We transmitted back to Coruscant,” she said. "We requested reinforcements.
They turned usdown.”

Again, the admird's glance flitted sdeways. His large eyes narrowed, then helooked at her again.
"Please make your point, Jedi Jade Skywalker."

"I'm surprised you haven't dready seeniit,” she said. "Have you heard how they destroy technology? Did
you seethat creature out there, chewing on Orr-Om? Don't you redlize they consider technology - al
technology - to be an abomination, an offense againgt their gods? Can you redly believe they would leave
you your cities?"

"We have been given those assurances," he answered. "It isasyou say. My responsibility isto my
people. Sadly, | cannot hel p evacuate your downside settlements. We did try to warn SEL CORE against
colonizing that surface. Duro swalows everything that touchesit.”

"So get out of here," Bad-eye said.

"I'll leave when it'stimeto go." Marawatched his shoulders. If they twitched, she wasready. "First -"
The comlink on her belt toned, and from a distance she felt Jainas urgent concern. The girl'stiming was
execrable.

"My apprentice istrying to rescue Ambassador Organa Solo, who has been taken prisoner down there,"
she explained, raising the comlink left-handed. "Marahere" she said. "I'm with Admirad Wuht."
Theingant she confirmed Jainas voice, sheflicked the comlink, turning up the gain.

"Admird, thisis Jaina Solo. Gateway dome gill hasa GOCU link in the tunnds, and Mom's people
hooked it to an externa rectennaarray. Mom's being held in the admin building, by aY uuzhan Vong
they're cdlling warmaster. He hastold her they're going to destroy the Duros cities. All of them. She said
it was urgent to warn you."

Maraglared at Bad-eye, whose good eye had widened considerably.

"He said that verbatim, Jaina?' Maraasked. "Or was that just an inference? Thisis extremely important.”
Maraheld the comlink at arm's length, making sure everyonein the room could hear Jainasreply.
"Shetook the timeto quote him. Hetold her, 'We will purify thisworld of the abominable machinesin
their orbits," Jainaconfirmed. "And from here, they mean to take the Core. If Admira Wuht can't hear
me, tell him one more thing. We found evidence that CorDuro Shipping has been working with the Peace
Brigade for along time, probably in exchange for awarning to get one city prepped to leave orbit. Sir, if
you want to protect the Duros people, evacuate them to that habitat. Start building its momentum now,
because you won't get much time. There aren't many of uswho can help you insystem, but welll help the
DDF fly cover for its getaway -* Static interrupted the transmission for severa seconds.

"Go again, Jaina. We missed that last part.”

"Mom saysto hit Gateway dome as soon as her people are out. Thisguy ishighin their ranks. Y ou've
got to take him, kill him."

"Can you get back to Leia?' Mara asked.

"Excuse me, Admird. I've got to get personal.” Jainas voice sounded strained. " She ran me off, Mara. |
went back for her, but -"

"She had to get us that message.” Marastared at Bad-eye. Hisleft shoulder was drawing back, just
dightly.

Bad-eye's blaster cleared the table. Mara used her lightsaber to deflect the bolt. Shetried to aim it back
a him, but missed by severd centimeters,

Hetoppled anyway.



She backstepped, nearly bumping her escorts, and spotted a holdout blaster in Admiral Wuht'sright
pam. Now he hdd it trained on Sump-shoulder.

"You, sr," Wuht said, "are under arrest. Guards, deal with him. | need to speak with Jedi Jade
Skywaker."

To Mards deep satisfaction, two Duros from her escort squad carried Bad-eye out of the dining room.
The other two escorted Slump-shoulder.

Marafingered her comlink. "Jaina?"

No response. Jainamust have left the GOCU dtation.

Admira Wuht clasped his knobby hands. ™Y ou wereright,” he told Mara. "We have been betrayed.
Somehow, we must cancel the sland-down without derting the traitors.”

"And hurry your peopleto that other city."

He nodded. "Urrdorf. My forces are shorthanded. How many Jedi have fighter shipsinsystem?”

Luke on theShadow , shortly to bein an X-wing. Anakin, out on patrol. And hersdlf. "Only three" she
admitted. "But Captain Solo has theMillennium Facon planetside, and that's quite aship.”

Admirad Wuht's eyesdidn't brighten much. "Then a |east we might delay them,” he murmured, "and
evacuate afew more of your people and mine."

Anakin watched his sensorswith haf his attention, listening to the Force with the other half. He knew
where his mother was, and Jaina, and his aunt and uncle. The Y uuzhan Vong battle group seemed to
have logt interest in stray ships patrolling insde the roiling fringe of Duro's atmosphere. Hisjob wasto
watch for asecond wave of attackers. He'd set his astromech, Fiver, to scan space.

Hed picked up the early model R7 droid, most advanced of al the astromechs, on ahunch. R7 droids
were notorious for working poorly with any fighter but an E-wing, and it had taken Anakin five attempts
and two weeks of tinkering, but now his backseater was as deek and dependable as his uncles R2, but
fully armored and capable of multitasking at blinding speed.

Anakin Solo would settle for nothing less.

His present course kept Orr-Om in view. The monstrous creature that coiled around it looked like a
gpace dug, thick-hided for surviva in vacuum, with amouth easily eighty meterswide. A squadron of
coralskippers escorted Orr-Om asit drifted lower in orbit. Anakin doubted he could do anything to help
anyone dill insde that habitat.

But if he could blast that creature off, he might keep it from feeding again, on Bburru, or Rrudobar, or
any of the other orbita cities.

On thetactica frequency, he could faintly hear transmissions between some officer on board the Mon
CaPoesy , on Duro'sfar side, and an E-wing patrol. They sounded just asfrustrated by Admiral Wuht's
stand-down as he was.

They weren't Jedi. They had to follow orders.

So did he, supposedly - but he was out here, and they weren't. He had the Force and seven proton,
torpedoes. If he could neutralize the skips dovin basas, he might be able to hit the monster.

On his scanners, he spotted the wrecked hulk of that refugee hauler, dipping down into atmosphere. That
gavehimanidea

Gingerly, he pushed histhrottle forward. "Fiver, give me areadout on thet freighter's structurd integrity.”
Studying the visua display that appeared, he saw théat the line of blast scars had elongated, leaving adash
adong onesde. Bardly big enough to fly ingde.

"Any lifeformson board?'

Fiver hesitated less than a second.

NEGATIVE.

Anakin's hands tightened. That wasterrible news, but it gave him an enormous bulk to work with,
without fear of harming any living bystander.

"How 'bout its main reactor? Did it melt down yet?"

NEGATIVE. REACTOR LIVE.



Even better! Flying by scanner and Solo luck and ingtinct, he closed down his Sfoils and maneuvered
through the breach into a cavernous central hold. Something had detonated inside, melting through decks
and bulkheads.

"Fiver, set up adingshot pass. I'm going to put our nose up againgt an inner bulkhead and try to steer this
thing."

Hisdroid pasted astring of question marks on the visual screen.

"I want to pull g'saround Duro and launch toward Orr-Om."

More question marks.

"Just doit," Anakin ordered. Even an R7 could be incredibly dense sometimes.

It took longer than he anticipated, first to calculate his course, then to pull down toward theroiling gas
clouds and add every bit of acceleration Fiver could coax out of the X-wing's engines. Hedialed his
inertial compensator down to 95 percent, getting the best possible fed for his awkward hauler-shell.

His heads-up chrono findly started ticking off seconds. By thistime, the freighter had picked up
subgiantial momentum.

"All right,” hesaid. "On my mark, decelerate.”

The seconds melted down to zero.

"Now," he shouted.

He dipped down into the Force, letting it guide his hands on the control yoke, hisfeet on the etheric
rudder. The X-wing's blunt aft end bumped only once asit dipped out the horrible tear in the freighter's
sde.

Obvioudy, the freighter didn't have enough momentum to hit Orr-Om in high geosync. Anakin had
allowed for that. He armed one of his precious torpedoes, got alock on the freighter's still-live reactor,
and sgueezed hisright hand.

The torpedo arced away. Anakin waited for exactly the right moment, then maxed his shields. Facing
directly into the inferno, his canopy went black for an instant. The Force guided his hand on the yoke,
jinking back and forth, avoiding debris even while he acceerated, chasing awave of destruction toward
the doomed habitat's coral skipper escorts.

He charged them, still accelerating. Cued by the Force, he dumped atorpedo as histargeting reticle
bracketed one skip - then a second. White-hot debris had overloaded their dovin basal shields. Each of
them exploded into thousands of cord shards.

He caught athird skip with blastsfrom hislasers. A fourth with torpedoes. Time blurred. Vison no
longer registered.

A toothy black maw opened in front of him, and a gullet big enough to drive awhole squadron of
X-wingsinsde. Anakin dumped one more proton torpedo, then snap-rolled awvay. He pushed histhrottle
forward and dived toward Duro. Two of the surviving coral skippers gave chase.

On his aft screen, he saw one more explosion - and the monster's head vanished. Therest of it went limp,
drifting off of Orr-Om.

Anakin smiled grimly. Now, he only had to dedl with two coral skippers. Hed done that before.

Chapter 26 Jacen heard weird, hypnotic music pass his hidden compartment, playing amelody full of
death and despair. Severd pairs of armored legs tramped up past him. His cheekbone twinged.
Heimagined himsdf as Kyp Durron, blasting out of the compartment with hislightsaber blazing,
destroying everyone who got in hisway. Utterly rgecting the idea, hetried to imagine himsdf ashisuncle,
taking up the lightsaber when necessary, sparing life whenever he could. Then as Anakin, strong in the
Force, unafraid to useit, but not yet mature enough to see dll facets of each stuation. AsJaina, a
champion of her squadron, only beginning her ownriseto glory.

Who wasJacen ?

Again he had the overwhelming sense that the Force was about to shift. Something was ending,
something beginning. He could crouch here until they found him, or he could commit himself back to the
Force - utterly.

But what do you want?he begged.

Again he saw the gdaxy diding toward darkness, and thistime, he redlized that Sanding motionless at its



center wouldn't change the balance. Wouldn't save anyone, including himself.

What if held caught that lightsaber Luke flung in hisvision? He would be expected to strike, wouldn't he?
He could do that - on his own. Without the Force.

Or dsehe could give himsdf utterly to something he wastoo small to understand. As Uncle Luke said,
there was no middle ground.

He unhooked hislightsaber. He thought back to the times held beaten Anakin, to the old familiar fegling
of |etting the Force flow through him, so that even a Force-dark Y uuzhan Vong's actions could be
anticipated. 1t'd been like warm, living water flowing al around him. It was utterly tempting to go back.
No. Hewould not go back. He must go on.

Heavy footsteps approached. L eia backed away from the door.

Randa moaned, "Thisisthe end. As night follows morning, as decay follows death -"

"Shut up,” shesad firmly.

A warrior in black armor appeared in the doorway. He held a snake-headed amphistaff across his body.
He pointed out into the room and said something unintelligible.

Maybe they didn't have enough earwormsto go around, not that it surprised her. She didn't expect them
to want real communication.

Another guard emerged from behind the door, holding the clawed, wrist-grabbing creature,

"That's not necessary,” she said. "Y ou don't need to do this. I'm not going anywhere else.”

She winced as the claws closed on her hands anyway. The guard turned next to Randa, brandishing a
glob of ydlow-green dime. He gpplied it to the Hutt's smal hands, then pushed them againgt his globular
sSdesand gave aguttura command. Randawriggled hisfingers. His hands stayed where the guard put
them.

"Guvvuk," the guard ordered, shoving Leids shoulder.

She obeyed, but she didn't hurry. He directed her acrossthe circular landing, back to her office, shoving
and poking with his amphigtaff. More guards followed them.

The warmaster stood in front of her window, looking out toward the research buildings. To oneside
stood Nom Anor, again wearing histunic over black armor.

On the warmagter's other side, asmaller, wrinkle-faced Y uuzhan V ong wore floor-length black robes
and ahood that clung to her backswept skull. Flanking her, two lanky attendants held long-limbed
crustaceans againgt their bare chests. Tattoos radiated upward and outward from their chests centers,
resembling explosionsin shades of red and orange. A third attendant cradled an enormous,
double-skinned drum against her tunic. AsLelastared at the drum, two protrusions near its top opened
momentarily, reveding apair of green eyes.

Leids guards stopped at the door. Ignoring Randa, she resolutely walked forward.

"Good morning,” shesaid.

Thewarmaster turned dightly, showing haf hisdisfigured face. Leiathought she saw asmile onthe
fringed lips

"Come here" hesaid.

She waked to the window. Between the research building and the construction barns, the new pit had
been dug deeper. Down ingde lay ajumble of machinery and congtruction droids.

"The gods give good portentstoday," the warmaster said, nodding toward the black-robed female. "It is
agood day to burn sacrifices.”

Leagripped thewindow ledge with four fingers. "Wait! Thisisan enclosed dome. Open fireswill deplete
your own oxygen. Y ou must -"

"Y our expectations are fase. The creatures who cleanse our shipboard air will purify it insde your built
mongtrosity, aswell. When waste gasesincrease, they smply multiply faster. Again, you seethat
technology isno match for lifeitsdf."

"l agree" shesadfirmly. "Lifeisvita. Living creatures are complex, matchless, and blessed with
intelligence. So you must not -"



"All living creatures serve the Y uuzhan Vong," he said. "And we serve the gods." He nodded to the
elderly priestess.

The priestessinclined her head, keeping her hands laced in front of her, both arms covered by long, full
deeves

The warmaster turned back to the window. "Watch," he said. ™Y ou must begin to understand the destiny
that approachesyou dl, star by star, breath by breath.”

Several more warriors approached the pit, dragging another travois. Lelas priceless mining laser, aready
smashed beyond usefulness, lay on top of it. The warriors maneuvered the travois into place, raised its
end, and pitched the laser into the pit.

Then another black-robed priest led a procession toward the pit, including a second travois. Something
that looked like alarge tank was balanced on this. Asthe second travois tipped, a bulbous creature with
six stubby legs scrambled out to the pit's Side. Leia had seen these fire breathers before. Big ones, at
Gyndine.

Thisyounggter trained its proboscis down into the pit and gushed out a stream of gelid flame. Leia
glanced up and saw that the dome's synthplas underside glistened with spots and splotches of red and
white. As smoke rose toward the splotches, the white ones dowly reddened.

"Y our biotechnology ismarvelous,” she said dully.

"Do not call our servantstechnology ," he growled. "We serve the gods, and other living things serve us.
Thismorning, wewill return grest honor to Y un-Yammka." He stretched out one arm, pointing his
clawed forefinger toward the pit. "Witnessthis."

A line of Yuuzhan Vong guards circled around behind the refugees. At asignal given by one sanding a a
corner, each one let down an arm. Ouit of their deeves dithered long black ropes. Inasingle,
coordinated motion, they bent down for the ropes and brought up stiff, snake-headed amphigtaffs. Then
they drove refugees toward the fire pit.

"No." As helpless as sheld been on the Death Star orbiting Alderaan, Leiaturned to the warmaster. "No,
you can't do this. Thisiswrong."

"This" he answered, "will happen on dl worlds. The worthy ones were removed from the group while
you dept, LeiaOrgana Solo. Many agreed to serve us. In other settlements on thisworld, they willal
serveus”

Lelagtared asthefirg line of refugees tumbled over the brink, clawing at the dirt and each other.
Grieving, shelooked away. She didn't have to watch them die. She fdlt it through the Force, like blows
hammering her gut. She backed away from the window.

The warmaster raised both clawed hands, made fists, and exclaimed something she couldn't understand.
Then he dropped his arms and turned toward her.

"Now, Leia Organa Solo," he said, "you, too, will spesk to the gods.”

The black-robed priestess raised both arms. Her attendants swept out their red-limbed crustaceans. The
creatures long legslocked in an extended position, joined to the bodies by tendons that now stretched
taut, like tranducent harp strings.

The third attendant flicked her huge drum in adow, inexorable begt. The other two raised clawless hands
and plucked their creatures taut tendons. An eerie, atonal music filled the room.

The priestesslowered her arms. Out of one deeve dithered ablack amphistaff. From the other deeve,
one of thefurry, red coil creaturesrolled down her other arm. It tightened around her wrist.

Leiahad seen something exactly likeit, looped like agarrote around Abbela Oldsong's throat. She pulled
adeep breath, using the Force to stay cam.

"I would be glad to serve you as an interpreter,” sheinssted. "Y ou need atrandator for more than just
language and words. Someone who understandsidiom. Y our earworms obvioudy can't -"

"Silence" he ordered. "Y ou mistake my intention.”

The priestess glanced at him sharply.

The warmaster stepped toward Leia. "My watcherstell usthat someoneistrying to enter this built-thing.
One of your kind, aleedal ."

Jaina?Lelathought frantically.Jacen? Get out of here, get to the Falcon!



Or could it possibly be Luke?

He nodded curtly toward the priestess. "We have seen how your people flock to the injured like carrion
flies, hoping to feed your dreams of immortality by rescuing each other. Y ou will be honored to serve the
gods by suffering. Y our screams should lure the other oneto me.”

"Stop," she said, backing away, refusing to understand. "Think about this. If you kill me, I can't help you
any longer.”

He stood between her and the window, but there was just achance she could get past him. And jump.
And use the Force to land softly. And lead them away from whoever el se had gotten into the building.It's
atrap, Jainal Sheflung that thought out into the Force.Get away!

The warmaster stepped away from the window.

A massive tan object lashed at him. Randas powerful tail, unrestrained by the guards or their crestures,
whipped the amphistaffs out of two guards hands, then lashed again toward the warmaster.

"Run, Ambassador!" he thundered. "1 have my wish, after al!"

The gaunt priestess plucked the ropy red creature off her wrist and swung it over her head. Leiarushed
Nom Anor, scrabbling with her fingertips for her lightsaber, till tucked in hisbdt. She wouldn't get far
without that.

The priestess launched her rope. In flight, it Stretched out to twice its former length. It struck the Huitt's
neck and wrapped around like awhip. Randalashed at the warmaster's guards with hismighty tail. They
ducked out of range.

Leladrove Nom Anor againgt awall, wrestling to unhook her lightsaber with her claw-contained hands.
Hisnallsraked her arms. She hit the activation stud, extending the ruby-red blade. It barely missed the
Y uuzhan Vong'sfoot, burning aholein the duracrete flooring.

Powerful hands wrenched her away, piercing her asamswith knifelike claws. The warmaster's guards
dragged her off her treacherous researcher.

Inthe middle of her office floor, Randalashed and quivered, fighting the tightening cord with his neck
muscles. "Lela" he gasped. "Betrayed you ... it's... my nature ... I'm ... sorry ..."

The priestesss drummer begat a crescendo. The garrote creature tightened again. Randa's huge eyes
bulged.

Leiastruggled usdessy against her guards. Those close to Randa now had dented and gouged battle
armor.

The warmaster stepped around her massive desk, kicked the Hutt's motionlesstail, then ordered his
guards, "Takeit to the kitchens."

Four of them dragged the huge body away. If Randa had been older and heftier, they probably couldn't
have budged him, but their physica prowess was staggering.

Nom Anor fiddled with the handgrip of her deactivated lightsaber. "Wewill study this abomination,” he
told her, brandishing it. "Wewill take it down to small pieces and improve our defenses againgt it.”
Hethrust it back into his belt.

Theremaining guard, the priestess, and her musiciansformed acirclearound Leia

Get away, get away, get away.She thought it at the Y uuzhan Vong, at Jacen, a Jaina- a Han, hopefully
in theFal con by now.Warn the Duras, warn the fleets. Get away.

The priestessraised her left arm again. Another red garrote creature rolled down to her wrigt.
Something ese grabbed Leiafrom behind and flung her to the ground. Something heavy and sharp fell
across her legs a the knees, blinding her with adouble explosion of pain. She bit her tongue.

They struck again. And again ...

A scream echoed down the stairwell. Jacen flung himsdlf out his compartment's door.

Two adienwarriors stood in the passage, one outside the office door where that scream had come from,
one closer.

Jacen legpt up three sairs at the closer warrior. The armor itself could be killed, he reminded himsdif.
The vulnerable point was under the warrior'sarms.



But at the end of that arm, ablack amphistaff coiled like ahook, narrowing itsinner edge to bladdlike
hardness.

The Y uuzhan Vong attacked, taking advantage of his elevation. Jacen couldn't anticipate the warrior's
strategy. He could only watch shoulder twitches, subtle shifts of feet. The other'sfirst swing drove Jacen
back down into a crouch. He sprang up quickly, stepping past his enemy with hislightsaber at shoulder
height. Using his body as afulcrum, he dashed for the armor's wesk spot.

The warrior dodged as the door guard pounded downgtairs. Off the bandolier on his chest whizzed three
Slvery crestures.

Jacen backswung, pushing his pommel toward the warrior's chin. The Y uuzhan VVong svung his
amphigtaff down, aiming for Jacen's neck. Jacen ducked aside and skewered the first thud bug with his
glimmering, ice-green blade. The leering warrior spun on onefoot, driving his amphistaff toward Jacen's
midsection.

Jacen leapt aside, planting akick asthe amphistaff swept past. The warrior lost his balance and flew over
the banigter.

Jacen stood gasping for one second, then swung at the thudbugs, dimly aware that the other guard had
vanished into Leids quarters.

The second bug came at his chest. Now he missed the flow of the Force. He backstepped and swung,
feding haf-blind. Somehow, he connected anyway. The bug skittered to the ground.

Its partner buzzed toward his head. He ducked, but not quite in time. Hefelt fire on his scap asthe
creature dashed pagt, ditting his cap. He brought up his lightsaber, trying to sab it.

Without the Force, he just wasn't fast enough. He caught it on the backswing.

Ignoring his scalp wound, he dashed the rest of the way to the office. Panting, he burst in.

His mother lay sprawled on the floor. From her knees amost to her feet, her SEL CORE-blue uniform
was darkening rapidly with blood. She pushed up on her forearms, opened her eyes, then furrowed her
forehead.

"Go," she groaned. "Get away!"

To hishorror, three duglike creatures rolled back and forth dongside her legs, cleaning up the visble red
flow.

Beyond her stood the biggest Y uuzhan Vong held ever seen, and asmall onedl in black. Three
musicians, covered with tattoos, and amidsize one - with his mother's lightsaber tucked into his belt -
stood aside.

"You!" the middie-szed Y uuzhan VVong exclaimed. "The craven one! | thought you remained on Bburru.”
Jacen gaped. The Y uuzhan Vongknew the Duros had detained him? CorDuro hadn't just sold out. It was
collaborating!

Holding his lightsaber at the ready, Jacen stepped around Leiaand said, "L et her go." A fully trained Jedi
could've controlled blood flow to her own wounded extremities, | etting enough through to oxygenate her
nerves and muscles, but not enough to bleed to deeth. Obvioudy, Leia couldn't.

But Jacen could bardly stand, he was so dizzy. The room spun and tilted around him.

"Craven ill," the warmaster exulted. ™Y ou stand there looking, instead of trying to strike us down. Look,
then. Look wdll."

The warmaster reached toward the smdll, black-robed individua and said something Jacen didn't
understand. Her eyebrows lowered fiercely. She uncoiled something red from her left wrist and gaveit to
the warmagter.

He dangled it between two claws. " Ambassador Organa Solo, straighten your spine and compose your
face. Meet destiny with courage, and inspire this young coward.”

The black-robed one stretched out her arms. Her musicians started their ugly, throbbing tune again.

The room spun faster.Stand firm, Jacen , he heard.

He could not fight this darkness. Not without the light of the Force. And the darkness must be fought!
Jacen reached inward and outward for the devastating, ravishing energy that wastoo largeto
comprehend, too mighty to use without being changed forever. He ba anced himsdlf around his
glimmering blade - and charged.



Chapter 27 Mara sprinted back up the crowded Port Duggan shipyard arm. Wuht had committed to
scramble the DDF, but plainly, something had gone terribly wrong planetsde. Leas agony made the
Forcering, like gaffi sticks crushing Maras knees and calves.

At the end of her own dock, a CorDuro group barred the way. Mara considered her blaster, unhooked
her lightsaber instead, and tipped it up againgt her right wrist. A flick of her hand would drop it into her
orip.

"Excuseme," she said, shouldering into the group of guards.

"Whoa, there," the nearest, a squint-eyed human, said. "This docking arm has been closed. Off limits."
"My shipisdocked there," shesaid. "And I'm leaving." Thistime, she threaded her words with ahint of
sublimina command. "Let methrough.”

"All ships on this arm have been co-opted by Duro Defense.” A Duros stalked forward. "Sorry. You'll
haveto find another ride."

"Youll haveto find another ship,” Marasaid blandly. "Y ou're not having any luck getting mine open, are
you?'

"Oh," the Duro said. "Slip 16-F? We just monitored an X-wing snubfighter launching out of your main
bay."

"Right," Marasaid. "And the hatch'slock is rather unconventiona, for good reason. If I'm going to clam
diplomatic status, you probably want to see my papers.” It was an old dodge, and sheredly didn't
expect it to work.

The Duros extended a knobby hand.

"They're on board,” Marasaid. "Come with me."

Hewaked her up to the dip. Unfortunately, he brought his goons. Marafrowned. She didn't have timeto
make this a pleasant farewell.

She touched her in-port lock's cornersin rapid order, then pressed her thumb to the center - but that was
just for show. Luke had embedded a second locking mechanism under the plating, inaccessible to any
non-Jedi. She levitated the hidden mechanical catch, and the hatch swung open.

A voice behind her said, "Now freeze."

Utterly unsurprised, Mara spun left. With one motion, she bent her knees dightly and dropped the
lightsaber into her palm. Before the next heartbest, sheld ignited it. "Don't make me-"

A uniformed Duros stood just behind the near human, pointing ablaster a her. Maras|left leg
straightened, sweeping the human off balance. Her blue blade followed around as the Duros fired. Mara
deflected the shot, leapt backward into theShadow , and then shut the hatch.

Clanging noises reverberated from the outside. She dropped into her seat, secured herself, and signaled
the docking cablesto release.

They didn't, of course.

"If that'sthe way you want it," she muttered. She brought up the repulsors and hit the transmitter.
"Docking authority," she said crisply, "thisisJade Shadow in 16-F. If you don't want your dip torn apart,
I'd release the cables.”

Someone babbled at her. By then, her engine lights had turned green. Keeping one hand on the braking
lever, shetwitched her throttle rods once, twice, in warning.

Then she cut the brake and roared out of dock, trailing the cables and a good-sized chunk of the dock's
exterior bulkhead. Meta banged againgt her portside hull, and she winced at every crash and crunch. Her
externd sensors confirmed el ectromagnetic locks on each of the threetrailing cables. She couldn't do
much to those.

Besdes, an X-wing stresked skyward like ashining dart. "Anakin," she exclaimed, "'I'm coming &t you.
Got some unwanted debris dong my port side.”

"l seeit," her nephew's voice came. "Put your shieldsup, and I'll -"

"Shieldsare dready up." She steered away from Bburru, into open space. "At minimum extension.
Crease my ship and you're bantha fodder."”

A blast of laserlight barely missed her port sde. She checked her scanners as Anakin flashed past under
theShadow 'sbelly.



"Good try," shesad, "but it's il there”

She couldn't fight cora skippers or go to lightspeed trailing that piece of garbage.

The she heard another welcome voice, sensed another strong presence in the Force. "Hold course,
Mara. I'll getit."

She clenched both hands on the stick and throttle. From behind, a brilliant light shaft passed so close that
the canopy's radiation shield momentarily darkened. Another XJfighter followed the energy blast, Sfoils
deployed in combat configuration.

"About time you showed up, Skywaker," she murmured. "Thanks."

Jacen dipped deeper into the Force, committing himsdlf utterly. Though the building seemed to be both
spinning and tipping, his senses flooded with areverent, joyous sense of thanksgiving and homecoming.
Y es, hewas smal. Smal people had to offer their hands, or elsefor dl the Force's magnificence, it could
do little. Helonged to fdl into that vortex. To serve thelight, and transmit its grandeur.

Wait, he sensed again.

Ignoring his throbbing scalp wound, he dashed at the warmaster's arm as it dangled the red garrote
creature over Leia. The big Y uuzhan Vong drew back and dropped it. Writhing, it curled up on the rough
floor.

The warmaster whipped out a short, snake-headed baton and held it against hisforearm. "Do-ro'ik vong
pratte!" he shouted. He circled | eft, taking Jacen's measure.

Thisone'sarmor was different. Those scales grew out of hisbody, giving no clue where its weak spots
might lie. Jacen dtill couldn't sense him in the Force, but now he felt arippling of anticipation. Hewould
know, microseconds ahead of the moment, where and when the muscular alien would attack.

He aso knew that amphistaffs could spit venom. He backed out of range.

"Coward," the warmaster growled. "Unworthy."

Jacen sensed his mother's weakening presence. He buried hisworry and used alight, dightly mocking
toneto answer, "'I'm just not stupid.”

Senging an odd flicker in the Force, he brought his lightsaber up to parry. In the next ingtant, the short
black baton stretched its mouth wide, revealing four white fangs against a cottony membrane. A stream
of venom sprayed a him. It boiled and hissed againgt his shining green blade.

That might be all the poison it could gect for several seconds. Jacen swept in, centering hislightsaber,
then dashing wide and down.

Thewarmaster deflected his cut with the baton, whipping it awvay from hisbody, spinning and jerking.
Jacen legpt back. At the corners of hisvision, the priestess and her musicians edged toward thewall. The
middle-sized Y uuzhan VVong had vanished, taking Leias lightsaber. A door guard paced closer, holding
something between hands that suddenly bristled with € ongated claws.

Binding jelly?Jacen had time to wonder.Extendabl e fighting claws?"How many of you doesit taketo kill
someoneyou cal coward?' he taunted.

"Y ou are beneath me," the warmaster said. "Y ou are not worthy to die at my hand.”

Now, avoice whispered at the back of Jacen'smind.Fall in, and stand firm.

Staring the warmaster fully in the face, Jacen dived into the magnificent depth. The galaxy spun and
tipped around him.

Seemingly at the galaxy's very edge, the black-robed priestess raised her hands.

Jacen stepped over Lelaand raised his own. Power flowed through him, around him, inside him.

A decordtiveiron sconce flew off the wall, piercing one crab-harp with aspa-ng . A chair did past the
warmagter. Thedien gaveit only aglance, but it struck his door guard broadside, toppling him.

From another corner, several massive equipment lockersroseinto the air. Leias focus cooker floated,
hovered amoment, and then joined the spinning vortex with Jacen and Leiaat center.

Findly, Leias massive desk started to dide. It struck the befuddied warmaster, knocking him toward the
north window. Jacen haf saw one musician fall, struck by the same sailing wall sconce that had pierced
his compatriot's crab-harp.



Near the door, someone shouted, " Jacen!”

The warmaster sprang toward him.

He fdlt the Force bring the desk back around. He heard a satisfyingcrunch of armored scales. The
warmagter tumbled out the window. The priestess and her remaining harper lay twitching on the stone
floor, plainly stunned.

Jacen scooped up the furry red garrote creature. Jaina sprang through the doorway, lightsaber drawn and
ready. She blinked as objectsfell helter-skelter. Jacen arranged the red creature around Leias legs, just
above her knees. It hung limp. Struck by inspiration, he whacked the priestess's abandoned drum. The
red creature tightened like a tourniquet.

"Wow," Jainamuttered. "I take it you're back to usng the Force."

Jacen did one arm around his mother's shoulders and dipped his other arm under her bloodied legs,
dready wondering if using the tourniquet waswise. If he cut off her circulation completely, for long
enough, she could lose both lacerated legs.

It might come to a choice between saving her legs and saving her life. "Y ou've got to run interference,” he
told Jaina. "If | use the Force to control her arteria blood flow, | can't concentrate much on where I'm
going."

"And you're bleeding, too."

"Not serious” heingsted. "Not like - this."

Jainaraised her lightsaber again. "Follow me."

She led to the stairway, paused only amoment, and then vaulted over the railing. Jacen jumped next,
dowing hislanding aswell as he could so not to jostle LeiaHurry , hetold himself.Hurry . In hismind, he
saw Anakin's haunted eyes, his dad's horrible grief for Chewbacca Again he plunged deep into the
Force.

Tsavong Lah struggled to hisfeet, then tumbled sideways. Besides the crushed armor scalesaong his
gde, hisleft foot would not hold hisweight.

He madeit up onto his knees.

Three warriors, on guard outsde this built-thing, rushed up to him. Two averted their eyes, afraid to
observe his humiliation. Thethird glanced up at the window, tightening hislips.

"Y ou were attacked, Warmaster? We will avenge you. Take my life as offering, and make it certain.”
Nodding at the perfectly appropriate offer, Tsavong swept out his baton. The warrior knelt, bowing his
head. Tsavong swung, putting al of hisfury into the gesture.

The underling collgpsed lifeless.

"All glory to you, warrior." Tsavong wiped spittle from hisfringed lips, then motioned for the two others
to remove the fallen one's body to the burning pit.

Four morewarriors arrived on the run. Deep, grinding pain jabbed up from Tsavong's wounded foot as
they steadied him in astanding position.

"Bring Tu-Scart and Sgauru,” he ordered, "and take down this built-thing." He ordered another, "Divert
the outflow from the degp well underneath it. Flood the tunndls.”

Nom Anor hurried up to hisside. "They will not escape,” he assured the warmaster.

Tsavong Lah glared at the executor, who had fled while the others fought. "Hopethat Y un-Harlafavors
you today," he said through clenched teeth. ™Y our -"

"| wasforced to retreat.” Nom Anor interrupted before Tsavong Lah could lay the charge of cowardice.
"The watchers il indicated another Jedi's pproach.”

Two massive shapes dithered up the street, driven by handlerswith heavy amphistaffs, and Tsavong
brushed Nom Anor aside. Serpentlike Tu-Scart looped the built-thing with his coils. Chitinous Sgauru
attached hersdlf to him, raised up, then let her powerful head fal againgt the windowless lower story.
Duracrete blocks crumpled like pveiz twigs. Sgauru's maw closed on a cascade of them, feeding with



delirious joy. Then she took a second swing.

Han sank down on theFalcon 's captain's chair. " Get up here, Goldenrod,” he shouted. "Move, movel”
The droid sashayed into the cockpit. "But, Sir -"

"Sit," Han ordered, "or I'll replace you with apair of clamps.”

Han flipped arow of power switches. For once, the old bucket didn't whine and die.

"Bucklein," he muttered. "Thiswon't be one of our smoother runs.” Why had he sent Droma off on the
refugee ship? C-3PO was the worst possible copilot!

Hefired the repulsors. Thefreighter rose bare centimetersinto the air.

"Sir, whatdo you want meto do?' C-3PO pleaded.

"Cover the comlink." Jainahad sent coordinates for the tunnel's nearest exit point. As soon as she
sgnaed again, hed have to move.

Jacen tried not to jolt Leiaas he legpt one more falen warrior. The physica world seemed foggy, less
red to him than hisinvisble struggle to save his mother.

"Thisway." Jainagripped her lightsaber in one hand. She led off the bottom flight of Sairsinto the
storeroom and flung open the tunnel door.

A rush of foul-smelling water cascaded out. Jacen turned sdeways and let the first flood wash past him,
then waded forward. Leia's head dumped againgt his shoulder. She seemed unbelievably light.

Water would wash away any chancefor blood clotting. He couldn't worry about saving her legs
anymore. Only her life. With the Force dtill flowing through him, he virtually stopped the blood flow into
her mgjor arteries. The garrote creature, its masters unintelligent servant, clung tightly, blocking surface
bleeding.

He struggled past the gushing water source. At least the flood would push them and their scent
downstream, so the Y uuzhan VVong couldn't send tracking creatures after them.

Aheed, Jainas lightsaber gave off asoft violet glimmer.

Jainaeyed her datapad map. Where thistunnel joined the old mines, the map showed amgjor drain hole,
averticd shaft. They weretraveing toward it with thisflow. It would suck them down unless she
established an anchor point.

"I'm going aheed,” shetold Jacen. "Watch for me."

Then she extinguished her lightsaber, hooked it to her belt, and plunged into foul, icy water. It tugged at
her mask and made a sickening taste on her lips. She took strong strokes, barely sensing the walls that
rushed by. Reaching ahead with the Force, she sensed the deadly tug from ahead as waters poured
down the shaft.

She turned about and thrust her feet forward. Then she thrust them down, bouncing herself sideways, out
of the strongest current. Each bounce took her just alittle farther Ieft. She couldn't see at dl, but she'd
learned to navigate half-blind. Her Force sensetold her when sheld nearly reached the tunnel wall.
Giving one more powerful bounce, she flung hersdf up and dmost out of the water. She scrabbled for a
fingerhold on the rock, fell back into the water - and went under. Fear coiled around her, colder and
deadlier than the flood.

She fought it aside, got her head up, gasped for air, then bounced hersdf clear again.

Thistime, she caught hold of a scratchy outcropping. She unhooked and lit her lightsaber, and saw that
sheld missed the deadly shaft by only two meters. She jammed her lightsaber's pommel into acrack in
thewall, like alantern in asconce, then yanked off the utility belt sheld scammed from theJade Shadow .

Marahad takenShadow on along sweep out, watching for new hostiles, so she saw them firg.

She dapped her transmitter. " Jade Shadowto Duro Defense Force,” she cdled. "Big cord at four-five
mark oh six. Look out,Poesy !"

A Yuuzhan Vong fighter-carrier had appeared at roughly forty-five degrees south, plainly targeting the
Mon Cal cruiser. Waves of coraskippers flew off the big carrier'sarms. Larger objectsfollowed -
maybe attack craft, maybe creatures - not that it mattered anymore.

Mara swooped back toward Bburru, searching her tactical display for Luke's and Anakin's X-wings.



E-wings and Dagger-Ds poured back off Bburru and the other cities around Duro'sinhabited ring. This
time, shieldswent up on al the orbita cities except Orr-Om. Severd explosions had shaken it while
Mara patrolled. Its lights had gone dark. It had drifted down almost to blue-line. Or brown-line, in
Duro's case.

Shedlogt dl senseof Leia

Another Y uuzhan Vong battle group appeared out of hyperspace near Duro's north pole. This group split
into four squadrons. Mara's sensors showed each squad with twenty or so coral skippers out front,
followed by ... something bigger, unidentifigble ... and then more skips.

"Attention," the now-familiar aien voice thundered on her comm unit. "Defense forces, stand down. Go
to ground at one of the onplanet settlements, and your liveswill be spared. Resist and you will be
destroyed. Settlement dwellers, remain where you are. Choose peace, not destruction.”

A second voice, a Duros voice, spoke. "Evac ships, vectorrr south. Repest, vectorrr south. The enemy is
coming in from roughly north. Duro Defense Force shipswill coverrr any escape shuttle we can.”

Mara adjusted her headset and spoke on the private link. "Luke, where's Han? What's keeping him?"
"I'm not getting anything from him." Luke's voice sounded strained.

Another battle group appeared, diving toward a second sector of the orbiting arc. Thefirst group's
coraskippers skimmed the first habitat in their vector, blasting away at its defenses. Then the larger ship
creature swooped in. It launched something at the city. Mara's sensors went berserk.

"Dovinbasal," sheexclamed. "A monger.”

Seconds later, that city's shieldsflickered out. A dovin basa with that kind of appetite could pull down
the city, just like Sernpidal’'s moon.

Small craft popped off the other citieslike flak-ants. Thefirst wave of attack craft ignored them. A few
evac shipswinked out, vanishing into hyperspace. The Y uuzhan Vong's second atack wave caught the
lag-behinds. Again, the voice ordered evacuees to go to ground.

Hardly any did.

With the second attack wave came corvette anad ogs that peppered the cities with asteroid-sized debris.
Atmosphere jetted off into space. Here and there something exploded, lighting the city surfaces.
Orr-Om fell faster now, sinking visibly, sarting to glow at its edges. Marablinked. An entirecity ...
Cora skippers and defenders swarmedPoesy . Now and then its big lasers picked off acora ship. Mon
Cdl cruisers shiddswere legendary - dmost invincible - but as one of the dovin basa launchers vectored
in, and aflight of E-wingstried to divert, Mara guessed evenPoesy wouldn't last long.

Then athird wave of attack ships appeared. If the warmaster meant to show the New Republic exactly
how much force he could command, he was doing afine job. The number of cora ships appalled her,
assembling herefor their strike at the Core.

And there'd be no help for Duro from Centerpoint or Coruscant.

Disk-shaped Urrdorf gathered momentum, driving obliquely out of orbit. Admira Wuht had pulled most
of hisfightersin toward this quadrant, snce Urrdorf was the only Duros city with any red chance of
survival. Among its defenders, Mara spotted two X-wings.

"Party time," she muttered, vectoring in to join them.

Jacen heard Jaina calling as he fought the current, trying not to get sucked toward that thundering drain
hole. Her presence drew him to the left. Then he saw her by pale violet light, crouching beside a stack of
stones, dangling a utility belt's cable. She flung it. He grabbed it, hooked it to hiswaist, and braced
himsdlf againg the current, helping her red himin.

Then he sank onto the stones, chilled and exhausted, getting his strength back.

Jainaleaned toward Leig, touched her face. "She's dive," she murmured, "but barely. Can you go on?"
Jacen's|egs ached as he pressed upright. "Go," he answered. "I'll be right behind you."

She paused to snatch her lightsaber, off thewall and thumb her comlink. "Dad, can you read?' No
answer. "Thisway, Jace. I'll get out where | can transmit.”



Han held his position, waiting. He couldn't grab for orbit until he heard from -

"Dad!" Jainas voice called out of the console. "I'm out, and Jacen's coming with Mom."

Han hit the main engines. The freighter soared out of concealment and swooped away from Gateway
dome. Glancing down, he counted nine bristly landing ships, an infestation of gigantic seashells near the
dome's north side.

"Go, Droma," he ordered over the comm. "All shuttles, vector south. WEll be right behind you."

Seconds | ater, the overloaded cargo ship blasted out of its haystack. Beyond the dome, one blocky
hauler and apair of Y T-1300s clawed for space.

"There, Captain Solo!" C-3PO pointed at the sensors. Far below, alone figure waved something like a
glimmering violet candle.

"| see her." He feathered the main engines and swooped down.

"Oh, no," C-3PO moaned. "Those must be coralskippers, coming in &t four -"

"l see'em, | see'em.”

Han sat theFal con to hover and dropped the boarding ramp. To his satisfaction, a second figure followed
Jaina, staggering out of the hillside tunnd entry.

Then he saw Leiain Jacen'sarms, and the blood staining their legs.

Chapter 28 The planet waslost. Far below, its dirty brown clouds swallowed Orr-Om. A cruiser-sized,
multicolored hunk of cora was closing fast with one of the unshieded cities. Oddly, it wasn't launching its
fighters

Mararedized it just as Luke cried out over the comm unit, "It'sgoing to ram!" Mara vectored aside,
keeping one eye on her sensors. The massive dien ship dammed into the top of the helpless city, which
aready was caught by the downward pull of the dovin basd launched into its heart.

The cora ship bounced away. I1ts smooth, lower surface showed no sign of stress, but the city lit it with a
dazzling display of sparks and cascading gases. Maras sensors a so showed an ominous, downward
vector shift.

Urrdorf was pulling away, but not fast enough. Another flight of coralskippers vectored in. There seemed
to be thousands of them.

Luke veered off, and shefollowed. Y et another battle group had appeared out of hyperspace, and this
time, it came from the south, springing the trap on refugee shipsthat had fled theinitial phase of this
attack. Three cruiser-sized vessdls, their broad red and green arms already deploying showers of
coralskippers, were escorted by adozen or more midsize craft that |ooked like gunships.

Luke pushed his X-wing back toward the smaler flurry that was Urrdorf's remaining defense force. Mara
couldn't help watching behind, though. Urrdorf still had its shields. Coradskippers soared in, splashing it
with plasma

A Y uuzhan Vong force circled Bburru. The city hadn't taken adovin basal amidships yet, thanksto
Admira Wuht's defenders. Maras practiced eye spotted another X-wing among them.

A gunship-sized object separated itsdlf from the VVong attack force, coming in low, spraying the city with
gouts of brilliant plasma

"Breaking port,” she caled. "My sensors show acivilian shuttle launch off Bburru. I'll escort.”

Luke soared off toward Anakin. Mara skimmed the city's surface, back toward the dock she'd Ieft so
unceremonioudy. Someone had alot of courage, launching thislate in the show.

Three small shuttlestook off smultaneoudy, holding together in arow.

"Shuttles," Maratransmitted, "thisisJade Shadow . I'll escort you to jump.”

"Negative, jump,” avoice crackled from her console. "We're headed planetside.”

"That'ssuicide," Maraexclamed. "They only want you for daves, or sacrifices. Come around to -"

The shuttles pilots held to their course. Then Marasaw the triangular CorDuro Shipping insigniaon the
shuttles aft surfaces. It looked asif CorDuro, having done al it could to wesken Duro's defenses, was
defecting to the Y uuzhan VVong en masse.

In that case, they deserved what they had coming. Mara vectored aside, found hersdf facing aflight of
cora skippers, and went to work.



Jacen bent over theFalcon 's narrow first-aid bunk. Though the deck bucked and tilted, Jaina applied a
pair of Suiss grav-press bandage cuffsto Leiaslegs, just above the knees, then connected them with
theFalcon 's medica data bank.

"That should hold her until we can find a bactatank. | don't know about her legs, though -*
Ledseyesfluttered open. "Jaina," she murmured. "Heard your voice. Thanks."

Jainatucked athermal blanket around Leids shivering shoulders, then uncoiled afluid drip and applied it
to her bared arm. " Jacen did the hard part,” she said gruffly.

Jacen adjusted the bandage cuffs. Finely tuned microrepul sor fields were dready compressing the
damaged arteries, even while they enhanced periphera circulation to his mother'slower legs. Something
just asinvighble asthe field, but warmer, flowed between his sister and mother. A deep understanding, a
living connection.

"No. What you did," Leiamanaged. "Harder. Furious with me, but ... came back."

Jainamade awry face, then bent to kiss her mother's cheek. "Lie gill. Well get you out of here.”

"But ... Duro ... Basbakhan ..."

"We're evacuating,”" Jacen said. Whathad happened to her other Noghri? " Basbhakhan?' he asked.
Leidseydidsfdl shut. Jacen looked up at Jaina, worried.

"Therésasedativein that drip,” Jainaexplained. "Otherwise sheld roll down, crawl to the quad guns, and
bleed to death.” In her voice, Jacen heard heartfelt respect.

"Right," he said. If Basbakhan was aive on Duro, he pitied the Y uuzhan Vong. "Then it'syou and mefor
theguns.”

"Takeaquad," Janaexclamed, flinging hersdf away from the bunk. "I'll join Dad. Coralskipper derby,
three-way!"

"Mara, Luke? Duro Defense Force? ThisistheMillennium Falcon , escorting abig hauler. Last ship out
of Gateway, coming up a you."

Maraeyed her sensors. Vectoring south, accelerating ponderoudy, came abig block of ahauler, a
smaller freight ship, and three Y T-1300s. The lead freighter, the one that reflected no light, wove back
and forth in avery unfreighterly fashion.

Lukésvoice"Han, isshedl right?’

Han sounded tense. " She's hurt bad.”

No surprise there, ether. If Marahad felt it through the Force, Luke must've, too.

"The kids are taking care of her, but - what?' Han's voice faded momentarily, then came back. "Can't
talk. These haulers could use afew more escorts, though.”

"On our way." Mara snapped off the comm and studied her sensors. Whether by skill or by Solo luck,
Han had herded his charges onto the vector that was seeing the least action.

An enemy gunship appeared ahead of them, though. Almost ingtantly, the expected dovin basal anomay
appeared on Mards sensors. Shefired astorm of short burstsinto it, loading it as heavily as possible.
Not far to starboard, Luke's X-wing took arun at the gunship, hisgunslinked to fire dual bursts - two
from above, then two below - then a solid quad burst.

The gunship swerved off course, ignoring the blocky transport to ded with its attackers. Mara pelted the
sngularity, keeping its shieds busy, decel erating to keep from being drawniin.

As Luke set up for asecond run, she spotted another X-wing coming in behind him - but dso a
tetrahedrd flight of coraskippers. Stars spun as Mara jinked her ship, evading plasmaburdts, ill
concentrating her fire on that gunship. Sensors showed another anomaly coming up toward her,
projected by the coralskippersto devour her shields.

"Luke?' she cdled softly. "Anakin, this could betrouble.”

"I've got the skips, Uncle Luke," she heard.

One X-wing dtered course. Even from this distance, she sensed something flowing strong through the



Force, as Anakin - without hesitating - reached down deep, with the utter cam of awarrior twice his
age. His X-wing bucked and spun, firing congtantly. He took two skips before the other two redligned
their molten-projectile guns.

From another vector, Luke's X-wing dropped toward the gunship. She spotted the flare of adua torp
launch. The ingtant she knew the gunship couldn't swing its energy gullet into place and devour them, she
broke off her attack, vectored high, and directed full power to her aft shields.

"Got 'im," Luke crowed. Then, more soberly, he cdled, "Cargo hauler, isthat your maximum
accderation?’

She didn't recognize the voice that answered, but she knew awe when she heard it. " Skywaker? That's
you, in the X-wing?'

"Right on you. Pour it on, hauler.”

"Yes gar.”

Mara's sensors showed an infinitesmal acceleration, probably all the battered hauler could manage.

Not far off thisvector, asmilar hauler plunged back toward Duro's cloud cover, tumbling Sowly.
Bburru, too, was grappled in six places by objects that might be living ships, its shipyard arm aready a
web of twisted metdl.

Another city, the one that had been rammed, now tilted - plainly falling toward alower orbit. No more
shipsleft itsdocks. A flotillaof Y uuzhan Vong followed dongsde, and Maras sensorstold her they were
using their own dovin basalsto pull it farther down. All the Duros cities, except duggish Urrdorf, werein
ruins

Maraclenched afigt. They were playing. Showing off. Not just overwheming their victims, but taunting
them.

She bit her lip, wanting to dam afist againgt her control pandl.

She opened her hand with an effort and thrust anger away. Anger was poison. She'd had poison enough
in her system, thanksto Nom Anor - and there was one smdll life she till could save. If she guarded that,
then her own life counted more than she could have bdieved possible Hang on, she said sllently.You
picked awild timeto comeinto the galaxy.

She crisscrossed Luke's path, presenting a confusing target. Now she understood why women willingly
died for their children. One utterly helpless person depended on her for sustenance and safety. Silently,
she promised that little one the fiercest defender he ever could need.

"She" asoft voice said in her ear.

Startled, Maratouched the earphone. No one else answered or asked L uke to clarify, so hewasusing
the private channel. She touched a control, then muttered back, "Get out of my brain, Skywalker," but at
the Luke-place at the edge of her mind, shelet him fed how glad she wasto know he'd survived this
catastrophe, too.

Then, gartled, she caught anew sensation - and she knew. "Nope," she exclamed. "It'she ."

The boxy hauler winked out of sight.

Jacen squeezed the upper quad gun'sfiring control once more, and another coral skipper exploded into
multicolored shards. TheFal con rocked back and forth, giving him aclear view of another cora shower,
Jainaswork, from the cockpit. He could hear his dad's and sister's voices, pilot and copilot. TheFalcon
hed never flown so wildly and well.

Urrdorf couldn't make hyperspace, the way Dromas hauler had done, but it accelerated steadily away
from Duro's orbitdl plane, and the Y uuzhan Vong were no longer pursuing. Maybeit could loseitsdf in
the darkness between systems.

"That'sit," Han said. "We're breaking off. Good luck, Urrdorf."

"Thank you,Falcon ," adistant voice said in Jacen's headset.

Then Han, again. "Jacen, Jaina, secure the guns. Get ready to jump. We're taking her home.”

Jacen complied, then belted down in the engineering section near C-3PO. From the cockpit, he heard
Jainaannounce, "Anakin got another one.”



"Whét's he up to? Eleven, twelve?' Han caled.

"Don't know," Jainasaid. "I'd better talk to Colonel Darklighter about that kid."

"Hey." Han'svoicerose. "Luke, Mara, Anakin. Y ou're the last force insystem. Get out while you can.”
"Right." That was Uncle Luke. "Bresk it off, Anakin. Good job."

Count on Anakin to be the last human to get out of Duro space dive, Jacen reflected, but without
jedlousy. Hed found the bal ance between the Force's inner power and outward might. By giving himself
- obedient, with no reservation - he became awalking, breething, living sacrifice.

Maybe| caught that lightsaber after al, Uncle Luke.

He sensed Jaina, Sitting beside the familiar glimmer that had aways been their dad. Stretching out, he
faintly touched his brother'sincandescent brilliance. Then Undle Lukein his X-wing, dongsde Aunt Mara
in theJade Shadow .

He paused there. Something was odd - different - about Aunt Mara. Not stde or fetid, the way she'd felt
when her disease seemed termind. At this new depth, hefelt her shinelike abinary gar.

Then theFa con hit hypergpace, extinguishing al those presences.

Jacen unbuckled and hurried down to check on his mother's wounds.

Epilogue Tsavong Lah's left ankle throbbed, but V aecta would no more have deadened that pain than cut
off hisun-wounded foot without appropriate rituas. Tsavong had sacrificed body parts before, imitating
his gods work in cregting the universe. Until higher priests arrived, he would stand on asmple artificial
foot.

But he would petition the priest for a crafted enhancement. Hed lost that foot as aresult of an honor
dud. Hedidn't think the priests would refuse.

Step by painful step, he approached the delegation of Duros and humanswho'd just landed, then had
hurried here - to this temporary administrative center, pending the arrival of more-gppropriate
congdruction-craft materias. A cadre of infidels strode closer, wearing red-trimmed brown uniforms.
Through the redity of pain, he saw them clearly - not only infidels, but traitors. He would not wastetime
winnowing out worthy ones.

As s00n as the delegation stood close enough, he held up ahand, sgnding them to halt.

One scrawny Duros stepped forward. "Good sirrr,” he said, "we must protest your extended offensive. |
am Durgard Brarun, vice-director of -"

"l want information,” Tsavong Lah said.

The Duros spread his knobby hands and spoke rapidly. "Sirrr, we kept the bargain that your Peace
Brigade brrrokered. Duro Defense Force stood down. Duro did not defend the planetary settlements or
our shipyards. In return, you prrromised to spare dl but one of our cities. We fully understood that you
would need to make at least one example, but -"

"Tdll your grievancesto the gods." Tsavong set hisweight on that throbbing ankle and false foot, then
drew on the pain to focus his thoughts. "I require the name of the youngJeedai who escaped your
custody." That craven young coward had proved worthy indeed. At the time of highest, best portents, he
must be sacrificed to Yun-Y ammka,

"l can explain," the Duros began. "He had outside help -"

"Thename." Tsavong drowned out the sniveling infiddl.

The Duros spread his hands again. " Jacen Solo, son of Ambassador Leia Organa Solo and -"

Tsavong signded the dovin basdl that lay buried nearby. A glimmering containment field quenched the
unworthy one'svoice.

Then he addressed the executor, who stood nearby. ™Y our penance here has ended, Nom Anor," he
sad. "Arethe new davesready to transmit? Isthe villip choir in place?’

Nom Anor dropped to one knee, visibly gloating - but his hands trembled. Plainly, he expected to
receive hisnext promotion. "l will cal thevillip migtress.™

Tsavong waited until Seef approached, leading abeast of burden that carried the largest villip they'd bred
to date, still moist-skinned and larva white. At the suggestion of his human contact on Coruscant, the
master shapers who had bred and nurtured it to this Size had also delivered its stalk-partner to a
deep-space beacon, protecting it from vacuum with additional dovin basals,



For this message, he would even use the abhorrent visual technology he found here, though only his new
daveswould soil themsalves by touching it. They were dready defiled beyond cleansing.

The CorDuro officials, who would soon be digesting in Biter's belly, had proved again how easily his
enemies could be turned on each other. They would destroy their own finest warriors, atactic that should
make Y un-Harlasmile on him, too.

He assembled hisvictorious forcesin acircle near the burning pit, where asavory aromahonored

Y un-Yammka. Without activating the villip, he made a short speech to his on-gte forces and daves,
declaring Nom Anor's penance complete - and that now, he would be sent elsewhere.

The executor folded his arms across his chest. One cheek twitched, betraying his confusion.

"Give me the woman's foul wegpon," Tsavong ordered.

Nom Anor did not dare disobey. He took the light-cleaver from hisbelt and handed it over.

Tsavong Lah handled it firmly, knowing how thoroughly he would have to cleanse himsdf afterwards.
After severd attempts, he managed to make light shoot from one end - fase light, ared mockery of
natura luminescence.

Now Seef uncovered the giant villip and began stroking, using both arms. She also handed Tsavong Lah
atizowyrm. He dipped it into place. Hewould not have this speech mocked by infiddls. Seef signaled the
daveswith their sending gpparatus.

He digtributed hisweight evenly on both feet, sending shooting pain up hisleft caf. "Citizens of the New
Republic,” he said dowly, "we speak from the surface of Duro, aliving planet that your forebears
murdered, but which we and our new daveswill revive. In weeksto come, we will show you how the
might of the Y uuzhan V ong addresses recongtruction - the rekindling of aworld."

He drew another deep breeth, imagining the infidels beckoning each other to abhorrent mechanical
receivers, al the way from Duro to another technol ogy-poisoned world - Coruscant.

"Until now," he said, "we have not declared our purpose. Now we do. We will end here, on Duro. We
will suspend hodtilities, and live dongside you ... on one condition.”

He drew along, dow breath. After the judgment he had executed upon Duro, the cowards would want
peace - with or without honor.

"Among you," he said, "live some who mock al gods by becoming smal gods unto themselves, who
abase therest of you andforce you to submit to them. Wewill content ourselves with Duro, if you will
help us make onefind sacrifice.”

He paused again. He let them tremble, to wonder if their lives, their worlds, would be demanded.

Then helet them know they would live. All buit ...

"Give usyourJeeda ," he demanded, brandishing the light-cleaver in front of him, pointing its blade at the
dirt. "All of them, without exception. Any species, any age, any stage of training. Hold them back, hide
them, and you see how your worldswill betreated. But | will reward - with specia gifts! - the person
who brings me theJeeda with whom | especidly wish to spesk.”

He poured hate and pain into hisvoice. He closed both hands on the light-cleaver and plunged it into the
dirt. It sank to its pommdl.

"Give me Jacen Solo," heroared, "dive. So that | may give him to the gods.”

He nodded to Seef, who covered the villip. He wrenched the foul weapon out of the dirt.

The blade till glimmered, unsullied. Trembling with pain and anger, heflung it into the burning pit.



